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The Psychohistory Forum Roundtable on 
the January 6th Insurrection 

Peter Loewenberg, Paul H. Elovitz, et al. 

In our roundtable below, you will find the comments of our 
psychohistorical colleagues on the January 6th attack on our Consti-
tution and the historical analogies that come to mind.  We welcome 
your thoughts on our Google listserv and for our next issue on the 
paranoid style in American politics.  Our roundtable began here at 
Dr. Loewenberg’s suggestion. 

Peter Loewenberg (01/06/2021, histor ian, psychoanalyst, and 
psychohistorian): I am furious that the Capitol security forces were 
totally incompetent and unprepared.  Where were the Capitol Po-
lice, the Federal Police, the DC Police, the National Guard?  Can 
you imagine the response had it been Black Lives Matter (BLM) 
protestors demonstrating in the Capitol?  It reminds me of the Dal-
las Police who let Oswald, the one person who had unknown an-
swers to the assassination of President J. F. Kennedy (Oswald’s 
Russian stay and trip to Cuba), be murdered in the Dallas court-
house just hours after the event. 

Paul H. Elovitz (01/07/21, histor ian, psychohistor ian, and Clio’s 

Psyche’s editor): One of my thoughts is of Mussolini’s 1922 March 
on Rome leading to Italy’s fragile democracy being intimidated and 
soon destroyed without bloodshed.    

Robert Dallek (01/09/21, presidential histor ian of FDR, JFK, 
LBJ, Nixon, Reagan, et al.): The attempted insurrection on January 
6th was an unprecedented event in U.S. history unless you go back 
to the British assault on DC in the War of 1812.  The current assault 
confirms Trump’s presidency as the worst in U.S. history.  Trump 
is a malignant narcissist who needs to see himself as a great man 
and the most exceptional president ever.  He needs to be indicted 
for various crimes.  My guess is that he will flee the country for a 
place with no extradition treaty with the U.S.  Hopefully, he will be 
barred from running again and will be indicted for various crimes 
including tax fraud. 

Avner Falk (01/09/21, an Israeli psychologist, psychohistor ian, 
and prolific author): Ever since Donald Trump’s election to the 
U.S. presidency in 2016, the Yale psychiatrist Bandy Lee and doz-
ens of other mental health experts have been warning the world 
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about his dangerousness.  They have variously diagnosed him as 
suffering from narcissistic personality disorder, “malignant” narcis-
sism, borderline personality disorder, psychopathy, sociopathy, and 
even psychotic disorder.  The most stable thing about Trump seems 
to be his instability and his unpredictability.  He has paranoid delu-
sions of persecution and grandeur, often seeming to live in his own 
reality.  His conviction that he won the 2020 presidential election, 
which, he believes, was stolen from him by the Democrats and by 
election officials, is a delusion.  No amount of evidence to the con-
trary seems to be able to convince Trump of the reality of his loss. 

At the same time, however, Trump has shown emotional 
resilience in crisis situations.  During the late 1980s and early 
1990s, when his business ventures failed and he owed vast amounts 
of money to banks, Trump surmounted the crisis and prevailed.  He 
sprang back from adversity.  Rudy Giuliani called Trump “a turna-
round artist.”  After Trump’s State of the Union speech in February 
2019, the editors of The Blade admired his resilience.  They wrote, 
“Perhaps no American politician of the last 100 years has been pro-
nounced politically dead as often as President Trump.  And every 
time his critics have made the declaration, they have turned out to 
be wrong.”  

Right now, in January 2021, Trump seems to be going 
through the worst crisis of his life.  Following the violent invasion 
of the U.S. Congress that he provoked, he is under incredible pres-
sure from all quarters to resign his office.  His closest aides and 
cabinet secretaries are resigning.  He is about to be impeached by 
the U.S. House of Representatives for the second time, perhaps also 
tried and convicted by the Senate.  The scene is reminiscent of 
Charlie Kane, the protagonist of Orson Welles’ classic Citizen 
Kane (1941), who dies in his palatial Xanadu mansion, alone, 
abandoned by everyone, his belongings being carried away or dis-
carded by his staff, including the snow sled Rosebud.  The sled was 
a reminder of how the child Charlie was given away by his cold and 
greedy mother, who could not or would not raise him.  Trump’s 
Rosebud was his early emotional abandonment by his mother when 
he was a two-year-old toddler, after the birth of his younger brother 
and the near-death of his mother.  He was also kicked out of his 
family home at the age of 13 for rowdy and violent school behavior 
and sent to a military academy by his angry father with no re-
sistance from his mother. 

The mental health experts say that Trump is delusional and 
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desperate, that he is deeply disturbed and extremely dangerous in 
the final days of his presidency.  While this may well be true, the 
fascinating question about his resilience, which has been over-
looked by most observers, is whether it is a genuine strength, per-
haps acquired from Theodore Dobias, the officer who “adopted” 
Donald in the military academy when he was a teenager, or whether 
it conceals a massive denial of reality and psychotic delusions.   

Robert Dallek (01/09/21): The best histor ical example was Huey 
Long, the “Kingfish,” from Louisiana.  He was a brilliant dema-
gogue in the 1920s and 1930s.  Franklin D. Roosevelt believed that 
Huey Long and General Douglas MacArthur were the two people 
most dangerous to democracy in America. 

Paul H. Elovitz (01/09-19/21): Demagogy has been a staple of sup-
port for numerous American politicians.  It works especially well in 
times of stress.  We have major stresses in our capitalistic digital 
society, which lacks a sufficient economic, employment, and health 
safety net and brings all the bad news of our country and world to 
our ears and eyes.  Then came the COVID-19 threat to our lives, 
jobs, and way of life during the Trump Big Lie presidency.  One of 
Trump’s biggest lies was to deny and minimize the coronavirus in 
the name of strengthening his chances for reelection since he was 
running on the economy and thought that he didn’t need to have a 
clear-cut national, effective policy (in fact, he never did!).  Regret-
tably, in the name of respecting the office of the presidency, the 
country has ignored or laughed at his 2016 lie that he had more 
votes than Hillary.  I’ve been able to trace Donald believing his 
own lies from his early teenage years.  Hitler’s use of the Big Lie 
has been on my mind ever since January 6th!   

 There are so many historical examples of leaders galvaniz-
ing their followers to action.  A midwestern Psychohistory Forum 
colleague brought up the case of the French Pope Urban II who was 
for a while considered in Rome to be an antipope, declared that 
Christians should stop killing each other and turn their wrath on the 
infidel Muslims.  Enough Christians listened, making the First Cru-
sade (1096-1099) a success due in part to the complacency of the 
Muslims (this reminds me of President Bush’s complacency in the 
face of the very clear, congressionally reported threats that led to 
9/11). 

 American democracy is threatened by a combination of our 
instant digital communications weakening the separation of powers, 
combined with Trump’s sociopathic assault on democratic tradi-
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tions.  The demagogic 45th president drew on the insecurity and 
sense of loss of a significant part of the white working and middle 
class in the name of his own Make America Great Again (MAGA) 
grandiose fantasies.  White southerners lost the Civil War but held 
onto their myth (a Big Lie) of the Civil War being about states’ 
rights, not slavery.  Will the unethical among our leaders be able to 
turn Trump’s varied followers into a fascistic organized par-
ty?  Should sensible Americans be considering talking about ban-
ning Trumpism the way Germany restored democracy under Kon-
rad Adenauer banned Mein Kampf (1925) and Nazism in almost all 
its forms?  While I do want Trump and other organized insurrec-
tionists banned from corporate-owned Twitter, Facebook, Insta-
gram, etc., I do not favor government censorship.   

 The January 6, 2021, attempted coup should not be taken as 
a one-off!  If we are not careful, it will be a harbinger of the fu-
ture.  Even if at this moment, Trump and about 20% of his support-
ers continue to think Biden stole the election, truth and trust must 
be the hallmarks of the post-Trump era.  His Republican congres-
sional election deniers must be confronted and shamed even as he is 
considering running for election again in 2024.   

James William Anderson (01/16/21, psychoanalyst, Northwest-
ern University, and editor of The Annual of Psychoanalysis): What 
alarmed me most in the events leading up to the attack on the Capi-
tol were the members of Congress who supported Trump’s false 
claim that he would have won in a landslide if not for voter 
fraud.  Seven members of the senate and 138 member of the House 
voted to reject the Electoral result in Pennsylvania.  The vast major-
ity of these legislators knew that Trump’s claim was a lie.  They 
figured that backing Trump would benefit their careers.  By sup-
porting the false claim, they would please their pro-Trump constitu-
ents and be able to prevent Trump from primarying them.  They 
knew that the majority in Congress would accept the Electoral vote 
and Biden would become president; so, they reasoned, what harm 
would their stance cause?   

In the early 20th century, Vienna Mayor Karl Lueger spewed 
anti-Semitism to increase his popularity.  It seems that he didn’t 
actually hate Jews but found that attacking them helped him get 
elected and reelected.  He probably imagined that his rabid attacks 
didn’t matter that much; the position of Jews in Vienna did not rad-
ically deteriorate during Lueger’s tenure.  But there was a greater 
effect.  His fulminations convinced many in the city that the Jews 
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were a poison in the body of the Germanic Volk.  One young man 
who lived in Vienna at the time was Adolf Hitler.  In Mein Kampf 
(1925), Hitler acknowledged his debt to Lueger.  The danger when 
leaders make lies for personal gain is that listeners might actually 
believe the lies.  The legislators who supported Trump’s Big Lie 
about the election chose narrow self-interest over the truth and 
caused excessive harm to the country. 

Jon Smith (01/16/21, an Afr ican American lawyer  who thinks it 
is professionally safer to remain anonymous): To effectively treat 
an illness, one obviously must correctly diagnose it.  But imagine if 
a disease, like cancer, was classified as an outdated, even slander-
ous designation, only to be attributed to the relics of the past or the 
most reckless in the present.  

Such is the malady of white superiority.  It cannot be cured 
but perhaps treated.  America, however, has declined treatment—
the type of therapeutic remedies that Martin Luther King Jr. im-
plored this nation to seek—because the country cannot come to 
grips with the diagnosis.  America has decided it is more important 
to say its noble White citizens are the picture of health than for 
them to actually be healthy.  If White superiority were lung cancer, 
a significant portion of our country has been smoking the tobacco 
of disdain for non-white citizens for decades, usually in alley-
ways.  For the last four years, these individuals have begun chain-
smoking out in the open.  The nation fears an honest assessment 
and coddles these heavy smokers.   

The diagnosis is clear.  America is riddled with the cancer 
of White superiority, and its aggressive spread has spawned domes-
tic terrorists.  Propelled by Donald Trump, inflamed by Fox News, 
and enabled by the Republican Party, these cancerous cells invaded 
the Capitol on January 6th, seeking to destroy whatever healthy cells 
of a multicultural democracy remained.  Joe Biden’s inauguration 
will occur two days after Martin Luther King Jr. Day.  Will Ameri-
ca acknowledge its illness and finally seek the treatment he pre-
scribed or allow democracy to decline further? 

Michael Maccoby (01/20/21, psychoanalyst, anthropologist, and 
expert on narcissistic leadership): Was Trump delusional or cynical 
in claiming to have won the election?  Clearly, it would have been 
delusional if he were the only one that believed it.  But millions of 
his supporters believed it and millions of dollars were sent to him 
for his campaign to overturn the election.  Does Trump suffer from 
a narcissistic personality disorder?  He only seems to suffer when 
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he feels victimized or criticized.  But many people have suffered 
from Trump’s moral character disorder, his lack of concern for any-
one else, and his pathological lying.  Trump was able to make mil-
lions of followers, especially whites with little education—his 
base—who love him and believe he loves them.  He brought out 
hope that they would regain their racial superiority and their rage at 
not being respected.  Trump’s greatest fear was to be a loser.  May-
be he believed that Republican judges, state legislators, members of 
Congress, and his base could make him a winner.  His final desper-
ate attempt on January 6th, inciting insurrection, went too far. 

Peter Petschauer (01/21/21, histor ian, psychohistor ian, and  
poet):  We need more historical context.  Orators (a word from Lat-
in) fit the broader context of public speakers.  History offers exam-
ples of the very best, from Cicero, Lincoln, Churchill to 
Obama.  They are excellent in uplifting the spirit of their audience 
during crises by going beyond their personal needs.  Demagogues, 
too, fit in this broader context.  But while the first emphasizes the 
group’s benefits, the second incites for a subgroup or the 
self.  Demagogues (from Greek demos and again) orate in the sense 
of the word used since the 18th century, are mostly men agitating to 
attain narrow interests.  The ancient Greek Cleon, Mussolini, and 
Trump are good examples of this phenomenon.   

In either group, most orators stem from the elites of society, 
speaking at a specific historical moment.  Both are skilled, elo-
quent, and adroit with language.  Both trained for the moment of 
their performances, like Cicero and Hitler.  They astutely place/d 
themselves in their physical context to persuade.  Until the electron-
ic age, orators needed a strong voice, one that could be heard in the 
entire “marketplace” (the agora of ancient Greece); but today even 
a weak voice can project with the latest media enhancements.  In 
the ancient world, orators relied on props like a clear view and col-
umned buildings, now massive platforms enhanced by sea of flags 
and patriotic music are a must; there is also the “intimacy” of a 
massive desk.  Democratic orators are uplifting and focused on the 
general interests of the community, while the demagogues are self-
centered and ultimately destructive.  

Pamela Steiner (01/21/21, Harvard’s FXB Center for Public 
Health and Human Rights ): In writing my soon-to-be-released Col-
lective Trauma and the Armenian Genocide, some history lessons I 
learned from studying the demise of the Ottoman Empire and also 
as an American citizen are as follows.  First, elites generally will do 
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anything to hold onto power, prestige, position, and money.  Sec-
ond, occasionally or periodically some exceptional individuals and 
groups evolve and support principles and processes of human and 
group rights that governments are to follow.  These embody fair-
ness, transparency, and accountability as being more important than 
their own power, prestige, position, and money.  Third, such indi-
viduals come and go.  Finally, national and international laws, en-
forcement abilities, and the will to take action are essential if the 
first lesson is not to be the sole pattern.  

The late 19th century constitution of the Ottoman Empire 
guaranteed rights to all its citizens and provided proper rules for 
performing official functions.  Yet before the close of that century, 
large massacres of Armenians were carried out.  This happened 
again in 1909, and leaders were not held accountable.  By the end 
of the first decade of the 20th century, both the rights and the gov-
ernmental processes were ignored, and the constitution was as good 
as dead, if indeed it had ever been more than a paper reality.  In 
1915 those who were to benefit from the rights in that constitution 
were massacred in a genocide.  By the end of the first decade of the 
20th century, both the rights and the processes were ignored, and the 
constitution was as good as dead, if indeed it had ever been more 
than a paper reality.  Ever since Turkish leaders practice denial as 
state policy.  

Paul H. Elovitz (01/21/21): Yesterday, I was elated by the begin-
ning of the new presidency and quite worried when, in gun-
obsessed America, I looked at all the heavily armed National Guard 
soldiers in and around the Capitol.  While they were there to avert 
another January 6th riotous insurrection, I’m concerned about assas-
sinations and suicide bombings by true believers in Big Lies—
whatever their ideological justification.  We must accept the reality 
of the concerns, hopes, fears, and sense of loss of our Trump-
supporting neighbors, as I did for my Trump-supporting students 
last semester, while being vigilant as well as speaking and acting 
strongly for the values of truth, trust, and democracy in our engage-
ment with them.   

Jeff Meyerhoff (1/22/21, social worker): Following the recent at-
tack on the U.S. Capitol, there have been two differing respons-
es: calls for national unity and a strong crackdown on Trump’s far-
righters.  A historically informed, social psychoanalysis provides an 
answer as to which response is best.  Like Trump’s personal pathol-
ogy of anti-social—narcissism—the primary principle of fascists 
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is that winning confers rightness regardless of the means used to 
gain victory.  “Might makes right” is the fundamental fascist princi-
ple.  In contrast, “right makes might” is the traditional liberal, dem-
ocratic, humanist philosophy.  The ideal liberal humanist evaluates 
means and ends ethically.  The liberal humanist response, in theory, 
would attempt to stop international and domestic disputes through 
rational exchange and legal means.   

The liberal humanist needs to realize their fundamental dif-
ference from the fascist.  The liberals’ attempts to be fair and use 
rational exchange are seen by the fascists as an admission of weak-
ness to be exploited.  That’s the foundational feature of the fascists’ 
anti-social disorder: no serious ethical considerations on the path to 
self-aggrandizement (see Trump).  Historically, we see this fascis-
tic principle in the relationship between the U.S. and Vietnam.  The 
U.S. used the rhetoric of democracy promotion as moral cover to 
inflict their superior military force on Vietnam and dominate the 
weaker foe.  Trumpian neo-fascists, like Nixon and Kissinger in 
Vietnam, care only for victory by any means.  Those liberal human-
ists whose principle is “right makes might” must use all legal 
means to assert their superior strength over the neo-fascists. 

Peter Loewenberg (01/25/21): Petschauer  and Maccoby seem 
less focused on the problem of understanding the dynamics of what 
happened in DC on June 6th in the Capitol and why the Capitol Po-
lice and law enforcement were so egregiously unprepared.  We do 
know who called out the mob, but we do not know their make-
up.  At this point, we only have impressions and speculations and 
cannot speak with assurance until we have detailed lists of ar-
restees, social profiles, police, military, veterans, and group affilia-
tions. 

Michael Maccoby (01/26/21): The Trump insurrection of  
January 6th appears different from past insurrections, such as that of 
Catiline in Rome of 63BC and Shays’ rebellion in Massachusetts of 
1786.  Both these insurrections included veterans suffering from 
debt.  There were veterans in the Trump insurrection, but their com-
plaints were cultural.  Their aims were racist, and their goal was not 
economic but to keep their beloved leader in power.  Has there ever 
been an insurrection like this? 

David Lotto (01/27/21, psychoanalyst and Journal of Psychohis-
tory editor): It seems to me that we are witnessing an outbreak of 
mass psychosis.  You might want to call it a hysterical panic, but I 
favor the term psychosis.  Many of the beliefs held by so many of 
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the 74 million who voted for him, as demonstrated by the huge 
crowd that showed up in DC on January 6th, are frankly delusion-
al.  There was a weird hodge-podge of bizarre delusions, including 
QAnon and related conspiracy theories such as the belief in the all-
controlling “deep state.”  But the 10s of 1,000s of people who 
showed up for the rally were united in the delusion that the election 
was stolen.  Delusions are out of touch with reality, firmly held, and 
impervious to influence by the usual rational means.  The behavior 
of his loyal followers is best understood as being the “cult of 
Trump.”  Loyalty to and belief in the pronouncements of the leader 
are characteristics of cult followers.  With Trump now somewhat 
out of the picture, it remains to be seen what will happen to the cult. 

 Regarding historical parallels, there are many powerful 
leaders who inspired fanatic loyalty among their followers, includ-
ing Hitler, Stalin, Mao, Caesar, and Jim Jones.  There are also  
examples of what is usually referred to as mass hysteria, like the 
Salem witch craze, which can be seriously out of touch with reality 
and be seen as having psychotic elements.  The saving grace so far 
is that a clear majority of us still seem to be attached to the real 
world. 

Peter Loewenberg (2/17/21): We are just beginning to get a pro-
file of the mob’s makeup that stormed the Capitol on January 6, 
2021.  The first results are tentative but indicative.  There is much 
data gathering and interpretation yet to be done and revelations to 
come as further arrests are made, charges filed, and evidence pro-
duced in trials.  The best source we have so far is an intensive re-
view of the 175 people charged as of January 31st on page one of 
the New Y ork Times on February 4, 2021, co-authored by six jour-
nalists who were supplemented by eight additional reporters and 
three photo specialists who reproduced colored postage-stamp-
sized photos and city of residence of those arrested.   

The insurrectionists came from 39 states, an extensive 
American area, including Honolulu, Seattle, Montana, San Francis-
co, and San Diego.  One is a racist student at UCLA.  These were 
not Lumpenproletariat (unemployed classless dregs of socie-
ty).  They included at least 30 police and other law enforcement 
officers; one was Chris West, Sheriff of Canadian County, Oklaho-
ma (New Y ork Times, February 17, 2021, A13).  At least 22 were 
current or former military.  Twenty-one had ties to militant militias 
such as the Proud Boys, Oath Keepers, QAnon, Nazis, and the 
KKK.  The number of veterans, particularly ex-Marines, military, 
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police, and auxiliary law enforcement participating is strik-
ing.  They came from all over the U.S. with vans, transportation, 
and accommodations.  Clearly, this was a well-organized and syn-
chronized recruitment and mobilization.  They were charged with 
trespassing, disrupting Congress, interference with law enforce-
ment, property crimes, assault, weapons crimes, conspiracy, and 
threats to kill Speaker Pelosi.  Soon, with more arrests, we will 
have a more nuanced social profile.                                        

Peter Loewenberg:(2/22/21): The Capitol Police Force has 2,000 
sworn officers and a budget of $515 million.  They were clearly not 
immediately and fully mobilized.  D.C.’s Metropolitan Police De-
partment has 3,800 officers and a budget of $556 million (Los An-
geles Times, January 8, 2021, p. A6).  Why were they not immedi-
ately deployed?  We are now beginning to get a picture of confu-
sion, lack of authority, and chain of command delay in calling for 
speedy back-up for the outmanned Capitol Police Force.  For any-
one familiar with the role of the military in authoritarian regimes of 
Latin America, Africa, or Fascist Europe, it is comforting to read of 
the Pentagon sensitivity to the principle of civilian supremacy.  Lt. 
General Walter E. Piatt, Director of Army staff, “did not like the 
visual of the National Guard standing a line with the Capitol in the 
background” (New York Times, February 2, 2021, A17).  

Jon Smith (02/24/21): Professor  Elovitz’ comment got me think-
ing.  White superiority has been discussed a great deal, including in 
the statement I previously submitted to the roundtable.  While I be-
lieve the overarching theme about the persistence of White superi-
ority to be accurate, it strikes me that the term “White superiority” 
does not accurately depict the psychology involved in what we’ve 
witnessed the last four years, culminating on January 6th.  There is 
an advantage to using another term, “White priority.”  Many White 
Americans intensely love democracy—but for them, it is a condi-
tional love that places a premium on whiteness, and a hierarchy 
with the White male at the apex.  In their hearts and minds, it seems 
that democracy without whiteness is not democracy at all.  Those 
who voted for Trump are not abandoning democracy in favor of 
idolatry of the demagogue, Trump is seen as the sturdiest weapon 
in countering what they view as a war on White democracy.  In-
deed, true equality and justice would demand that democracy that 
supports this hierarchy must fall.  Some Whites are motivated to 
defend their conditional democracy at all costs because it supports 
the self-identity of White America.  Who wouldn’t fight to the 
death for one’s very idea of self?  The battle continues, with no end 
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in sight.  

James William Anderson (02/24/21, psychoanalyst, Northwest-
ern University, and editor of The Annual of Psychoanalysis): As a 
clinical psychologist with decades spent treating patients, I am un-
comfortable with applying the term “psychosis” to large numbers of 
people most of whom are in the normal range in terms of their men-
tal health.  Their situation is dramatically different from that of a 
person who is having a psychotic reaction to the use of hallucino-
gens or the person with schizophrenia who is suffering from a delu-
sion.  A term that strikes me as much more useful is 
“rationalization.”  It’s rationalization rather than cult-like psychotic 
thinking.  All of us have a great capacity for rationalization, that is, 
accepting what seems like a logical reason for believing something 
that, for emotional reasons, we wish to believe.  A dramatic exam-
ple I observed is that of a college student who had unprotected sex 
with a man one weekend even though she knew she should not be-
cause of the risk of pregnancy.  The following weekend, telling her-
self, “I did it once, I may as well do it again,” she also engaged in 
unprotected sex.  A more mundane example is knowing I should 
moderate my eating of high-sugar candy, but my girlfriend gave me 
some for our anniversary and I told myself, “It wouldn’t be very 
nice to her if I didn’t eat the candy.”  The rationalization is that I 
ate it for her sake.  We human beings are skillful at finding reasons 
for doing what we want to do and for believing what we want to 
believe. 

 I know a highly intelligent lawyer who, to my dismay, has 
been a faithful supporter of Trump, even believing Trump’s lies 
about winning the election.  How could that be?  I know a great 
deal about his upbringing, and I’ll try to summarize.  He came from 
a relatively poor background.  He outworked just about everyone he 
knew.  He had great success in his career and outdid peers whom he 
resented because they had many advantages he did not have, such 
as having wealthy parents, an Ivy League education, contacts, and 
an Eastern-elite background.  He became a conservative Republican 
and felt that the Democrats should not steal his hard-won money by 
soaking the rich, i.e., him.  He also resented the media, dominated 
by the Eastern elite, which has been adamantly anti-Trump.  Be-
cause of all this, he was highly motivated to believe that Trump had 
won the election and that the Democrats had stolen it.  His liberal 
friends disagreed with him, and he was motivated to believe he was 
right and they were wrong.  Trump and intelligent followers like 
Ted Cruz provided various seemingly rational arguments, such as 
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that the mail-in vote in Pennsylvania flouted the state laws and that 
voting machines had been compromised.  In summary, the large 
majority of Trump’s followers had personal reasons for believing 
his lies and simply resorted to the human mechanism of rationaliza-
tion to convince themselves that there were logical reasons for be-
lieving his lies. 

Jon Smith (02/25/21):  I recall Megyn Kelly’s breathless assurance 
to the “children” of America that Santa Claus was White.  That 
could be dismissed as “Fox News being Fox News,” but also con-
sider the backlash to the simple suggestion of Idris Elba being the 
next James Bond.  These are fictional characters whose whiteness 
was defended with ferocity.  The notions of the White male hero 
figure are constant messages, explicit and implicit, to the point that 
everyone accepts them on some level.  If Superman was Black it 
would not feel right to most of America.  In history books and 
households across America, Black people are described in a myriad 
of ways, but being virtuous is not one of them.  A Black man may 
be idolized by White America for his athletic gifts.  A Black wom-
an may be adored for her musical talent.  However, that brilliance is 
viewed from a comfortable distance, both ideologically and physi-
cally.  Crucially, that idolatry is accorded to natural talent, and their 
tireless work and proving of themselves are ignored.   

To acknowledge those characteristics would be to 
acknowledge the virtue attached to them.  No matter what one 
thinks about Barack Obama’s performance as president, one must 
twist yourself into an unwieldy pretzel to claim he is not virtuous 
and that he lacks intelligence or integrity.  These qualities were to 
be the province of White men; they provide the foundational condi-
tion of American democracy.  Barack Obama is just a good 
dude.  His performance as president was mostly extraordinary, at 
times frustrating.  But that is not what mattered.   To acknowledge 
his actual character would cut against the pervasive White excep-
tionalism.  A Black man wore the presidential cape, and instead of 
bringing hope, he scared the hell out of our nation.  
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Psychohistorical Reflections on the  
January 6th Insurrection, Impeachment, 

Race, and Our Roundtable Insights  

Paul H. Elovitz—Clio’s Psyche 

 Trump’s second impeachment trial is over but not forgot-
ten.  Despite the powerful prosecutorial and visual presentation of 
evidence of his inspiring an attack on the legislative branch of the 
government to overturn his defeat, he was acquitted.  Even the  
Senate Republican leader Mitch McConnell, who arranged that the 
trial would be held after his presidency, immediately declared 
Trump guilty after voting for his acquittal on the technicality that 
he was no longer president!  Fox News commentators are touting 
how the seven Republicans who voted guilty will be punished for 
putting their commitment to the Constitution above political self-
interest in what primarily remains Trump’s Republican Party.  

 Democrats twice impeached Trump, the first time strength-
ening his public polls as various commentators and I had predict-
ed.  This time he is not strengthened, but he still controls the Re-
publican Party, which is condemning and pressuring the seven Sen-
ators who voted for his second impeachment.  Democratic leaders, 
who can predict better than anyone else how their Senate col-
leagues will vote, impeached again because of the egregiousness of 
Trump’s actions.  They were shocked by the terrifying events of 
January 6th and trying to work through their own emotional reac-
tions.  They impeached because their party and much of the country 
demanded it.  They want the record to be clear. 

As psychohistorical commentators, despite our many prior 
fears for the maintenance of our Constitution during the Trump era, 
we were also shocked and came up with diverse examples.  The 
numerous historical examples coming to our minds include the  
Catilinarian Conspiracy to overthrow the consuls in Rome (63 
BCE), Urban II and the First Crusade (1096-1099), the Salem 
Witch Trials (1692-1693), Shays’ Rebellion (1786), and Musso-
lini’s March on Rome (1922), as well as Huey Long (1920s and 
30s), Douglas McArthur (early 1950s), and Mao Zedong’s Cultural 
Revolution (1966-76).  However, none is comparable with an 
American president in power using a mob to try to nullify an elec-
tion and then seeking to avoid responsibility.  Certainly, this hap-
pens in fledgling democracies, but not in America, which has the 



Page 286       Clio’s Psyche 
 

 

world’s oldest written constitution that has been a democratic  
model for over two centuries. 

Public opinion polls indicated that the majority of the nation 
favored the trial, but what of moderate Republicans?  As opposed 
to committed “Trumpites,” many inclined to downplay the January 
6th insurrection, erroneously viewing Black Lives Matter (BLM) 
demonstrations throughout the summer as quite violent, which they 
seldom were.  Conservative media accepts Trump’s denials or  
focuses on only a very small portion of the mob (about 800 rioters) 
who broke into the Capitol to try and do Trump’s bidding to  
prevent Biden’s official victory from being certified.  

My strong impression is that an important part of what is 
going on in our society is finally giving a clear voice to more than 
just Martin Luther King Jr., Rosa Parks, and other symbols of  
African Americans’ seeking equality, but to Blacks actually having 
political power, influence, and much of White society focusing on 
them.  Indeed, we are in a period when it is politically incorrect in 
liberal society to speak negatively about White guilt.  Millions of 
the same moderate Republicans and independents who voted for 
Barack Obama feel that they have left racism behind and are now 
feeling unappreciated and left behind themselves.  When they turn 
on the TV, they see so many non-White faces that many of them 
are uncomfortable.  Much of White America is uncomfortable with 
what they see.  Trump, with his incredible talent for scholasticism, 
has been able to draw on the incredible ambivalence of many White 
voters who prefer to not see or concentrate on the danger to our  
democracy, which was wrought by Trump and about 800 people 
who broke into the Capitol.   

Our biggest challenge is understanding the psychohistorical 
motivations of the thousands of supporters who marched down 
from the Eclipse to the Capitol where at least 800 people appeared 
to have broken in and wreaked havoc.  In 2016 former President 
Trump ran and was elected to “drain the Washington swamp” more 
than to actually govern.  For at least the last 40 years, Republican 
conservatives have been running against Washington.  Rush 
Limbaugh and his ilk have been using outrage radio and TV to  
denounce government rather than improve it.  The denial of the 
need for federal government feeds the anarchistic inclinations of 
people who hate regulations and paying taxes—these movements 
are financed by rich special interests.  To many on January 6th, it 
then made sense to support the attack on the Capitol as a continua-
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tion of this policy.  The rioters identified with their grandiose hero, 
Donald Trump, and his fake news and aggression.  They accept his 
endless lies rather than focusing on the reality of the policies, even 
prior to the Big Lie of his winning the election despite having 
7,059,741 fewer votes than his opponent, who is focused on the ac-
tual legislative and governance processes.  Regrettably, in the name 
of respecting the office of the presidency, the country has ignored 
or laughed at his 2016 lie that he had more votes than Hillary (I’ve 
been able to trace Donald believing his own lies from his early 
teenage years).  Hitler’s use of the Big Lie has been on my mind 
ever since January 6th!  In our age of the fantasy of instant gratifica-
tion and senators like Cruz, Graham, and Hawley seeking media 
attention and the support of Trump’s base, there’s little concern for 
the hard work of actual legislative policies.  Soundbites and promis-
es suffice!  Until there is trust and truth, our democracy is in deep 
trouble.   

What is the future of American democracy?  As a result of a 
demagogic presidency, our society has suffered a serious 
blow.  Violent extremist groups may be emboldened by just how 
close they came to hanging Nancy Pelosi and Mike Pence; individ-
uals among them may be drawn to attempting assassination, which 
happened after Watergate when there were two close attempts on 
the life of President Ford.  It is disheartening to see our Capitol as 
an armed, fenced-in fortress, but this may be necessary for a 
while.  The Republican party will likely be reduced in size and  
influence, whether it remains controlled by Trump and the archcon-
servatives’ or there is an effective struggle for its traditional values, 
which is preferable.  Meanwhile, the Democrats’ current shaky  
legislative majority will make it difficult for them to fulfill their 
agenda under Biden, Chuck Schumer, and Pelosi.  It will take quite 
a while to heal America. 

 As editor, I am most appreciative of my talented colleagues 
taking the time to give their insights on this greatest challenge to 
American democracy since the Civil War.  Special appreciation 
goes to Peter Loewenberg for beginning our reflection on this con-
stitutional crisis.  His concentration on getting the facts straight  
before moving to conclusions is a model of historical methodolo-
gy.  As a historian, I would have liked to have done the same, but 
as the editor and a citizen, I felt I did not have the luxury of the 

time to do this.  ❑  
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By Order of the President, Invasion of the 
U.S. Capitol, January 6, 2021: An Allegory    

Howard F. Stein—Poet and Scholar 

To protect his country 
From enemies that lurked outside, 
The commander-in-chief assembled 
The largest convoy in U.S. history: 
Aircraft carriers, cruisers, destroyers, frigates, 
Littoral combat ships, merchant vessels, patrol ships, 
And submarines. 

One day he secretly issued an order 
To all submarine captains to torpedo 
The entire surface fleet, beginning 
With the smallest, culminating with aircraft carriers. 
Every ship must be taken out. 
Faithful unto death, the submarine crews 
Fulfilled their mission. 

When the U.S. Congress heard of the plan, 
It was so divided it could not 
Stop him.  Every surface ship sank. 

Strange, at the time he assumed command, 
He took an oath of office to defend the Constitution, 
And with it, the entire fleet in this armada. 
Yet, from his first day in office, 
He appointed officers who would sabotage 
The task of every unit, and fired 
Anyone who disagreed with him. 

His order of an assault on the U.S. Capitol 
On January 6, 2021, was only 
The most recent and brazen 
Act of submarine warfare. 
Though his offensive that day was foiled, 
He and his immense wolf pack 
Were heartened to be 
Even more daring the next time. 

 Howard F. Stein, PhD, an applied, psychoanalytic, organi-
zational, and medical anthropologist, psychohistorian, and organi-
zational consultant, as well as a poet, is professor emeritus in the 
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Department of Family and Preventive Medicine at the University of 
Oklahoma Health Sciences Center, Oklahoma City, OK, U.S.  He is 
Poet Laureate of the High Plains Society for Applied Anthropology.  

He can be reached at howard-stein@ouhsc.edu.  ❑  

Healing Divided America 

Can America Heal: Framing the Dialectic 

Richard Booth—Black Hawk College 

Abstract: The author utilizes the theory of opposites to create a frame-
work through which we might view the president’s plea for unity and  
national healing.  He analyzes the act of evil aggression observed in the 
invasion of the Capitol and Biden’s words of oneness to combat division 
and prompt unity, comparing good and evil. 

Keywords: dialectic, identity, invasion-of-the-Capitol, perspective, proso-
cial-behaviors, social-position, unity 

 On January 20, 2021, Joseph R. Biden, Jr., took the presi-
dential oath of office, becoming the 46th president of the United 
States in a time of profound division within the fabric of the nation.  
In his inaugural address, he repeatedly stressed the need for Ameri-
cans to come together.  He drew a stark distinction between unity 
and division, arguing that the only way we can heal America’s 
wounds is to coalesce into a tolerant working democracy that can 
defeat the conditions tearing us apart.  He was addressing the nation 
in the wake of a violent insurgency at the Capitol on January 6, 
2021, an act of evil aggression. 

 I have been interested in the nature and etiology of aggres-
sion and evil for many years.  I first became aware of evil as a child 
at the hands of parents, nuns, and priests who denounced it and its 
destructive actions as sinful, carrying a harsh penalty.  The Golden 
Rule, they insisted, should guide our lives.  “The world is good,” 
they said.  Then I grew up. 

 As an adult and a professional, I began to see that my teach-
ers were talking in aspirational terms and actual people manifested 
frequent acts of major and minor aggression.  I saw destructiveness 
acted out in my patients, students, and others, and felt its desire 
from time to time within myself.  It was no longer theoretical.  I 
witnessed aggressive television shows, computer games, and mov-
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ies increase in number.  Sometimes my task was to mitigate aggres-
sive tendencies in psychotherapy and at other times it was to teach 
about aggression and attest to its destructive potential.  I saw that it 
really hurt people, injuring their reputations, destroying their jobs, 
and even sometimes ending their lives.  Perhaps most of us are, at 
one time or another, victims of aggression and perpetrators of it. 

 Philosopher David Hume (1711-1776) is said to have 
coined the phrase the “problem of evil” as he struggled toward a 
discourse that argued for a human science of human events, moving 
away from theocentric causation.  We live in a world of evil, and 
we sometimes experience the good.  In Hume’s mind, our lives are 
a skirmish between the destructive and the good.  In this way, he 
was following in the tradition of Heraclitus (c. 535-475 BCE), the 
architect of dualistic dialecticism.   

 Heraclitus attested that reality is a matter of opposites that 
collide and then resolve into a form of harmony.  Interestingly, He-
gel, Freud, Marx, and others adopted this line of dialectical think-
ing.  It implies that the idea of good means nothing without a sense 
of evil just as life means nothing without the notion of death.  The 
concept of beginning where we find ourselves applies here.  If we 
wish to know whether our nation can heal, we should first deal with 
the givens.  Given: We live in a world of evil aggression and de-
struction.  Given: We live in a world of goodness and integrated 
wholeness.  It is a perpetual conflict and the context within which 
we should examine the President’s call for national unity.  Either 
extreme without consideration of the other will not stand; that is, 
both positive psychology and the Hobbesian idea of life as constant 
war (see Thomas Hobbes’ Leviathan [1961]) must be flexible 
enough to integrate at some level. 

Clearly, aggression is not new in human history.  An early 
example (circa 425,000 BCE) is our first known ax-murdered an-
cestor (see Sarah Pruitt, “Was this the First Murder Victim in His-
tory?,” History.com, updated August 2018).  Some argue that the 
first dated war occurred around 8,000 BCE during the late hunter-
gatherer era (Brian Handwerk, “An Ancient, Brutal Massacre May 
Be the Earliest Evidence of War,” Smithsonian Magazine, January 
20, 2016).  But that was not the last war.  Recent findings indicate 
that the Minoan civilization (3,300-1,099 BCE), formerly thought 
to be a peaceful society, was actually extremely bellicose.  The  
archaeological record attests that “Otzi the Iceman” was murdered 
by an arrowhead to the left shoulder in about 3,000 BCE.  It is not 
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unreasonable to postulate that aggression was a facet of hominin 
life even earlier than current evidence suggests.  Personal and group 
destruction have never stopped. 

An interesting finding about aggression is the research that 
shows chimps and Homo sapiens are the only two mammal groups 
whose males coalesce into bands of aggressive marauders who  
destroy members of their own species, sometimes for little or no 
apparent reason (Richard Wrangham, Demonic Males: Apes and 
the Origins of Human Violence, 1996).  Others have argued that 
intrapsychic or environmental factors are responsible for our  
aggressive tendencies and that altering these environmental factors 
may bring about less aggression.  Similarly, evolution may select 
opposites to our archaic ancestral past.   

In relation to decreasing aggression, for instance, anthropol-
ogist Richard Wrangham focused for years on the aggressive side 
of our species.  However, he now balances this by arguing that, just 
as aggression has helped humans survive, so has our selective ten-
dency toward less reactive aggression (Melvin Konner, “A Bold 
New Theory Proposes That Humans Tamed Themselves,” The At-
lantic, March 2019 Issue).  In other words, humans found across 
evolutionary time that automatic aggression toward someone who 
comes too close is not always a good solution.  Known by Wrang-
ham as “domestication syndrome,” this behavioral pattern allows 
strangers to enter in-group space, increasing the possibility of coop-
eration.  It is important to understand that domestication syndrome 
does not ignore aggressive tendencies; rather, it employs them  
selectively and assists us as another explanatory tool for change.  
So, together with intrapsychic and environmental theories, evolu-
tionary biology also suggests that change is possible.  Humans can 
become less aggressive. 

So, integrating the opposites, we know that children were 
conceived and nourished alongside aggression.  People cooperated 
and formed intra-tribal and extra-tribal alliances.  They worked  
together to bury their dead and sacrifice to the gods.  They built  
cities, temples, and homes as well as formed agricultural communi-
ties.  We have a long history of life-death experiences traveling side 
by side.  As we have argued, we live in a world of dualistic polari-
ties.  We aspire toward oneness while maintaining our tendency to 
aggress.  We construct memes that express our unifying aspirations, 
such as e pluribus unum (“Out of many, one”) and “one nation un-
der God.”  People seem to intuitively understand the importance of 
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oneness or wholeness (the root for “healing”).  For example, when 
a choir sings in unison, we say that it is beautiful.  When a baby is 
born with all parts in place, we rejoice.  But, when cacophony rules, 
it grates; when a neonate is armless, it stirs anxiety.  We want to be 
whole while remaining acutely aware of anyone who might threaten 
our biological, psychological, or social integrity. 

Oneness with society has historically been valued because it 
is fundamental to identity.  Within a social system, people require a 
sense of “fit,” that is, a social position (Thomas Hylland Eriksen, 
Small Places, Large Issues, 2015).  Lacking this sense of social sta-
tus, one does not feel recognized and will search anxiously to be-
long somewhere to something.  There was evidence of this during 
the Capitol insurrection—many wore their brands, carried their 
flags, brandished their weapons, followed their leaders, and com-
mitted acts of group destruction.  In doing so, they could feel a 
sense of common purpose and belongingness they may not feel in 
their daily lives.  People are not complete in themselves; if they 
were, they would yearn for no one and nothing.  Identity (who I 
am) and behavior (role expectations, what I do) cannot be divorced.  
Hence, if, on the one hand, I identity as a neo-Nazi who desires to 
overthrow the existing hierarchy, that is what my behavioral incli-
nation will be.  If, on the other hand, I identify with Mother Teresa 
in serving the poorest of the poor, that will be my tendency.  In this 
sense, then, I will do that which I am.  My identity prescribes my 
role.  From this, we can see that we live our lives with twin tenden-
cies toward antisocial and prosocial attachments. 

We can say that even what we call pathological relation-
ships are attempts at unity with someone and something.  The  
tyrant, for example, requires a group of people to terrorize, thus 
constituting a relationship, albeit a destructive one.  The physician 
requires the patient to need healing.  The mother/the child, the  
addict/the drug, the wealthy/the poor: They all need each other for 
their very existence.  Some of these relationships are of mutual ben-
efit, others are dominant-subordinate.  Symbiosis and interdepend-
ence are everywhere in nature, and we are inventions of nature.  We 
incorporate the duality within ourselves and project it onto the  
external world.  Ironically, we may destroy the one we love or 
treasure the one we unconsciously wish to hurt.  We may split with-
in ourselves or separate from the larger society, but we still belong 
to both.  These are dynamic principles.  Carl Jung’s idea that what 
was suppressed during the first half of life will become predomi-
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nant during the second half is extremely salient here.  Our dualities 
are fluid and not always subject solely to our own conscious  
designs.  Persuasion can at times be compelling. 

When we experience cognitive confusion or uncertainty, we 
may look to others for guidance.  This may be truer if we lack a 
fund of information about a matter important to us, and it must be 
considered in a discussion of healing.  We look to those who are 
attractive to us in some way.  But people are not only influenced 
toward aggression, they are also moved in the direction of integrity 
and goodness.  Even though beliefs, opinions, and ideologies do not 
die easily, they can be replaced with new learning.  Attitude for-
mation is vital for national healing.  Altruism and empathy can be 
taught, just as aggression often is.  Self-restraint is also a learned 
phenomenon.  We must also consider human vulnerability to obey-
ing authority figures.  Stanley Milgram’s famous obedience studies 
may help here (see Moti Nissani, “A Cognitive Reinterpretation of 
Stanley Milgram’s Observations on Obedience to Authority,” 
American Psychologist, Vol. 45, No. 12 December 1990).  In the 
long term, healthy socialization agents are required because they 
teach their children how to see the world and behave in it.  Model-
ing prosocial behaviors is often a powerful teaching tool, as is treat-
ing others well.  Flexible open-mindedness helps us entertain dif-
ferences between people as variances rather than threats.  Dealing 
effectively with those forms of “social media” that are dishonest is 
required, though not easy.  There must be a perceived benefit in 
relearning that outstrips the benefit of retaining an existing view. 

The president is right: Unity is required for national healing 
and it is possible to achieve if we understand what we are up 
against.  The willingness and ability to reflect on truth versus false-
hood is vital, as is assuring people about outlets that provide an 
honest rendition of facts.  For this to occur, social psychology 
strongly argues the need for charismatic, believable people who can 
effectively transmit a message that persuades.  This prosocial mes-
sage to unite must influence many more people than the message of 
hate and fear.  Fortunately, communication theory and research 
have devised effective strategies to employ (e.g., Gregory Bateson, 
Steps to an Ecology of Mind, 1972; Paul Watzlawick, Pragmatics of 
Human Communication, 1967).   

Finally, recognizing the situation of dualistic polarities that 
we live in, we can heal the nation.  But this work is not without 
anxiety in the face of bias or even the possibility that aggressive 
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persons might inflict harm because of the threat they perceive to 
their preconceived notions.  If enough people tip the scales in the 
direction of coming together, an attitudinal shift can occur and the 
president’s plea may be positively answered. 

 Richard Booth, PhD, is Professor Emeritus of psychology 
at Black Hawk College and Adjunct Professor (retired) of social 
and behavioral sciences at the University of Maryland.  He has 
published in a variety of professional journals and is a licensed 
psychotherapist.  His primary areas of interest include clinical 
loneliness, the ability to love, political and philosophical psycholo-
gy, and cognitive skepticism.  History is an abiding avocation.  He 
can be reached at dickbooth1@aol.com.    

Unity Beyond Trauma? 

Billie Pivnick—William Alanson White Institute 

Abstract: Taking a look at the horror of the insurrection as well as the 
terror caused by previous traumatic historical events, the author ques-
tions whether we can understand enough about the present to rebuild the 
U.S. and make it better than before.  The consequences of traumatic 
events are analyzed and suggestions are made about ways to improve the 
potential for unifying sociopolitical divisions in the U.S.  The author 
brings up her experience as the Consulting Psychologist to Thinc Design, 
the exhibition designers of the National September 11 Memorial & Muse-
um. 

Keywords: COVID-19, fear, historical-trauma, incohesion, incohesive-
groups, insurrection, mass-catastrophe, mourning, National September 
11 Memorial & Museum, opiate-epidemic  

In this essay I will consider how to manage aspects of our 
present sociocultural and political crises from the perspective of 
factors that do not derive solely from Donald Trump’s personality 
or venality.  For a leader’s malignancy to take root in a citizenry, 
there must be a corresponding dysfunction in the body politic,  
including but not limited to the ways groups and communities  
function in the wake of mass trauma. 

Horror now joins terror as part of our national mood.  How, 
in the seemingly stable U.S., could a murderous insurrection have 
been organized to erupt in the streets and disrupt democratic  
functioning in the hallowed halls of our Capitol?  Not us, many  
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exclaimed; not here, averred others; not now, noticed many who 
felt they were watching a re-run of traumatic aspects of the Revolu-
tion, the Civil War, post-Vietnam, Afghanistan, or Iraq wars, the 
Civil Rights movement, and 9/11 all at once.  As Consulting Psy-
chologist to Thinc Design, the exhibition designers of the National 
September 11 Memorial & Museum, I was perhaps more aware 
than many of the ways that traumatic memories and their accompa-
nying anxieties—condensed as if in a dream—repeat so that they 
can be understood and mastered: invasion, collapse, fright, anger, 
rescue, and the new but never-ending presence of absence.  Can we 
manage to understand enough of our present circumstances to  
rebuild at all, let alone make it better than before? 

Nations traumatized by mass catastrophe, like traumatized 
individuals, suffer grievous loss of the ability to comprehend the 
enormity of what and who was lost.  This results, in part, from  
binary thinking in both their leaders and citizens.  After a mass 
traumatic event like war or foreign incursion, the world looks either 
good or bad, black or white, but never both at once because the 
ability to hold mixed feelings is one of the capacities that is 
knocked out by traumatic levels of terror.  When thinking is re-
duced to polarities and losses cannot be mourned, a nation, like an 
individual, is vulnerable to repeating compulsively what is not re-
membered and represented symbolically.   

Post-traumatic fracturing into good-bad polarized thinking 
also influences how groups function.  Specifically, traumatized 
helplessness induces group incohesion, leaving groups without the 
capacity to function harmoniously, solve problems, or relate to 
leaders in a way that results in the completion of tasks or the  
protection and empowerment of members.  In incohesive groups, 
members either form into large masses (such as large political ral-
lies in which the crowd can merge with a charismatic leader) or ag-
gregates (like groups of emotionally disconnected individuals walk-
ing on city streets or like lone-wolf terrorists united only tangential-
ly).  The give-and-take even among members of high functioning 
groups also diminishes, so solutions are poorly conceived.  We 
have been in such a fragmented, dysfunctional state since at least 
9/11 when the aftermath of the attacks magnified already existing 
political divisions. 

Sociology and psychohistory teach that the alienation im-
pelled by normless instability after WWI produced the counteract-
ing pull of mass fascistic gatherings in Hitler’s Germany.  A similar 
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response to fear and vulnerability can be detected in the U.S.  
response to COVID-19, which has in some ways replicated such 
disconnection by producing in us a similar inability to communicate 
effectively.  We have all seen those who succumbed to manic par-
tying, or the many isolated individuals who have had little choice 
but to narrowly relate to one another via little cyberspace-mediated 
boxes, or those who refuse to be thus constrained.  In a role like 
that of the U.S. Senate jury for the impeachment trial, we are con-
stituted as both victims and witnesses.  Until we can recognize and 
process our fear and grief—something more naturally done when 
people can safely engage with one another in the routines and ritu-
als of community life—we are at risk of remaining divided as well 
as dangerously receptive to demagogic leaders who stimulate false 
hope, playoff racist stereotypes to increase a sense of belonging in 
their followers, quash dissent, and incite violence to exaggerate  
citizens’ fears.  

Communal mourning activities, when they are valued and 
allowed to occur, can restore social links that have ruptured in trau-
ma’s wake.  Our collective difficulty with mourning has a long his-
tory and is rooted in historical traumas we have not been able to 
face.  I date our current political/social gridlock to trauma-driven 
incohesive group processes that arose to manage fear, grief, and 
anger after 9/11 when concerned mutuality was trumped by a reac-
tive rush to war and imagined triumph.  National traumas, like indi-
vidual traumatic events, can restimulate behaviors and beliefs more 
appropriate to older traumas, like the racialized polarization that led 
to the Civil War.  If we can find our way to memorializing our 
many dead through marches, vigils, TV cameos, and eventually fu-
nerals and memorials, we may also reclaim our ability to care for 
one another across our social divides. 

“Who cares for us?” is a sentiment voiced by both commu-
nities and often hurled at each other.  Both Blacks and Whites have 
suffered unnecessary deaths—some sudden and shocking like those 
from COVID-19, some unfolding over such extended periods that 
we barely notice them.  In both circumstances, the systemic neglect 
or retaliatory abuse by those with more privilege or authority—
police, policymakers, politicians, and the moneyed interests behind 
them—leave anguished survivors viewing their loved ones’ deaths 
as not just deliberate but unforgivable.  Since creating racialized 
divisions is exactly how challenged authoritarians attempt to stay in 
power, we must cease blaming one another and focus instead on the 
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system that produces a government that eschews protecting 
its citizens.  One way to do this is to acknowledge our mutual  
vulnerability through mourning together.  

Led by the courageous Black Lives Matter movement, we 
have continued to protest the losses of so many Black lives to  
police brutality, but we have barely begun to mourn the truly  
unthinkable number (nearly 500,000 as of writing) of mostly Black, 
Indigenous, and People of Color (BIPOC), essential workers, and 
elderly people who have died of COVID-19, or the nearly uncount-
able number of others who have suffered death at the hands of  
oppressors since this country’s founding.  But perhaps surprisingly, 
I believe we must also engage in national mourning for the hun-
dreds of thousands of deaths (mostly young, White, male, and 
thought to be inessential workers) from the opiate epidemic—the 
public health emergency we were aware of before COVID-19  
arrived on our shores.  

Why?  This must be done to address the binary thinking that 
characterizes our traumatized politics, not because of any intent to 
attribute moral equivalence.  White supremacist beliefs, violence, 
and murder are reprehensible and represent the de-symbolization of 
our cultural discourse.  But if we are to function more cohesively, 
we must mourn the massive losses on both sides of the racialized 
political divide.  

As of February 2021, statistics show that opiate-induced 
deaths constitute a nearly equal number to those resulting from 
COVID-19.  The recent settlement of the Purdue Pharma case re-
minds us that just because beliefs appear delusional or greatly dis-
torted, doesn’t mean they do not emerge from a grain of truth.   
During the opiate epidemic, innocent people did suffer at the hands 
of malignant capitalist decision-makers with little stake in the  
communities of those who died.  

Has the country witnessed the pain of either group in ways 
that help the bereaved feel contained?  Has the government ad-
dressed their losses in meaningful ways?  No, because they are felt 
to be unbearable. 

During Thinc’s memorial museum team meetings, I often 
observed the designers unconsciously enact various aspects of the 
traumatic memories of 9/11, which had been dissociated because 
the emotions stimulated were intolerable.  When understood, the 
unprocessed moments of unbearable affect could be rendered by us 
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into words and inserted into the verbal curatorial narrative that 
would ultimately organize and choreograph the sequence of exhib-
its.  One affective phenomenon that was never translated for inclu-
sion in the museum was the collapse in faith in our institutions  
expressed by some who felt unprotected by our government, which 
had responded too little, too late to warnings of attacks.  It was one 
of many storylines that the museum design team recollected, 
“translated,” and proposed to the curators, who rejected this story-
line as inappropriate to an overarching narrative suitable for a  
national memorial.  Although we argued for the inclusion of multi-
ple, even contradictory narratives, which were often accepted, in 
this instance, the story of some portion of the citizenry feeling be-
trayed by the government was not narrativized.  

It is axiomatic to psychologists that trauma, if not remem-
bered, is re-enacted.  So it is uncanny, but not coincidental, that 
managing our current moment of disaster requires acknowledging 
that our government’s neglect resulted in the unnecessary deaths of 
many citizens.  So many that a majority of citizens rose up to elect 
a competent and less polarizing manager as President.  Will contes-
tation of that narrative finally reduce our democracy to rubble or 
can we unite?  

The Trump-inspired insurrectionists exhibited what psy-
chologists call “identification with the aggressor,” a common  
defense in traumatized people who cannot bear their powerlessness 
to stop a terrifying situation in which they are victimized.  The do-
mestic terrorists used the same tactics as the foreign terrorists who 
attacked us on 9/11, an invasion of a building that is iconic of our 
country’s values.  The attacks of 9/11 produced five kinds of col-
lapse: the physical collapse of the buildings; the collapse of iconic 
symbols of our financial power; temporal collapse, as evidenced by 
the confusion of the meanings of current circumstances with those 
of the past; narrative collapse, as shown by our subsequent inability 
to tell a common story; and intersubjective collapse, as seen in the 
difficulty we have in trusting others with different viewpoints than 
our own lest we lose our own valued selfhood.  This time the attack 
on our country was from within, suggesting that we have moved 
beyond temporal rupture and polarized congressional gridlock into 
a near-total inability to communicate based on consensual truth. 

What can unite us in these dire circumstances?  Trump and 
his murderous seditionists must, of course, be held accountable and 
we should move toward a reparative truth and reconciliation pro-
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cess. But, given the problem of narrativizing emotions, establishing 
mutuality will likely be exceedingly challenging.  So don’t start 
with dialogue.  Start with grieving.  Dead bodies demand that we 
count them, name them, and carry their weight.  They demand we 
move in processions, singing and weeping.  They demand monu-
ments around which we can gather and share stories.  Most of all, 
they demand that we witness one another’s pain and recognize it as 
our own.  It is through feeling the other’s suffering as one’s own 
that we may truly begin to heal.  

 Billie Pivnick, PhD, is co-chair of the APA Division 39  
Humanities and Psychoanalysis Committee and co-host of the 
Couched podcast (www.couchedpodcast.org).  As co-founder of the 
Psychoanalytic Community Collaboratory, she works with mental 
health practitioners who are interested in applying psychodynamic 
principles to community-based projects.  She is also faculty and 
supervisor at the William Alanson White Institute’s Child and  
Adolescent Psychotherapy Training Program and an associate  
editor of Contemporary Psychoanalysis.  She can be contacted at 
drbilliepivnick@gmail.com.    

Perils of Democratic Factionalism:  
Equality Versus Freedom 

Lawrence Tritle—Loyola Marymount University 

Abstract: In a discussion about political factionalism and the violence it 
can cause, the author analyzes the forces behind these factional divides.  
He asks questions about these concepts, relates background information, 
and attempts to analyze the situation by using the past and applying it to 
the present. 

Keywords: contemporary-America, Democrat, factional-divides, political
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Political factionalism and the violence it unleashes is hardly 
an unknown factor in Democratic or Republican life.  Yet many 
presentist-minded Americans seldom give it a thought.  But Demo-
crats killed Socrates in factional strife, just as elite Roman con-
servatives killed their own populist cousins.  (This the first act of 
the “Roman Revolution,” which saw the murder of Tiberius Grac-
chus by his cousin Scipio Nasica.  Less than a century later, Dicta-
tor Julius Caesar was assassinated.)  Nineteenth century Americans 



Page 300       Clio’s Psyche 
 

 

did no less, whether they were nativist New York gangs or their 
“Know-Nothing” agitators.  Factional strife murdered Germany’s 
first democracy, Weimar.  Radical conservatives assassinated dem-
ocrats like Matthias Erzberger and Walter Rathenau, igniting the 
Leftist/Communist vs. Rightist/Nazi conflict that destroyed a re-
public and dragged humanity into a holocaust that haunts our world 
still.   

The forces behind these factional divides are many and 
complex.  Wartime violence and post-war traumas feed on poverty 
and hunger, whether it be classical Athens or Weimar Germany.  
There are narrow-mindedness and ignorance, as in the case of the 
Know-Nothings and their lineal American descendants (QAnon), 
and more latent, subtle forces, including racism, are denied or  
ignored no less than the economic and political inequities that  
impel social conflict, division, and alienation.  

How do we understand these developments?  How can their 
specter be contained if not limited?  Understanding is simpler than 
finding an agreement between solution and resolution.  Yet life it-
self may offer a place to begin.  As we deal with the ongoing strug-
gle created by the coronavirus, we come across media reports tell-
ing us how the “virus” hunts down its victims, as if it was animate.  
Like war and violence, the coronavirus is an inanimate force.  The 
crisis the American public faces combatting it emerges, to a degree, 
from within.  It comes from the decisions we citizens make, wheth-
er it be individuals ignoring medical-scientific recommendations 
such as face masks and social distancing, or federal and/or state 
governments that do no less respectively, abdicating their raison 
d’être of providing for the Common Good. 

The kind of political factionalism encountered by societies 
since the Greeks and inherited by Americans is like this too.   
Divisions and the violence they create come from within because 
society and culture are integrated.  The former creates the other, 
which in turn inspires or nurtures and incites its creator, sometimes 
for good and sometimes not.  As biologist Edward O. Wilson writes 
in Consilience: The Unity of Knowledge, “the undeniable truth is 
that each society creates culture and is created by it” (1998, passim 
and 141). 

This provides the background to an understanding of the 
factionalism that has now thrown contemporary American democ-
racy into rancorous turmoil.  Is the storming of the Capitol a  
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harbinger?  There is lots of talk in our newspapers and media like 
the social network Parler and the streaming website Dlive 
(hopefully now defunct) that touts violence, especially on the Right 
and among the QAnon folks, the Proud Boys, and Michigan  
militias—opponents of the putative or imaginary “deep state” and 
advocates of Donald Trump’s politicized narcissism.  In opposition, 
and perhaps not quite as extreme, is the amorphous Antifa, often 
appearing more than willing to swagger affecting menace and seek-
ing to elevate political tension and discord.   

Advocates of violence, whether militias or lone rangers, 
should step back.  Talking about violence is easy, especially if 
you’ve never been face to face with it, never had to clean up after 
the ugly physical fallout, or the no less lingering psychological con-
sequences.  Those most experienced with violence, veterans, will 
tell you that you might not like the results very much if you sur-
vive.  I’ll only allude to the impact of the Civil War and Lincoln’s 
assassination on how reconciliation took the course that it did.  In 
short, out of all the members of the American community, veterans, 
especially combat veterans, realize that violence is not the way to 
express opinions and differences. 

Few of the veterans identified in the Wednesday storming of 
the Capitol, I suspect, actually spent much time “downrange,” that 
is, in the boonies getting shot at.  In a pre-Iraq War forum at Loyola 
Marymount University, a student advocating war against Saddam 
Hussein’s Iraq was unwilling to put any skin in the game when 
pressed.  My cousin, Jason Warren, a West Point educated and now 
retired Army officer, has heard of similar remarks from elite fami-
lies,  rejecting offers to attend West Point and preferring that their 
sons seek the advantages and prosperity an Ivy League education 
would bring.  Service, military or public, was for, as the likes of 
Leona Helmsley and Donald Trump might put it, “the little people.” 

What are the forces behind such attitudes?  It would seem 
that there are ongoing issues in the public recognition of what ac-
tions constitute civil society, community values, and responsibility.  
These have always been part of American society, but some time 
ago sociologist Thomas Sowell called attention to how the public’s 
grasp of this issue was slipping.  Today reaffirmation seems more 
essential than ever.  As remarks attributed to Donald Trump make 
clear (standing before military graves, for example, saying, “I don’t 
get it—what was in it for them?”), this includes military service, 
but wider disdain for public service exists too.  While the American 
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public, as public polls like Gallup attest, regards highly those who 
serve in uniform, the All-Volunteer Force (AVF) not only under-
mines democratic values but also accommodates the policies of the 
“Forever Wars” waged by the United States of America these last 
20 years.  As attorney Steve Cohen explains in The Hill on the day 
of the Army-Navy game, Ivy Leaguers regard any form of public 
service, not to mention military service, as “OK for thee, but not for 
me” (“The Army-Navy Game may not be as important as the  
Academy-Ivy Contests”).  Cohen notes the near absence of Reserve 
Officers’ Training Corps (ROTC) numbers and graduates at Brown 
and Harvard.  Most other “big-time” or well-known schools are not 
much different.   

In truth, the AVF hardly represents a cross-section of Amer-
ican society.  This is evident in my own community of West Los 
Angeles.  Here a tent-city of homeless veterans crowd around the 
West Los Angeles Veterans Administration facility, sitting amid 
LA’s affluent “3Bs”—Bel Air, Beverly Hills, and Brentwood—
communities not suffering a single death in Afghanistan and Iraq.  
Meanwhile, humble Clovis, California, and other communities like 
it have suffered multiple losses, both dead and wounded.  This 
doesn’t include those suffering psychological wounds like Ian  
David Long, who shot up a bar in Thousand Oaks, California in 
November 2018, killing or critically wounding 30 people (just to be 
clear, several psychological issues plagued Long even in high 
school, as a track coach reported after the event).  Is it possible—
and this is not a defense—that some of the anger, discontent, and 
alienation that was seen on the steps of the Capitol on January 6th 
stem from factors such as these? 

Critics and skeptics of these observations might argue that 
there is no coercion, no one forcing young people from places like 
Clovis to join up.  Really?  This is a bogus argument and objection.  
Elite communities like the “3Bs” offer much in the way of educa-
tion and preparation for life—decent, perhaps not great schools, 
parks, public libraries, and other amenities, not to mention livable if 
not profitable employment opportunities.  Ready access to these in 
communities like Clovis is more difficult, to say the least.    

In reality, it is even worse than this.  It is no secret that in 
this COVID-19 era, less affluent kids have more challenges than 
elites facing them with schooling, especially access to the internet.  
For many of them, an even greater challenge is eating.  For weeks 
now public media has reported on the food lines and food shortages 
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across the country.  Many of these are currently taking place in east 
and south-central Los Angeles County, areas now bearing the brunt 
of the coronavirus. 

Such issues as these are the result of social-economic ine-
qualities, and this is in Democratic-heavy Los Angeles County!  On 
January 11th, the LA County Department of Public Health reported 
on the “numerous inequities in our system, where low-income resi-
dents and people of color (i.e., Black and Hispanic) have higher 
risk of death” and followed up with, “In LA County, our current 
death rate in people living in the lowest resource areas is approxi-
mately 4 times higher than people living in the highest-resourced 
areas” (available at Public Health, “LA County Daily COVID-19 
Data”).  These include the just mentioned “3Bs.”  

In reality, this is a familiar, notorious story well-known to 
area residents.  California’s fifth-ranked world economy enables 
“West” LA health care to be far better than the rest of the city and 
county—after all, this is where the doctors, hospitals, and, most  
importantly, the money are to be found.  Whether “Blue” like LA 
County or in “Red” states controlled by Republican-dominated  
legislatures, spending for the public welfare is driven by social-
economic forces that place the “lowest resource areas” at the end of 
the line for the amenities taken for granted by the “highest-
resourced areas.”  In the debate over the “big” and “bad” govern-
ment, it is curious that the political democratic opposition has 
missed telling the public, particularly regarding battling the corona-
virus, that it is the “little” government that is, in effect, killing 
them.   

In his 19th century classic Democracy in America (1835), 
Alexis de Tocqueville touched on points that contributed to the 
forming of American society and culture.  He made note of the  
triumph and passion for equality and how this took precedence over 
the notion of freedom.  He might be surprised at how different this 
is today.  Americans clamor for and revel in their freedom despite 
the many inequalities that surround them—in the access to health 
care, the dispensing of justice, and who goes to war or stays home 
and makes lots of money.  The passion for equality that de Tocque-
ville perceived led him to suggest that this inspired a mutual under-
standing among American citizens: “everyone feels subject to the 
same weakness and to the same dangers; their concern as well as 
their sympathy prompts them to lend one another assistance when 
the need arises” (Alexis de Tocqueville, Democracy in America 
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and Two Other Essays, Isaac Kramnick, ed., 2003, 583-587, 662).  
This mutual understanding and regard for equality are under assault 
in today’s American Democracy.  Time will tell if Americans come 
to realize that freedom is poor compensation for the absence of 
equality, particularly if freedom is in the hands of only a few.   

Some readers may find that some of the foregoing conveys 
unpleasant realities too frankly.  But the state is confronted by even 
more fiery language and intolerance as a CNN analyst, who is a 
friend of mine, found in a response just this week to comments re-
garding impeachment: “name, name, name, you just wait you piece 
of shit… Traitors will be taken care of.”  Before January 6, 2021, 
this might have been dismissed with a laugh.  But now? 

 Lawrence Tritle, PhD, emeritus Daum Professor of Histo-
ry at Loyola Marymount University, Los Angeles, is author and edi-
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Healing a Divided America: Understanding 
the Source and Repairing the Damage  
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Abstract: A divide exists in our country because of Donald Trump’s de-
fensive use of projective identification (blame-shifting).  We now must all 
work toward healing our nation.  This article seeks to better understand 
the current situation in the United States relating to Donald Trump and 
the Capitol rioters as well as demonstrate how mental health profession-
als and others can help create a better America.  

Keywords: Biden, blame-shifting, Capitol, healing, insurrection, projec-
tive-identification, social-media, Trump, Trumpism, QAnon  

Political partisanship has intensified since Joe Biden’s elec-
tion as America’s 46th president on November 3, 2020.  Look no 
further than the Trump-incited insurrection against the Capitol on 
January 6th of this year.  Our democracy will be destroyed if the 
only remedy to break the fever of extremism is physical violence.  
We got to this point because Donald Trump convinced a sizable 
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section of the American public that the “fake news” media and  
politicians who inhabited the DC swamp were lying to them.  He 
claimed to feel their pain and would always stand as their champi-
on.  Trump spoke the populist tongue and his inflammatory rhetoric 
worked: 74 million Americans cast their votes for him in 2020, 
while 81 million voted for Joe Biden—decisive, but hardly a land-
slide victory.  We’re left with open wounds and no easy fix.   

We must bridge the chasm but determining who needs help 
is not clear-cut.  Though superficially the majority of participants in 
the Capitol riot were mostly White males, fresh details reveal a 
more troubling cast of characters: schoolteachers, firefighters, nurs-
es, veterans, even an Olympic swimmer.  In other words, the divide 
is deep and unbounded by geographic location or even class.   
National healing will not miraculously materialize with a new occu-
pant in the Oval Office.  Though Biden will be tasked with the role 
of empathetic reparative Commander-in-Chief, he cannot heal the 
country alone.  Mental health professionals have a moral and ethi-
cal duty to help by implementing a multi-step process that includes 
acknowledgment of the situation and cultivating empathy for those 
caught up in this toxic web.   

To heal, we have to first understand how Trump so success-
fully manipulated our collective mental health.  Donald Trump  
constantly shifts blame, known in the psychoanalytic community as 
projective identification.  Coined by psychotherapist Melanie Klein 
in 1946 to describe a theoretical, unconscious process that happens 
in infancy—later expanded to describe a type of defense mecha-
nism that occurs in adulthood—projective identification refers to a 
phenomenon people employ who unconsciously dislike something 
about themselves.  Instead of taking responsibility, they blame 
those feelings, thoughts, or actions on others.  

Since 2016, I’ve spent a lot of time thinking about Trump, 
and it’s clear to me that he is an expert projective identifier; it’s al-
ways the other guy who’s wrong, lying, or cheating.  Think of the 
epithets Trump uses to describe his opponents: “Crooked Hillary,” 
“Sleepy Joe,” “Lyin’ Ted,” and “Liddle Marco,” to name a few.  By 
making someone else the bad guy, Trump offloads the perception 
of himself onto the target of his verbal assignation. 

As the perpetrator continues to project onto the same person 
or groups of people, the victim becomes aware that something is 
wrong but without intervention becomes paralyzed, unable to leave 
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or ignore the blame shifter’s commands.  Bullies are often guilty of 
blame-shifting, and Trump is the poster child for this phenomenon.  
He took his vitriol a step further by weaponizing his ability to shift 
blame and give cover to conspiracy theory groups like QAnon.   

Though Trump’s base was loyal before the pandemic, the 
faithful coalesced around him as the virus raged and laid bare the 
great inequities in this country.  It’s not surprising that people 
would look for stability and security wherever they could—things 
that Trump, QAnon, and other extremist groups seem to provide.  
Trump validated many Americans’ pain while also making it ac-
ceptable to operate in an alternate reality.  He spent the last five 
years grooming his base to become so paranoid that they legiti-
mately believe the falsehoods he spews.   

The storming of the Capitol is a physical manifestation of 
blame-shifting on a massive scale.  Like energy in the physical 
world, aggression cannot be destroyed, only modified, contained, 
understood, or dealt with productively.  On January 6th and 
throughout the Trump presidency, the truth became irrelevant when 
it was messy and inconvenient.   

Convincing the Trump base to return to reality will take tre-
mendous time and energy.  Mobilizing a national network of mental 
health professionals would be a great push in the right direction, as 
would ensuring equal access to telehealth.  The COVID-19 pan-
demic created an urgent increase in the need for telemedicine, and 
psychotherapists have treated their patients using telehealth for 
years.  Continued access to these resources will help reach these 
vulnerable populations.   

Let’s recognize those who operate in a post-fact world with 
empathy.  Exhibit A: Trump’s mob came to Washington, DC on 
January 6th to march on the Capitol because they believed that the 
election had been stolen.  Interviews with rioters revealed many do 
not possess the fundamental knowledge of how the American gov-
ernment functions—a failure of the public education system, per-
haps.  Nonetheless, these Trump supporters believe that he won the 
presidential election, and they are angry.  We need to approach this 
situation as though we are dealing with cult adherents by  
deprogramming them of the lies and conspiracy theories that have 
supplanted truth and reason. 

We are all already under tremendous stress due to a  
pandemic that only gets more dire with each passing day.  People 
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are more likely to fall for cultish phenomena and conspiracies when 
they’re feeling overwhelmed with the daily onslaught of troubling 
news.  Ideology spouted by QAnon leaders provides a sense of 
safety and security—answers and surety in a time of instability and 
rapid change.  Telling people point-blank that they are brainwashed 
is a surefire way to send them straight back to the depths of their 
alternate realities.   

People, by nature, want to belong to a group.  Conspiracy 
theory adherents often feel victimized and misunderstood.  Some of 
those feelings swirling in the American zeitgeist predate Trump’s 
election; rural Americans felt ignored by the Obama administration, 
and Trump exploited those sentiments while leaving the door open 
for QAnon leaders to build on that foundation of distrust, deepening 
the cultural void to the point that adherents no longer differentiate 
fact from fiction.  As we saw at the riots, QAnon adherents be-
lieved they were actively making social change—conducting their 
own “research” and discovering “evidence” by rifling through law-
makers’ papers that would prove their cause.  Other participants, as 
we’re discovering, may have found solace in QAnon because their 
own lives were falling apart; Olympic swimmer turned insurrec-
tionist Klete Keller’s marriage had failed and he was living in his 
car, drinking heavily, and unable to hold down menial jobs (see 
Tom Dart, “Klete Keller: why did an Olympic champion invade the 
US Capitol?,” The Guardian, January 19, 2021).  We can surmise 
that he found comfort in QAnon theories while his life cracked  
under mounting strains.   

The spaces in which we interact with one another need 
reformation if we are to heal.  Mental health professionals aren’t 
imbued with the power to change how social media operates, but 
we must recognize the danger these sites pose in their current form.  
Many social media companies extract revenue by capturing users’ 
attention for as long as possible and then sell users’ time to adver-
tisers.  This made companies wealthy but exploiting psychological 
and physiological tendencies have manipulated users’ mental health 
and permitted the unfettered growth of conspiracy groups.  Scien-
tific studies, such as Giovanni Luca Ciampaglia and Filippo 
Menczer’s study “Biases Make People Vulnerable to Misinfor-
mation Spread by Social Media” in Scientific America (June 21, 
2018), support how such manipulation occurs online.  We are suf-
fering the deadly consequences of such unchecked rhetoric. 

If made law, legislation such as the proposed Social Media 

https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/biases-make-people-vulnerable-to-misinformation-spread-by-social-media/
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Addiction Reduction Technology or SMART Act (introduced in 
2019 by now infamous Missouri Republican senator Josh Hawley) 
would “prohibit social media companies from using practices that 
exploit human psychology or brain physiology to substantially im-
pede freedom of choice, to require social media companies to take 
measures to mitigate the risks of internet addiction and psychologi-
cal exploitation, and for other purposes” (Josh Hawley’s Social  
Media Addiction Reduction Technology Act).  In the meantime, we 
can encourage our patients to develop healthier social media habits 
such as setting limits, scrolling with intention, disabling push  
notifications, and other tricks meant to keep users online, including 
recognizing clickbait and how certain posts are designed to elicit 
emotions like anger and fear.  In the future, perhaps digital social 
spaces will become less welcoming of anonymous trolls and  
cultivate true empathy through authentic experiences.  The nonprof-
it New Public by Civic Signals believes such programming can take 
its cue from urban design and has the power to create positive 
online interactions.  Only time will tell.   

For now, to help those radicalized by Trump and conspiracy 
groups, empathy and mentalization in equal measure will carry the 
day.  We must recognize the enormous pressure our patients face 
from within their community.  Look how hard it is for Republican 
lawmakers, even leaders like Liz Cheney, to break with the Trump-
party line without enduring intense rebukes (see Andrew Solender, 
“House GOP Leader Liz Cheney Faces Mutiny Attempt Over 
Break With Trump,” Forbes, January 13, 2021).  Establishing any 
connection, as innocuous as it may be, fosters the growth of new 
bonds of trust. 

We cannot expect miracles overnight.  A sizable portion of 
the American population believes that the election was rigged, 
coronavirus is a hoax, and Democrats are part of a global under-
ground pedophilia ring.  It will take years of patience and dedica-
tion to undo the damage.  The breakthrough moment will come 
when patients accept their aggression and fully mourn what is lost 
(Trumpism) or cannot be (a QAnon-led government).  Then, we 
can work toward repairing misunderstandings and accepting the 
uniqueness, the humanity—and the rights—of others.   

The role of reparative leader falls to Joe Biden.  He cannot 
brand Trump’s base as the enemy, but those who stormed the  
Capitol should face prosecution.  He must welcome them into the 
tent by proving through word and deed that this land is our land, 
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while mental health professionals must prepare to listen to people 
swept up by the lies and allow them to share their stories of how 
they got to where they are today.  This endeavor will require endur-
ance and mental fortitude, but I believe we are up to the task.  Our 
mantra going forward should be that our neighbor is not our enemy.    

 Karyne E. Messina, EdD, is a psychologist and a certified 
psychoanalyst as well as a supervising and training analyst at the 
Washington Baltimore Center for Psychoanalysis (WBCP).  She is 
also on the medical staff of Suburban Hospital—Johns Hopkins 
Medicine—in Bethesda, Maryland.  She is on the faculty at the 
WBCP where she has taught several different courses in the analyt-
ic training program.  Dr. Messina has also taught infant observa-
tion to students in China for the China American Psychoanalytic 
Affiliation (CAPA) and is the editor of the CAPA newsletter.  Her 
recent books include Misogyny, Projective Identification and Men-
talization: Psychoanalytic, Social and Institutional Manifestations 
(2019) and Aftermath: Healing from the Trump Presidency (2021).  
She can be contacted at dr.karynemessina@gmail.com.   

An Optimist Says Healing  
Will be a Long Endeavor 

Paul H. Elovitz—The Psychohistory Forum 

As a presidential psychobiographer, student of modern 
American historical disruptions, and a concerned citizen, I’m usual-
ly a guarded optimist regarding democracy’s ability to heal political 
breaches.  Given our current crisis, my optimism is diminished be-
cause of the Republican Party’s embrace of Trump’s recalcitrance 
and so many Republican congressional legislators supporting his 
fantasy of a stolen election.  Millions of the 74,111,419 who voted 
for the 45th President last fall continue to live in denial, supported 
by a separate conservative media and political support system.  
They are so deeply distrustful of the Biden presidency that they 
continue to believe the election was stolen and that he is an illegiti-
mate president.   

The 46th President’s ability to advance his healing, econom-
ic, and political agenda is greatly hampered by this Senate being 
split in half by the political parties.  Lacking sufficient Republican 
support, Biden cannot simply forge ahead with pumping enough 
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money into our seriously depressed economy, rebuilding our infra-
structure, and saving millions of jobless people from being put out 
on the streets for lacking the money to pay mortgages or rents.  
Trump’s second impeachment trial was also a serious distraction 
from the important work restoring the functions of the government, 
which was badly disrupted by his chaotic style of leadership and 
indifference to the needs of ordinary citizens.  Acquittal was a for-
gone conclusion as virtually all the pundits and those of us who 
closely follow politics predicted.  The Senate trial allowed Demo-
crats and others shocked by the former President’s prompting an 
insurrection to make their powerful case, but it did nothing to bring 
millions of Trump voters into the process of healing. 

In certain respects, January 6th was the greatest threat to the 
American Constitution since 1860, and we are only now beginning 
to grieve this assault on our Constitution.  Healing the great politi-
cal divide of the Civil War was not accomplished by federal troops 
occupying the defeated Confederacy.  Withdrawal of the military 
might of the Union after the 1876 election resulted in freedmen  
being subjected to lynching, tenant farming, Jim Crow laws, and 
the myth of the noble South suffering for standing up for its consti-
tutional freedoms.  The breach between the states is still not com-
pletely healed, despite the unity wrought by two world wars, mas-
sive urbanization and industrialization, and a wholescale transfer of 
northerners to the South.  It is only now with Blacks and northern 
transplants gaining political power in the former Confederate states 
that White myths are threatened.  After Reconstruction, the South 
was loyally Democratic because the Great Emancipator of the 
slaves was a Republican.  This loyalty continued until Lyndon B. 
Johnson signed the Civil Rights Act, which he knew would  
ultimately turn the South to the Republicans.  When FDR was pres-
ident, there was still lots of talk about “yellow dog Democrats,” 
those who would vote for a yellow dog before a Republican.   

Fear of a Black and recent immigrant majority resulting in 
Whites becoming a minority has led many Republican politicians 
and strategists to use cultural issues and usually disguised racism to 
hold on to power in the face of demographic changes.  The undem-
ocratic Electoral College system, combined with four or five other 
disenfranchising techniques, has kept the Democrats at bay when 
the 43rd President won in 2000 with 543,895 fewer votes and the 
45th President in 2017 took office with 2,864,974 fewer votes.  It is 
no accident that in the 21st century, both were Republicans!  While 
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most Republicans may not be racist, as revealed in many voting for 
Obama during a financial crisis, race is an important factor in their 
recent victories and some conservative strategists’ hopes for the 
future.   

Psychohistorically attuned citizens and scholars bring spe-
cial inclinations, insights, and knowledge to the thorny issue of re-
building trust in our institutions, lessening our divisions, and under-
standing the motivations of the lawmakers and citizenry who are 
standing by the 45th President’s fantasy that the election was stolen.  
This was being written during the second impeachment trial as I 
watched the video replaying the violent, dangerous attack on the 
Capitol with virtual certainty that Trump would be acquitted since 
too few Republicans would vote for conviction.  Their continued 
support for him is based on fear for psychological as well as politi-
cal reasons.  Politically, although they cowered with their Demo-
cratic colleagues during the attack, Republican legislators rightfully 
fear they will be primaried by Trump supporters should they stand 
up in defense of the legislative branch against the wishes of their 
vindictive former President.   

Yet other thoughts come to mind.  As is the case with so 
many of Trump’s voters, I suspect some senators identify with his 
narcissistic and grandiose willingness to defy the interests of the 
Senate and be politically incorrect.  In our era of instant media at-
tention for outrageous behavior rather than constructive legislation, 
senators with presidential ambitions idealize Trump’s achievement 
of the presidency.  Perhaps there is identification with the aggressor 
who on the 2016 election debate stage mocked Senators Cruz and 
Rubio as “Lyin’ Ted” and “Liddle Marco.”  Ted Cruz is one of the 
biggest defenders of the Big Lie of the stolen election.   

As the Democratic impeachment managers laid out such a 
strong and visual case of the 45th President, calling on his followers 
to “fight” for his presidency and the resulting overrunning of the 
Capitol, they wanted to shame their Republican colleagues into  
voting for conviction.  Already four Republican senators have indi-
cated that they will not be running for reelection.  The method in 
which the Democrats had argued their case for conviction is to 
combine the prosecutorial hammering home of the visual evidence 
with some of their strong emotional reactions of January 6th.   
They were attempting to work through the fear they felt when their  
sanctuary was so violently overrun and defiled.  Although they 
overwhelmingly realized there was almost no likelihood that they 
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will get the votes needed for Trump’s conviction, impeachment 
represented Democrats’ opportunity to express their anger to their 
Republican colleagues and the nation.     

Healing will require an effective federal government to lead 
us through the pandemic, restore the economy, as well as build faith 
in Washington’s ability to govern, listen to the concerns of Republi-
cans and unaffiliated voters, and help ordinary people feel cared 
about and understood.  Healing post-Trump America does not 
begin to face the obstacles of 1865, but it is greatly complicated by 
so many believing Trump’s stolen election fantasy and Republican 
political leadership lining up behind it.  Healing will take time and 
patience.  An emotionally jarring, shocking external attack on the 
country may speed up the process of healing, but that is among the 
unknowns.  We will see what the future brings and what different 
individuals and groups bring to it. 

 Paul Elovitz’ biography can be found on page 333.    

Cultivating Empathy through  
the Reading of Literature 

Mark I. West—University of North Carolina (Charlotte) 

Abstract: The author explores the “superpower” that he believes will give 
Biden an edge: his empathy.  Biden’s passion for literature, especially 
poetry, is also analyzed and compared to President Theodore Roosevelt.  
Their ability to empathize with others is connected to their love of  
literature and can go a long way to healing America. 

Keywords: autobiography, healing-America, Joseph Biden, poetry, presi-
dents, Seamus Heaney, Theodore Roosevelt, William Butler Yeats 

As President Biden faces the daunting challenge of healing 
a deeply divided populace, he is starting with many strikes against 
him and his new administration.  However, he also has, to quote 
Senator Chris Coons, a “superpower,” and that superpower is his 
ability to empathize with others (Peter Wehner, “Biden May Be 
Just the Person America Needs,” The Atlantic, November 2, 2020).  
In following the news coverage of President Biden’s inauguration 
and the early days of his administration, I am struck by the frequent 
references to his empathy; but I am also intrigued by the many ref-
erences to his passion for literature, especially poetry.  I am remind-
ed of President Theodore Roosevelt, who was also known for his 
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strong sense of empathy and for his love of reading literary works.  
The fact that these two leaders share these traits is more than a  
coincidence.  For both of these men, there is a correlation between 
their experiences as regular readers of literature and their empathy 
for people from diverse backgrounds.  

President Biden’s love of poetry goes back to his boyhood 
years in Scranton, Pennsylvania, when he discovered the poetry of 
William Butler Yeats.  As a descendent of Irish immigrants, Biden 
initially took an interest in Yeats because of his reputation as a 
leading Irish poet.  However, the more Biden read Yeats’ poetry, 
the more he realized that these poems have a universal appeal that 
transcends their Irish roots.  Biden so liked these poems that he 
would stand in front of a mirror and recite Yeats’ poetry in an  
effort to overcome his problem with stuttering (Chloe Foussianes, 
“Joe Biden’s Love of Irish Poet Seamus Heaney Dates Back to His 
Teenage Years,” Town & Country, January 19, 2021).   

Biden still loves Yeats’ poetry, but now his favorite Irish 
poet is Nobel laureate Seamus Heaney.  He especially likes to quote 
a stanza from Heaney’s poem “The Cure at Troy” (1990), which 
ends with the lines, “The longed-for tidal wave / Of  
justice can rise up, / And hope and history rhyme.”   

Although Biden is known for quoting Irish poets, he also 
reads poets from other backgrounds, including African American 
poets.  He especially likes Langston Hughes, Robert Hayden, and 
his most recent discovery, Amanda Gorman, who read her powerful 
poem “The Hill We Climb” (2021) at Biden’s inauguration. 

Like Biden, President Theodore Roosevelt took an interest 
in literature during his childhood years.  As a boy, he liked to read 
stories and poems about adventurers.  As he states in his autobiog-
raphy, “Even in poetry it was the relation of adventures that most 
appealed to me as a boy.  At a pretty early age I began to read  
certain books of poetry, notably Longfellow’s poem, ‘The Saga of 
King Olaf,’ which absorbed me” (Theodore Roosevelt: An Autobi-
ography, 1913, 18). 

As an adult, Roosevelt read novels and other works of liter-
ature on a nearly daily basis.  At one point, he compiled a list of his 
favorite books.  It’s a very long list, but most of the books on it are 
works of fiction or poetry.  He also liked to read autobiographies, 
such a Booker T. Washington’s Up from Slavery (1901).  He was 
so interested in Washington’s autobiography that Roosevelt invited 
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him to have dinner at the White House, which caused quite a con-
troversy at the time (Thomas Bailey and Katherine Joslin, Theodore 
Roosevelt: A Literary Life, 2018, 143-144). 

In the cases of both Biden and Roosevelt, their reading of 
literature is related to their ability to empathize with others.  
Biden’s love of reading and reciting poetry is in itself an empathetic 
act.  Hearing him read Heaney’s “The Cure at Troy,” one quickly 
realizes that for Biden reciting this poem is akin to entering Hea-
ney’s poetic space.  In the process of giving voice to Heaney’s 
words, he is forming a deep connection with Heaney.   

Roosevelt’s love of reading novels and autobiographies 
gave him insights into the lives of people whose experiences dif-
fered vastly from his own.  For example, as the son of a wealthy 
New Yorker, he never experienced poverty firsthand.  But by read-
ing Mary Antin’s autobiography, The Promised Land (1912), he 
was able to see the world from the point of view of an impover-
ished but hopeful immigrant (Autobiography, 167). 

Both Roosevelt and Biden as children knew what it was like 
to be different than other children and suffer.  Debilitating asthma 
led the sickly young New Yorker to read intensely and the future 
president from Pennsylvania and Delaware to read poetry as he 
struggled to overcome the stutter others mocked.  As young men, 
the empathy of each was strengthened by the devastating sudden 
deaths of their young wives.  Both suffered multiple losses.  Litera-
ture aided their process of healing. 

For both Biden and Roosevelt, their love of literature is  
inextricably connected to their reputations as empathetic leaders.  
Their examples provide the rest of us with a tangible way to  
contribute to the healing of America.  By reading literary works 
about people whose lives are different from our own, perhaps we, 
too, can come to a better understanding of how others experience 
the world, and that is a meaningful step in the healing process. 

Mark I. West, PhD, Bonnie E. Cone Professor in Civic 
Engagement, is a Professor of English and former Chair of the  
Department of English at the University of North Carolina at  
Charlotte, where he has taught since 1984.  In addition to perform-
ing administrative duties, he regularly teaches courses on chil-
dren’s and young adult literature.  He has written or edited 15 
books, most of which deal with children’s culture and the history of 
childhood.  Before entering academia, he worked as an early child-
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hood educator and professional puppeteer.  His email address is 

miwest@uncc.edu.  ❑  

The Psychology of Teaching: 
Part I 

Introduction to Psychohistorical  
and Psychoanalytic Teaching 

Paul H. Elovitz—Clio’s Psyche 

Abstract: A brief overview of psychohistorical and literary psychoanalytic 
teaching focusing mostly on its application rather than theory, which will 
appear more in Part II in the Fall 2021 issue. 

Keywords: academia, application, empathy, history, literary-
psychoanalytic-teaching, psychohistorical-pedagogy, psychohistory, 
teaching 

This Special Issue is the latest of numerous efforts to further 
psychohistorical pedagogy, which has a rich history in the pages of 

Clio’s Psyche and at the Psychohistory Forum, the International 
Psychohistorical Association (IPA), the Association for the Psycho-
analysis of Culture and Society, and the International Society for 
Political Psychology (ISPP).  The Forum published eight editions 

of the Special Clio’s Psyche Student Edition between 1997-2005, 
which was then enlarged to provide even more valuable sources to 
both students and colleagues alike.  For over 20 years, we gave 
presentations on teaching and sponsored special pedagogy work-
shops at the IPA.  Currently, we keep some relevant syllabi on our 
cliospsyche.org website.  Psychohistory has been taught at many 
colleges and universities, although it is not usually present in histo-
ry curricula.  The various courses discussed in the September 1997, 
December 2005, March 2006, and other issues of this journal are 
available at cliospsyche.org/archives (aka “Back Issues”).  The in-
sights in David R. Beisel’s “Teaching About Groups Symposium” 
are so profound that 21 colleagues wrote commentaries on them 
and his teaching.  Although Professor Beisel has retired, psychohis-
tory is still being taught at the State University of New York 
(SUNY)—Rockland, where approximately 9,000 students are  
currently registered for its two courses in our field.   
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Regrettably, most of the other courses discussed in our ear-
lier issues have been discontinued with the changing interests, re-
tirements, and deaths of colleagues who introduced them primarily 
in the 1970-1990s.  In recent years at my liberal arts college, I’ve 
consistently taught only one explicitly psychohistorical course a 
year as opposed to the two to four I was previously able to offer.  
Fortunately, psychoanalytic and psychohistorical ideas are being 
taught extensively in academia; however, they are not usually  
labeled as such in course titles.   

The degree of explicit psychohistorical courses contrasts 
with applied psychoanalytic studies of literature, which is what Dr. 
Judith Harris is especially knowledgeable about as reflected in her 
writing “Psychoanalytic Pedagogy in the Works of Bracher, Ber-
man, and Alcorn” and in her introduction to the forthcoming Part II 
of our current focus on teaching.  She solicited a couple of fine arti-
cles.  The first is “Engaged, Not Curious: Teaching Therapeutic 
Writing Online” from Reinekke Lengelle, a literary scholar who 
can teach introspection quite effectively even virtually.  The second 
is “Writing through Trauma in the First-Year Composition Class-
room” from Katy D’Angelo, which presents her success in teaching 
students to write introspectively and then her frustration when her 
college moved to a less personal, rhetorical approach.  

Associate Editor Harris inspired colleagues such as Claude 
Barbre and Mark Bracher to write for us as well as edited their im-
pressive articles.  It is heartening to know that from 1984-2007, 
Bracher led and then headed a psychoanalytic literary program at 
Kent State University.  An indirect literary approach to applying 
psychoanalysis to teaching can be helpful as I discovered years ago 
in a course on the psychology of creativity.  A student became in-
credibly enthusiastic about psychoanalytic concepts and then pan-
icked when she felt she was becoming too self-revealing before the 
class and her professor.  Because she did not give me the opportuni-
ty to help her work through her feelings of being psychologically 
naked in front of her classmates and self, I thought it made sense 
when she eventually switched her major to literature.  In “lit” she 
could more safely probe her own psychodynamics through literary 
characters with psychologically informed literature faculty.  Both 
consciously and unconsciously, psychoanalytic insights permeate 
pedagogy in virtually all fields because they help to deepen  
students’ knowledge.   

 The pandemic has transformed the lives of students and 



  Teaching      Page 317          
 

 

teachers alike.  This is clearly the case for three of our authors as 
reflected in Thomas Cook’s “How the Talking Cure Reduced 
COVID-19 Anxiety in a University Classroom,” Marcia Anne 
Newton’s “Teaching At-Risk Students in a Pandemic,” and my 
“Virtually Teaching the Election and a Survey of Civilization.”  
Whatever the label of the course being taught, college students  
benefited from the psychological perspective and the empathy of 
the authors.  Careful listening to students and expressing empathy 
for them in the educational process have been mainstays of those 
influenced by psychoanalysis and psychohistory before empathy 
became part of the consciousness and jargon of educated society.  
Two of the three authors mentioned above have analytic training, as 
do others such as Burton Norman Seitler, Arnold and Arlene  
Kramer Richards, Richard Samuels, Barbre, and Bracher.  Note that 
Barbre, Bracher, and Seitler’s second articles are in the more  
theoretical part of our current pedagogy exploration that appears in 
the Fall issue.  The reader will also have to wait for the erudition of 
the Finnish psychologist Juhani Ihanus, who has a great interest in 
psychoanalysis and psychohistory.  His “Education and Learning: 
Strangers to Psychoanalysis? A Historical Overview” is mostly a 
detailed description and analysis of the early relationship between 
teaching and psychoanalysis.   

Seitler plays an important role as a psychoanalytic leader at 
the New Jersey Institute for Training in Psychoanalysis as a psy-
chohistorian, psychohistorical editor, and professor.  For our teach-
ing issue, he has offered “Psychoanalysis and Education: A Devel-
opmental Proposition,” in which he makes a strong case for early 
education being organized around developmental stages rather than 
chronology, focusing especially on the developmental differential 
between girls and boys.  His second, more personal submission is 
“Teaching Psychoanalysis at Adelphi: A Dream Come True,” 
which is about his joy in becoming a college professor and how he 
overcomes the resistance of postdoctoral psychology students to do 
quantitative analyses of clinical materials.  In teaching, he loves to 
introduce new materials, help students find their voices, and over-
come their resistance to learning.  Denis J. O’Keefe is a talented 
therapist and psychohistorian who came to our field as a very 
young community college student and now teaches doctoral and 
other graduate students at New York University.  In “Relational 
Pathways to a Critical Pedagogy,” he delves into the transferential 
basis of education and much more. 
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    “Teaching Psychotherapy in Wuhan in the Era of COVID-
19” is a dialogue between the husband-and-wife team of Arnold 
and Arlene Kramer Richards on their decades-long experience 
teaching psychoanalytic psychotherapy in China.  The communist 
authorities of China certainly have no love for psychoanalysis per 
se and probably dread the thought of the publication of psychohis-
torical studies about their society.  However, they know they need 
help when their children, especially after the parents adhered to the 
one-child policy, are psychologically suffering and even commit-
ting suicide.  This has led several American analysts to teach psy-
chotherapy to the Chinese.  Arnold Richards reports that they are 
treated like rock stars in Wuhan.  He plays a unique role as a dis-
seminator of analytic literature in his capacity as founder and head 
of InternationalPsychoanalysis.net and IP Books (International  
Psychoanalytic Books). 

The richness of the pedagogy of these and other colleagues 
is noteworthy.  Academia and postgraduate education are the bene-
ficiaries of the specialness of our field.  As political psychological/
psychoanalytic/psychohistorical concepts and terminology have 
permeated our society, there is more understanding of human moti-
vation, even though there are fewer specific psychohistorical cours-
es being offered.  In Part II (Fall 2021) of this overflowingly large 
2021 teaching issue, the papers will focus somewhat more on  
psychoanalytic theory and literature than they do in this Spring 
2021 issue.  

Paul H. Elovitz’ biography may be found on page 333.    

How the Talking Cure Reduced COVID-19 
Anxiety in a University Classroom 

Thomas Cook—Humboldt State University 

Abstract: A case study of how providing students with a series of opportu-
nities to express their thoughts and feelings about COVID-19 reduced the 
fear and anxiety they brought to a semester-long university class.  This 
included giving them ten minutes per class to express their concerns on a 
biweekly basis.    

Keywords: anxiety, attachment-bonds, COVID-19, expressing-emotions, 
fear, online-learning, Rogerian Therapy, talking-cure      

 As the COVID-19 pandemic arose during the late winter in 
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early 2020, the sense among many of my students at Humboldt 
State University (HSU) seemed to be “This doesn’t involve us.  It 
can’t happen here.”  Who could blame them?  We live in one of the 
most rural parts of the Pacific Northwest.  Our campus is surround-
ed by forests, mountains, and bordered by the sea.  The COVID-19 
pandemic seemed unreal and remained an unformulated experience: 
neither here nor there, known-about but unknown, felt but  
unthought or thought but not felt.  Many students didn’t know how 
to respond to their thoughts and feelings.    

 Everything changed during the week before spring vacation 
when HSU’s president announced the campus would shut down 
after the break and all classes would be online.  A majority of HSU 
students are from out of town, and the ones who lived on campus 
were encouraged to move back home and not return.  The news fell 
on my undergraduate Developmental Literacy class like a hammer.  
The playful jokes and banter were gone.  We talked about the pan-
demic before, but now it was real.  Palpable fear and anxiety filled 
the room.  My students, future elementary school teachers, aver-
aged four or more hours of fieldwork per week in local public 
schools.  Now they realized this compounded their exposure.  The 
pandemic was radically changing their lives.  My discussion plans 
about free voluntary reading fell by the wayside and everything but 
fear’s object and anxiety’s objectless dread flew out the window.   

 That’s how it should be.  When experienced in the right 
context, the gifts of fear and anxiety channel attention and thinking 
to help ensure survival.  The virus dictated our class content, which 
became the actions we should take and the thoughts and feelings 
that plagued us.    

 In addition to reemphasizing the nuts and bolts of the proto-
cols designed to protect us from catching the virus, I found the best 
way to allay the excessive fear, anxiety, and sense of powerlessness 
my students experienced was to have the class connect and express 
their thoughts and feelings about the pandemic.  I began by having 
them talk in small groups at their tables, so everyone could speak 
about their hopes and fears.  Then we funneled the group talks into 
an entire class discussion by having a member from each one sum-
marize what they said.  After that, we opened the entire class up to 
individual comments.  No one was forced to speak to the whole 
group, but many chose to.    

 Fear and anxiety are not completely independent, but the 
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distinction between them is important.  They are generally separat-
ed in the following way.  Fear is triggered by a threat that is imme-
diately present.  So, this allows us to narrow our focus to that object 
in order to eliminate or avoid it.  Anxiety concerns a threat without 
an immediate nearby object.  It is worrying about something that is 
not present, often something unknown or unnamable, which may or 
may not occur.  Both fear and anxiety are the opposite of a sense of 
safety, and both tend to colonize the body and mind.   

 The healing power of expressing emotions and the benefit 
of articulating upsetting feelings are well known.  So, I knew the 
entire class would benefit from describing the invisible thoughts 
and feelings in the room.  While there is debate as to why the talk-
ing cure works, such practices go back thousands of years and mod-
ern psychotherapy is based on it.  Anyone who has had a good 
friend they can confide in knows this is true.  Expressing pent up 
thoughts and feelings can be liberating, salutary, and give one a 
sense of control.  This is important because one’s sense of control is 
related to a flexible thinking style with higher-level thinking.  In 
Opening Up: The Healing Power of Expressing Emotions (1997), 
James W. Pennebaker states “When people don’t have control over 
a stressor, they move to a lower level of thinking.  With potential 
control, however, people move to a higher level.  When faced with 
threats, such as the pandemic, high-level flexible thinking has  
survival value.”   

 In addition to my training in education, I am a psychoana-
lytic research candidate at the New Center for Psychoanalysis in 
Los Angeles.  I have a provisional license to conduct psychoanaly-
sis and have spent much time in the clinical consulting room.  One 
of the most important lessons I learned was how to be a good listen-
er, which is the opposite of the traditional model of the lecturing 
professor.  Another was to “go for the emotion” in order to help 
clients become aware of and explore their feelings.  I have also 
found that good therapists, teachers, and professors often create 
frameworks that they can lead from behind.  These three factors 
helped facilitate good discussions in my class about students’  
reactions to the virus.  

 Classroom discussions to help students connect and express 
their thoughts and feelings about their struggles with the pandemic 
are surprisingly easy to carry out and may help to alleviate exces-
sive fear and unwarranted amounts of anxiety.  I simply created the 
frame and let the students take over the speaking and listening as 
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they clarified and validated each other’s thoughts and feelings.  The 
teacher doesn’t need to be, and shouldn’t be, acting as a therapist.  
They should just be open and accepting.   

 In my class, once my students were given the open-ended 
chance to speak to their classmates, what was in their hearts and on 
their minds freely bubbled forth.  In the case of “going for the emo-
tion,” all I had to do was to tell them to discuss their hopes, fears, 
and other feelings as part of the initial directions.  Psychodynamic 
interpretations aren’t called for, just validation of what is said.  This 
approach resembles Rogerian and group therapy more than psycho-
analysis, but all three still rely on the talking cure.   

 After the students talked, I summarized what they said and 
shared my thoughts and feelings about the pandemic as well.  I also 
said nature had equipped us with these emotions to help guide our 
actions.  I stressed that the constant and sometimes intense forms 
these emotions were taking could be considered abnormal and mal-
adaptive during normal life, but in the face of this pandemic, they 
were natural.  At times like this, fear, anxiety, obsessive compul-
sions, and even having a sense of paranoia, are normal.  Not to ex-
perience them would be abnormal.  We needed to treat them as 
friends and listen to the wisdom of what they were telling us with-
out letting them take us over. 

 Just before dismissing class, I went to the board and drew 
Yerkes-Dodson’s inverted U-shaped curve, which illustrates the 
difference between facilitative and debilitative anxiety.  We dis-
cussed this as well as the danger of becoming carefree.  When there 
were no further questions, I wished my students a great spring 
break—if possible—and expressed my concern for their welfare.  I 
told them my class was secondary to their health and well-being 
and I would make any accommodations they needed to complete 
the work to pass my class. 

 As my students left our last brick-and-mortar classroom, 
they seemed more relaxed and hopeful than when they arrived.  
Those who had displayed the most bodily tension at the beginning 
appeared more comfortable.  I noted, as I read their faces, that the 
fear and anxiety of many was still there, but much of the intensity 
was gone. 

 Twelve days later, with spring break behind us, we had our 
first online class on Zoom.  I checked into my Zoom room 15 
minutes early to make sure everything was working.  One student 
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was already waiting.  The tension and worry on her face filled my 
computer screen.  After some brief pleasantries, I mentioned she 
looked worried and asked her how she was doing.  She began to 
talk.  This student was married with three young school-aged chil-
dren who were now being schooled at home, and she had a husband 
whose job required him to keep working with the public.  She 
seemed to be at her wit’s end, but as she talked about her fears, she 
relaxed some and felt a little better.  I mostly said things like 
“you’ve got a lot on your hands and much to worry about” and  
didn’t do much more than offer a sympathetic ear.   

 Soon more students trickled in.  By the start of class, 25 had 
arrived.  Some looked shell-shocked.  One had the thousand-yard 
stare.  I could see by their faces that the fear, anxiety, and tension 
were even higher than before spring break.  The pandemic had hit 
home.   

 I began class by telling my students I would hold office 
hours immediately after every class for the rest of the semester.  
Anyone who wanted to hang around to talk was welcome, and they 
could talk about anything they wanted.  Then I announced we were 
going to talk again about how everyone was coping with the pan-
demic, and I put them in breakout rooms of about five students 
apiece for around ten minutes.  After that, I brought the whole class 
back together, and we returned to the syllabus for the rest of the 
class.  This included the discussion we’d forgone on how to teach 
children to love books and encourage free voluntary reading.   

 When class was over, seven students stayed for office hours.  
They took turns to talk while others listened.  As I tended to them, 
some had little unimportant questions about the class, but the sub-
text of their words made me feel they were seeking assurance in the 
security of my attention and presence.  Others informed me of this 
or that.  The worried housewife with three children stayed until the 
very end to talk some more.  After about 30 minutes, all of the stu-
dents had signed off.  After the next class, five or six stayed.  The 
class after that, there were three or four.  The worried housewife 
showed up 10 minutes early to class three more times and contin-
ued to talk.  But after the end of the following week and for the rest 
of the semester, no one showed up early or stayed late.  They inter-
nalized my you-can-lean-on-me function and, similar to the secure 
attachment behavior of young children, the trusted assurance that 
they could come back sufficed.   
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 For the rest of the semester, we began with breakout rooms.  
I called it gossip time.  I told the students to use the ten minutes to 
share their thoughts and feelings about how they were dealing with 
the pandemic, and if they didn’t have anything to say about it, just 
to shoot the breeze.  This seemed to help.  The biweekly ten minute 
“sessions” were popular, and the fear and anxiety in my online 
class significantly subsided over the rest of the semester.  The 
“normal” pandemic baseline was still there, but the jokes and banter 
returned and they continued to learn. 

 Giving students a place to talk freely, forming secure attach-
ment bonds, facilitating connection and community, and being an 
authority figure that expresses paternal and maternal functions is 
the work of teachers.  Not only do students look to teachers for 
knowledge, but they need to use us as figures who provide  
acceptance, assurance, and safety.  We need to nurture their hopes 
and mitigate the fears they bring to class to help them learn,  
especially during a pandemic. 

Thomas Cook, PhD, is on the faculty of the Humboldt State 
University School of Education.  He has been selected as a Ful-
bright Scholar and will spend the 2021-2022 academic year teach-
ing at An-Najah National University in the West Bank of Palestine.  
He taught and studied for many years in Taiwan and Japan.  His 
interests include second language acquisition, literacy education, 
and the role of emotions in teaching and learning.  He is a psycho-
analytic research candidate at the New Center for Psychoanalysis 
in Los Angeles and can be contacted at tomcook@humboldt.edu.  
  

Teaching At-Risk Students in a Pandemic 

Marcia Anne Newton—University at Albany 

Abstract: After briefly mentioning the difficulties of teaching online  
during the COVID-19 epidemic, the author focuses on the impact of 
COVID-19 on her students and the rising number who become at-risk 
students, changing her understanding of the concept of being at-risk.   

Keywords: COVID-19, education, faculty, government, online-teaching, 
students, technology, writing 

On February 14, 2020, Adrian Morrow, a Washington U.S. 
Correspondent, published the article, “Trump Set to Declare Na-
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tional Emergency in Bid to Fund Border Wall” (The Globe and 
Mail).  Nancy Pelosi, the Democratic Speaker of the House of  
Representatives, was considering a court challenge. “It’s not an 
emergency what’s happening at the border,” she told reporters on 
Capitol Hill.  “It’s a humanitarian challenge.”  The next day, Trump 
declared a bid to fund the border wall as a national emergency 
while the coronavirus was spreading throughout the U.S. and in our 
college classrooms.  Four weeks later, my university closed its 
doors to on-campus teaching.  All classes went online for the re-
mainder of the semester.  For many students and faculty around the 
globe, this abrupt change in teaching modality was challenging and 
stressful.  It was also a humanitarian challenge.  Teaching online 
during these extraordinary times encouraged me to revisit my  
understanding of what at-risk means. 

The pre-fix “pan” means “all” in Greek.  At the start of the 
“pan”demic, there was “pan”ic.  Many faculty were transparent at 
being inept teaching in an online environment, expressing fears that 
this shift would compromise the quality of their teaching and, in 
turn, their students’ experiences in the classroom.  In his article, 
“Teaching Through a Pandemic: A Mindset for This Moment,” Ste-
phen Merrill eloquently articulated the mood among teachers: “This 
is so overwhelming” (March 19, 2020, Edutopia).  However, it 
wasn’t too long before more experienced teachers in online instruc-
tion rushed to the aid of those who were thrust into space equipped 
with nothing but a spacesuit—and, for some, not even that.  I was 
fortunate to count myself in the number of those who could rush to 
the aid of others. 

Similarly, students were panicking.  When I announced to 
my students in mid-March that all classes were going online, many 
were concerned that the transition would be difficult for them and 
their grades would be impacted.  Some students commented on 
their need for structure and were worried that going online meant 
being thrust into space, alone, like many faculty, with little means 
of survival.  Other students expressed concern that they previously 
took online classes and know they don’t learn as well as in the 
classroom—that they cannot be trusted to attend classes and  
complete activities and assignments on time in forced physical  
isolation.  These were at-risk students.   

Fortunately, at my university at least, leadership, advisors, 
counselors, skilled instructional designers, and technical support 
came to the rescue to ensure that faculty and students were offered 
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the academic, psychological, and technological support they needed 
for student success in the classroom.  The semester of spring 2020 
was still tough but not catastrophic compared to navigating a pan-
demic and an unstable government.  As reported by Shaina 
Ahluwalia and Sangameswaran S. on December 3, 2020, the coro-
navirus had claimed more than 1.5 million lives, and 10,000 people 
were dying every day (“Coronavirus claims 1.5 million lives glob-
ally with 10,000 dying each day,” Reuters).  That number continues 
to rise every day. 

In March 2020, many solutions targeted at instruction were 
about how best to effectively deliver online instruction and material 
to our students.  It soon became apparent, however, that trying to 
study during a pandemic was negatively impacting students’ mental 
health itself. 

I teach incoming freshman students.  Going to college is an 
opportunity for these students to grow academically, personally, 
professionally, and socially.  For many freshman students, entering 
college in the year of COVID-19 included transitioning to fully 

online classes—repacking their bags after just eight weeks on cam-

pus to return home with a looming lockdown ahead—which meant 
ensuring that they have adequate technological capabilities.  Some 
of my students were embarrassed to share their videos because it 
would give peers a view into poverty.  Along with many of my col-
leagues, I learned that the return home for some of my students 
meant going back to a dangerous environment.  Others had to jug-
gle studying with looking after siblings, doing housework, or taking 
on part-time jobs because a working family member had taken ill 
with COVID-19.  Some of these students became at-risk. 

In one of my classes, a student was interrupted by her  
father, who walked into her bedroom to deliver the news that her 
mother, a nurse, had just learned she’d contracted COVID-19.   
Following this devastating news, my student tried to maintain her 
composure, but it was difficult.  I released her from class that day to 
be with her family during this difficult time.  This student’s father 
learned shortly thereafter that he had contracted COVID-19.  The 
risk that my student would contract it too was high.  I worked with 
this student independently for the next two weeks.  She confessed 
to feelings of depression and being unable to focus on her work.  
She admitted to becoming overwhelmed by the mounting assign-
ments and was, for the first time in her life, receiving grades that 
did not reflect her academic capabilities.  Overnight, she had be-
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come an at-risk student.  She was not an anomaly.   

This new type of at-risk student was fast becoming the 
norm.  As an instructor, I worked harder on outreach to help keep 
my students afloat mentally and emotionally.  I was tough at times, 
too, with statements like, “Buckle down and do what needs to be 
done to get through this course.  You got this!”  Sometimes my 
boot camp style worked as a last resort and students were able to 
pull through.   

There were students who, no matter what I said or did, 
could not successfully navigate the new situation in which they had 
been placed.  One student, who took a class I taught with a co-
instructor in the fall (a semester that was as equally challenging as 
the spring semester), was so intelligent.  I remember the first class: 
his enthusiasm and willingness to engage with us, his peers, and the 
material were evident.  I teach writing and critical inquiry, a class 
that helps students navigate the challenges of writing.  A core prin-
ciple that drives the course is expressed in the following statement 
by Robert Yagelski in the textbook I use, The Essentials of Writing: 
10 Core Concepts: “Writing grows out of a need to answer a ques-
tion, make a decision, or solve a problem” (2016, 59).  This student 
chose to write about COVID-19 because he felt guilty for being  
depressed when people in the world were dying of the coronavirus.  
Writing through the lens of students who felt isolated physically 
and emotionally, he wanted to know why many students, in his  
research and own experience, believed they were not worthy of 
help.  As the semester wore on, this student’s work ethic started to 
slip.  He wasn’t handing in assignments on time or the quality of 
them was subpar.  He had, he told me, turned into another victim, 
becoming overwhelmed with a workload that was increasingly hard 
to manage.   

This student uploaded his final paper a week after the 
course he failed ended.  He revealed that he had lost a college 
friend to suicide earlier that year after COVID-19 struck.  The 
friend was struggling with depression but didn’t seek help because 
he didn’t want to be a burden. 

What does being an at-risk student mean?  I thought I knew 
what it meant.  I would start the semester with the understanding 
that some of my students were known to be at-risk or would surface 
as being at-risk like it was a pre-existing condition.  However, dur-
ing this pandemic, I am reminded that being at risk can strike at any 
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time and for reasons outside of a student’s control.  I am reminded 
that being at-risk means reaching out my hand to a student who is 
in crisis because it is not just the right thing to do as an instructor.  
It is also the right thing to do as a human being. 

Marcia Anne Newton, PhD, is a lecturer in the Program 
of Writing and Critical Inquiry at the University at Albany and the 
University’s Mock Trial faculty advisor and coach.  She is a former 
Court Appointed Special Advocate for abused and neglected  
children in the legal system and community as well as a Research 
Associate of the Psychohistory Forum.  Dr. Newton has published 
on a variety of topics in psychoanalysis, including sexual trauma 
and psychosis, paradoxical notions of sexuality, the creative  
impulse, Brexit, female suicide bombers, and Trump.  She has also 
published numerous reviews on poetry, theater, and memoir.  She 
can be reached at mnewton@albany.edu.    

Virtually Teaching the Election  
and a Survey of Civilization 

Paul H. Elovitz—The Psychohistory Forum  

Abstract: The author discusses the unexpected challenges of teaching 
online during the pandemic a first-year seminar course on the election to 
a strongly pro-Trump class and a sophomore survey of the human condi-
tion. 

Keywords: bias, Biden, COVID-19, debate, history, media, nuance, 
Trump 

 In my long career teaching psychohistory, history, and inter-
disciplinary studies, I never anticipated that I would be teaching at 
a distance.  In March of 2020, six weeks into the spring semester, 
the coronavirus pandemic forced me to either continue teaching 
classes or leave students in the lurch—something I would never 
consider doing.  I suddenly had to adjust to virtual education, and 
the results were certainly better than I anticipated.  I could see the 
faces of each student with their names below their screens.  They 
already knew that I teach primarily through discussion and that they 
would have to play an active role in the class.  Below I will discuss 
my teaching incoming first-year students in a course on the election 
subtitled What Makes Trump and Biden Tick? and to a lesser  
extent, sophomores in a psychohistorically informed survey of a 
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course on mankind from our animal ancestors to the present day.  

 The challenges of the fall semester were that I had never 
met my students prior to the pandemic and I had to navigate an  
extremely complicated new software program.  At the cost of enor-
mous labor on my part, I got a look into the lives and mostly  
bedrooms of the students as pets and family members sometimes 
came into view.  Behind one outspoken student, illuminated by  
numerous bulbs, was a large colorful display labeled, with her first 
name, “The ______ Shit Show.” 

 The first-year presidential election seminar was comprised 
mostly of loudly pro-Trump males and one-third of females who 
mostly quietly inclined to be pro-Biden.  While there may have 
been some element of Republican self-selection in choosing this 
seminar, in the blue state where I teach, the majority of White  
people (all students appeared to be Caucasian) voted for President 
Trump.  A basic principle of my teaching, reinforced by my experi-
ence as a psychoanalyst, is to create a safe environment where  
students can freely speak their minds.   

In the second class, Biden was contemptuously called a  
pedophile.  Immediately, I asked why, and I got the following  
response: “He puts his hands on little girls and he smells 
them!”  (This reminded me of a Fox News link that a pro-Trump 
valued psychohistorian sent me with the same content.)  As much 
as I would have liked to confront the point at that moment, I did not 
want the students to simply see me as anti-Trump/pro-Biden and 
suppress their views because of the assumption that they needed to 
do this to get a good grade in the course.  I asked the class if every-
one agreed with this statement and heard a weak no.  At that point, 
I said everyone should check this accusation on PolitiFact, a non-
partisan site, and that we would talk about it in the next class.  

The PolitiFact reports absolved Biden of these charges, 
pointing out that the little girls involved were his granddaughters.  
We then examined where Biden as a pedophile came from and  
a couple of possibilities were raised.  One, I mentioned that he is 
from an older generation, raised to be less respectful of the personal 
boundaries of young children.  As a child I remember friends of the 
family and relatives putting their hands on my head or shoulder, 
saying something nice about or to me, and sometimes pinching my 
dimples (which I hated).  Biden, at 78, is a toucher, which recently 
he has worked hard to avoid because, in this post-#MeToo move-
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ment era, women who worked with or around Biden have made it 
clear that touching made them uncomfortable.  Two, a girl said it 
was an attempt to smear Biden as a reprehensible child abuser,  
deflecting from Trump’s history as a sexual abuser.  At my request, 
one of the brightest and most diligent students assumed the job of 
class fact-checker, giving regular reports.  

I very deliberately did not come to Biden’s defense when 
the student sneeringly referred to him as a pedophile because I did-
n’t want the class to see me as simply anti-Trump and pro-Biden.  
A month into the course my preference for Biden became apparent 
to most students as they read my psychobiographical comparisons 
of them, and I acknowledged it.  By focusing on the candidates’ 
autobiographical writings, I wanted to start with their looking at the 
materials and perhaps getting some to reconsider their position or 
justification for voting for one candidate or the other.  Repeatedly, I 
mentioned that I have good friends who support each candidate. 

Early on students were assigned the task of making up ques-
tions based on assigned autobiographical readings for Trump and 
Biden as freshmen college students.  Roleplaying these two men in 
separate classes, I responded to the questions to the extent I had  
information.  There was a three-fold goal in this identification with 
the candidates.  First, as a psychohistorian I wanted students to 
learn about and even empathize with the candidate they will vote 
for or against.  Second, I wanted them to think that the candidate 
and President were once students like them, and they should  
consider public service in their life plan as well.  Third, I wanted to 
bring out a lot of material about each individual in preparation for 
their careful reading of additional autobiographical materials  
written by Trump and Biden.   

Assignments included watching the presidential and vice-
presidential debates on non-partisan C-Span and writing reports on 
each, following a media source throughout the semester and writing 
four reports on it, writing a footnoted research paper based on  
primary and secondary sources, and an in-class debate in support of 
the contenders with the class voting on the winner (Trump).  After 
reading Michael Maccoby’s “The President We Need” symposium 
article, they were asked to each establish an ideal characteristic or 
experience that a president should have.  Next, they were to rate the 
two on a scale of 1-10, with 10 being the ideal.  The combined class 
vote was 148 for Biden and 121 for Trump, while mine, which I 
never shared with them, was Biden 198 vs. 44 for Trump. 
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The class’ vocal pro-Trump stance was demonstrated in 
their response to the first presidential debate in which President 
Trump sought to bully and overwhelm his competitor so that Joe 
Biden would appear too weak to be a president.  This approach 
worked with the Trump supporters in that they either thought their 
candidate won or that both debaters looked bad, but they focused 
on Biden un-presidentially calling the President “a clown” or telling 
him to “shut up.”   

  To counter young people not following politics very  
closely, if at all, I had them choose a media outlet to consistently 
read or listen to, submitting four media reports on it, including a 
longer analysis after the election.  While encouraging students who 
had almost no idea about the different media sources, I tried to steer 
those who were clearly strong Trump supporters into reading The 
New York Times, The Washington Post, CNN, HuffPost, or another 
outlet that would be more critical of their preference, and those who 
seemed to be the more Democratic in their leanings (or at least not 
pro-Trump) to Fox News, the New Y ork Post, etc., so that they 
would be exposed to contrary views.  Regrettably, many of the 
Trump supporters were adamant in their consistent condemnation 
of the non-Trump outlets as totally biased, which frustrated me.  
Fortunately, some of the students became more open to the views 
of others, but they did not appear to be a majority.   

 In reading the debate and media reports of my students, I 
struggled to be as empathetic as possible about their situations, 
coming from households that so often live in separate political echo 
chambers.  When I tried to push the students to get into actual de-
livery of policy, in reading their papers, one would never think that 
Donald Trump by July had been called out for over 20,000 mostly 
false or totally (“pants on fire”) false statements during his presi-
dency.  While working to get these students to think more analyti-
cally, factually, and openly to their Democratic neighbors, I kept 
thinking, “How can they be blamed or penalized for taking these 
extreme positions when this is what they hear in their society?”   
I encouraged the pro-Biden minority to understand Republican  
concerns.  

Totally anonymous polls taken at the beginning of the class 
and after the election confirmed that the largest number of the  
students favored and voted for Trump, which depressed but did not 
surprise me.  At the end of the class, some students had negative 
comments about the amount of work involved, one declaring that 
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the first-year seminar was supposed to be his easiest course, but 
was his hardest.  More positive comments referenced my passion 
for teaching; one called it “an amazing opportunity to grow and go 
outside of my comfort zone.”  Another said that I was “never actu-
ally trying to push us towards Biden/discourage anyone from sup-
porting Trump.”  A third declared himself to be “more open-
minded because of you and this class” while another Trump sup-
porter said it was a “fun class” and that “Professor Elovitz was per-
fect for my transition from high school to college.”  Personally, I 
felt I had achieved my goals of improving the students’ analytical 
and writing skills while exposing them to many different view-
points. 
 My second course was a liberal arts discussion course that 
started with our animal relatives and ended with the dilemmas of 
our modern world, focusing especially on the progress of and 
threats to civilization.  We first focused on emotions, including 
happiness, sadness, love, hate, fear, envy, empathy, guilt, and 
vengeance; then moved on to the ideals of the 1948 Universal  
Declaration of Human Rights.  The first writing was on sibling  
rivalry in the Bible, other ancient texts, and in their own families.  
We dwelt on the creativity and violence of the ancient Athenians, 
focused on their tragedies (including Oedipus Rex), as well as my 
hero Socrates’ dictum, “know thyself,” as the basis of all 
knowledge.  

Teams of two or three students led discussions of the mostly 
literary and historical readings.  Everyone participated in a series of 
debates on the most impactful (important) person in history, the 
most influential author, and the ability of human beings to  
relinquish life-threatening violence at the end of this century.  
These debates generated considerable research and strong feelings.  
In surveying major literary and historical studies of world and 
(mostly) western civilization, the focus was overwhelmingly on the 
progress we made, especially since the Enlightenment.  Overall, 
this course went very well; the students did good work and earned 
high grades.   

There was a disruptive undertone early in the semester.  I 
was contacted by an Associate Director of Equity, Diversity, Inclu-
sion & Compliance at the college saying that a student had been 
made uncomfortable by my use of the N-word.  It apparently made 
no difference to the student that I used the N-word in the context of 
teaching.  To illustrate historical change, I had said that when I 
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marched for civil rights the polite word for African Americans was 
“negro,” “colored” was acceptable but out of date, “Black” was  
derogatory but being put forth by some African Americans seeking 
to change the self-image of their group, and “nigger” was common-
place, especially in the South, but strongly rejected by polite  
society, although it was sometimes used among people of color to 
each other.  There was also a separate complaint regarding refer-
ence to Jesus Christ.  The students had nominated and were debat-
ing da Vinci, Jesus, and Newton as the most impactful person in 
history.  Two avowed Christian students, who were inclined to take 
the Bible literarily, refused to accept some of the time limits during 
the question-and-answer section of the debate.  An agnostic student 
protested the very idea of Christ being included in the debate with 
scripture cited as evidence.   

While I certainly was not happy about these complaints 
since my understanding of a liberal education is that professors are 
there to enlarge student knowledge and to challenge their thinking, 
I explained how the N-word and Jesus Christ were used for educa-
tional purposes.  The administrator listened, asked me a few ques-
tions, and suggested that I be careful about my use of the N-word.  I 
heard nothing more from the administrator’s office, though a  
student subsequently wrote to me saying that a complaint had been 
made against me in his name, but it had not come from him.   
Despite the uneasiness I felt about my teaching being intruded  
upon, which possibly could have been by an eavesdropping parent 
or a third party not in the course during this virtual teaching, this 
was quite secondary to the good work that the students were able to 
do as the semester wore on. 

In conclusion, my forced introduction to virtual education 
was more successful than I had anticipated, despite creating new 
challenges and being a great deal more work as I struggled to  
master a new and complex software program and worked to get 
first-year students to deepen their understanding of the candidates 
and the election.  In both classes, my students wrote somewhat  
better than they had in past semesters, and the grades inclined to be 
higher than previously in these courses.  Four students reported  
attending classes while having the coronavirus during the semester 
and the father of another student died of it the summer before  
classes began.  My virtual spring semester history and psychohisto-
ry courses are being taught from the safety of my COVID-19 free 
home office.   
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Stories of Survival: Writing  
through Trauma in the First-Year  

Composition Classroom 

Katy D’Angelo—Anne Arundel Community College 

Abstract: As a teaching tool, I am interested in how the study of survival 
narratives can promote a shift in the understanding of trauma through 
both individual and group psychology; in turn, students in a first-year 
writing course can use this approach to deepen their academic research 
and writing.  In this article, I offer the example of a course I taught on 
survival narratives, in which students explored writing as a tool to work 
through trauma and silence as a means of promoting social change.   

Keywords: growth-mindset, Native-American-communities, perseverance, 
psychoanalytic-insight, psychology, rhetoric-based-inquiries, survivance  

For two years, I taught a first-year composition course  
titled, “Composition and Literature: Stories of Survival and  
Perseverance.”  The course was themed around readings related to 
trauma and survival and grounded in Gerald Vizenor’s concept of 
“survivance” in his 1999 literary study of Native American  
literature, Manifest Manners: Narratives on Postindian Survivance.  
Enacted through storytelling, survivance provides more than stories 
of survival; by using language to manifest traditions and customs 
long-oppressed or even erased, survivance helps victims recover the 
voices and experiences lost through trauma.  As a method of re-
sponding to trauma, survivance invited students to view writing as a 
form of resistance; more so, it permitted them to view their person-
al traumas as valid starting points for academic conversation.   

As we read first-person survival narratives, students re-
sponded in informal journals and drew connections to their own 
lives, similar to Jeffrey Berman’s groundbreaking method in Risky 
Writing: Self-Disclosure and Self-Transformation in the Classroom 
(2002) of using psychoanalytic diaries as a starting point for aca-
demic writing and research.  Although students were not required to 
share their journal responses with the class, many did, and their acts 
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of sharing added seriousness and purpose.  Painful experiences be-
came stories to be reclaimed in the telling; research and writing  
offered the potential for personal and social change.  The syllabus 
read, “In your culminating research essays, you will take up  
research projects that promote your own acts of ‘survivance’ in  
response to contemporary issues or experiences you have survived.  
You will engage in a scholarly process of reflection, research, and 
argumentation that can serve to promote cultural transformation 
and healing.”  

It was certainly an ambitious concept for a first-year compo-
sition course.  As I considered whether the final projects fulfilled 
these aims, I was often impressed by the range of topics students 
(who were not Native Americans but could identify with struggles 
against marginalization) chose to research: inequities in the Native 
American health care system; high rates of violence and sexual  
assault in Native American communities; the impact of trauma  
related to gun violence; recent increases in depression and suicide; 
the challenges of burnout and addiction among health care profes-
sionals; the efficacy of addiction treatments, particularly in light of 
the opioid crisis and PTSD; and responses to sexual assault on  
college campuses.   

Yet, I don’t mean to suggest that all of these research pro-
jects were successful in reflecting students’ mastery of course  
outcomes.  Many essays failed to reflect college-level standards of 
research and citation, evidence-based argumentation, academic 
structure, and even Standard English conventions.  To put it  
bluntly, some of the students who wrote the memorable essays 
mentioned above did not end up passing the course.  Many of those 
who passed showed evidence of emerging skills but would likely 
still struggle with college writing.  Composition, after all, involves 
a complex set of skills that are challenging to master in one 15-
week semester.   

With so much attention in education today focused on  
outcomes, instructors must continually assess and re-assess curricu-
lar and pedagogical practices; when students fail, we are invited to 
consider how our own instructional techniques or pedagogical  
philosophies are contributing to these outcomes.  Are we doing 
enough?  What can we do better?  Yet, this micro-attention to skills
-based, course-level outcomes often misses larger objectives that, if 
I’m being honest, remain central to why I am teaching today.  Is my 
role in the classroom to help students write well-structured academ-
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ic essays or enact a critical process that may help them reframe 
their individual psychohistories?  While these objectives need not 
conflict, recent trends in the composition classroom often make 
them so.  Can I claim “success” when I see students gain a new  
perception of their own experiences through exposure to the experi-
ences of others or develop empathy and understanding about the  
complex histories that lie beneath trauma and inequality, even when 
they don’t end the class writing about these topics well?  Are these 
outcomes not just as valuable, albeit somewhat harder to measure? 

 Teaching at an open-access college puts me in contact with 
a range of non-traditional students, many of whom are more likely 
to have experienced trauma, marginalization, and psychological 
distress.  Whether related to socio-economic status, race, ethnicity, 
sexual orientation, gender identity, mental health, first-generation 
or immigrant status, military service, or family and caregiving  
responsibilities, my students often bring complex histories of  
trauma into the classroom.  In turn, they exemplify other  
educational concepts often discussed in tandem with trauma: grit 
and resilience.  For many of my students, their traumas are recent 
and active.  These students are still in the process of overcoming or 
making sense of the trauma’s aftermath in their lives.  They will 
persevere, educational research tells us, when they feel a sense of 
belonging to the academic community and see the value of these 
academic pursuits in their lives.  (I am relying here on Stanford 
psychologist Carol S. Dweck’s well-known 2007 work on the 
growth mindset, Mindset: The New Psychology of Success, as well 
as the June 2012 report, “Teaching Adolescents to Become  
Learners: The Role of Noncognitive Factors in Shaping School  
Performance,” by Camille A. Farrington and her colleagues at the  
University of Chicago Urban Education Institute.)  Students often 
persist despite their challenges; in fact, I would argue many persist 
because of them.  In this way, helping students integrate their 
unique psychological histories into their academic experience can 
help them foster an academic self that comes out of—rather than 
develops separately from—other parts of their lives. 

My experiences teaching “Stories of Survival and Persever-
ance” bring these ideas out.  Semester after semester, I had students 
tell me the course meant something to them, beyond just the acqui-
sition of composition credit—and sometimes even despite the fail-
ure to acquire it.  One student who had to withdraw mid-semester 
due to a health crisis wrote me a note to thank me for the class,  
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reporting, “I’m already finding so much use for these ideas in my 
life.”  Another student, who enrolled in the course amidst the  
ending of a seven-year relationship, told me later, “I thought it was  
fated when I learned the course theme on the first day.  Your class 
was the only thing keeping me focused that semester, even as my 
life was falling apart.”  

In an online version of the class, one student announced in 
her course introduction that she had just lost her baby, which had 
been born several months early.  A month removed from that  
trauma, she knew she needed to put her grief into something else 
and hoped our course readings would help her do that.  In her 
peers’ responses, two other women voiced immediate support—one 
a mother who had lost a child nearly a decade before; the other a 
young woman who had suffered a series of miscarriages and was 
also struggling.  While all three women did not end up finishing the 
course (one wrote a thoughtful research essay on the systemic 
abuse in the foster care system), I believe the exchange provided a 
powerful example of how learning can foster empathy, community, 
reflection, understanding, and ultimately, growth. 

In Fall 2019, the curriculum in my department changed.  
Following national trends, the curriculum shifted from an approach 
to composition achieved by writing about literature to an entirely 
rhetoric-based approach.  Whereas previously the pedagogical  
approach was aimed at guiding students to respond to texts in any 
way that fostered analytical and critical engagement, including  
psychoanalytic insight and the gaining of personal agency, students 
must now approach all reading endeavors through the lens of  
rhetorical analysis.  Reading a text, even a novel, became an  
exercise in various methods of rhetorical dissection, unpacking a 
text’s purpose, audience, context, and conventions.    

Students stared at me all semester with a stance of skeptical 
distance, even disdain.  They didn’t understand what these rhetoric-
based levels of “inquiry” were asking or how to use them to better 
understand the things they read.  While previously I would have 
invited students to respond to the ideas that emerged from a novel 
or memoir we read—and, often, in deeply personal ways—I was 
now asking them to dissect the text using a different set of terms 
that did not invite a human connection.  There was no place for  
students to enter the texts and stand inside them to reemerge 
changed from the experience, enhanced in the literal sense. 
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All of this, inevitably, trickled back to my relationship with 
them, the teacher-student charge powering every classroom.  Rather 
than being the caring guide who fosters a sense of belonging and 
mentors students through the complex project of learning, I was 
suddenly a stern voice asking questions they didn’t know how to 
answer and failing to explain the steps.  Further, the methods of-
fered no personal pay-off, no application to the daily renegotiation 
of concepts like grit and resilience that many of my students face.  I 
used to promote their reading journals by saying, “This connection 
you find in a book, it’s just for you.  It’s what you take for you.  
Twenty years from now you may think back to something you read 
and you will understand it, suddenly, anew.  Or you may find that 
an idea you read in this class set your life in a whole new direction 
because you were changed.  The idea changed you and changed the 
way you saw the world.”  

This semester, I didn’t have many such moments of inspira-
tion.  The lack of sharing had impacted the level of trust between 
me and my students, and I noticed more resistance to learning.   
In-class discussions were often forced, and my end-of-semester 
course evaluations came as little surprise.  “She was very cold and 
didn’t seem to enjoy her students,” one student commented.   
Another said: “She needs to be more compassionate and understand 
her students’ struggles to get them the help they need.  I suggest 
going off-topic once in a while so you get to know your students, 
and then adjusting your teaching based on your students’ needs.  
Rather than following a strict curriculum and taking no responsibil-
ities for the failure rate in the class.” 

 I taught the course at the center of these evaluations within 
the same calendar year as “Stories of Survival and Perseverance”; I 
am the same instructor and approach my students with the same 
level of openness.  Yet students in these two classes did not per-
ceive me in any similar way.  In personal reflections, I have cri-
tiqued my practices in many ways, feeling enormous responsibility 
for the outcomes in my classroom.  Yet still, I remain concerned 
about the broader trend in college writing classrooms toward  
largely rhetoric-based methods, which, coupled with accelerated 
curriculums, lead to the exclusion of other pedagogical methods 
and perspectives.  Of course, no single method will facilitate the 
needs of all students.  However, those students who have survived 
or are still amidst trauma may benefit from having an academic 
structure through which to reflect and write about it.       
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Engaged, Not Curious:  
Teaching Therapeutic Writing Online   

Reinekke Lengelle—Athabasca University   

Abstract: Teaching therapeutic writing online is made possible by  
facilitating a safe space for personal expression.  This article offers  
recommendations for working with students as they explore personal  
topics.  Students will inevitably write about painful experiences and they 
require compassionate attachment and restraint on the teacher’s  
curiosity so they can choose whether to disclose anything personal.  
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 I have been teaching writing for personal development 
online for over 24 years and have taught therapeutic writing face-to
-face as well.  I am not a counselor, nor a psychoanalyst, though I 
am aware and informed by various psychological principles and 
processes. 

 Teaching writing online was the result of having no fear in 
using a computer and having a keen interest in people, narrative, 
and well-being.  My father had handed me a copy of Alice Miller’s 
The Drama of the Gifted Child (1979) when I was 15 years old  
because he wanted to discuss it.  As a result of our conversations, I 
realized early on that most people repress or hide parts of them-
selves to survive within their families.  I was no exception, only I 
was aware of the dynamics and had a father who encouraged me to 
disagree with him.   

He said I would need to complete four different things to 
have a good start in life: a driver’s license, a typing diploma, a uni-
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versity degree, and time spent in therapy.  He paid for all these ac-
tivities and by 25 I had done them all with mixed degrees of pleas-
ure.  (I was only resistant to the typing diploma, though I am ever 
grateful now.)  Therapy increased my penchant for self-reflection. 

 In a trauma workshop I took recently, Canadian physician 
Gabor Maté reminded me of what I learned in talking with my  
father about Alice Miller’s work: Humans are apt to give up their 
authenticity if their attachment needs come into conflict with these 
needs.  Two of the most basic needs we humans have are safe  
attachment and a need for self-expression/agency in a way that 
feels authentic.  We often don’t realize how much we have given up 
of the latter to meet our perceived survival needs via the former.  
Although the word “authentic” is frequently problematic in  
academic and psychoanalytic circles, when we speak of “voice” in 
the (therapeutic) writing class, we are referring to the  
development—and often the reacquaintance—of this so-called 
“authentic” self.  We want to express what feels true. 

 In 1996 the coordinator of the university’s writing depart-
ment asked me to teach non-fiction writing online.  I had just grad-
uated with an MA and had published a few things.  Many estab-
lished writing instructors at the university were reticent to get 
online for all the reasons that are still being trotted out today: online 
learning is inferior, in part because it lacks social engagement, you 
cannot develop meaningful relationships, and learning the technolo-
gy must be hard.  I found that none of these things were true and 
doing creative and/or therapeutic writing in an online course format 
is eminently possible.  I was fortunate to get an early start. 

 Reg, a colleague of mine, the first person I knew who had 
started building his own website, taught the fiction component of 
our program.  In my group, there were eight women, at least half of 
them from small towns or rural communities where getting face-to-
face courses would have been difficult.  We engaged in an intense, 
fun, and fruitful two months of learning where I was present daily 
in the course and responded to most of the postings, using feedback 
sentence stems I had been taught in my first writing course with 
colleague Eunice Scarfe (“I like the sound of…” and “I want to 
hear more about…”).  

 The women wrote life stories.  They wrote about loss (e.g., 
the death of children by accident or illness), career wishes, mar-
riage, widowhood, divorce, and sexual orientation, and they shared 
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their work in the forums.  I believe these were the stories that they 
needed to write.  I posted various creative and evocative prompts, 
but I did not pressure anyone to disclose anything personal.  I took 
inspiration from Natalie Goldberg’s well-known book Writing 
Down the Bones (1986).  This meant that if the students had wanted 
to write about gardening, travel, retirement, or anything that might 
be deemed not painful, they could, and in part they did.  I did not 
deliberately focus on where it hurt, but inevitably that is where  
students feel compelled to go. 

 At the end of the course, we met in person in Edmonton 
where I live; some of the women had to travel great distances to get 
to the city.  One of the students even flew in from British Colum-
bia, the neighboring province.  Twenty-four years later, two of 
these students are still in touch.  One completed her final master’s 
degree project with me a few years ago and another is a Facebook 
friend who has just turned 90. 

 In 2003, I started teaching graduate students online for  
Athabasca University, Canada’s Open University.  For the last 17 
years, I have been guiding graduate students through the process of 
writing-the-self.  The two courses I developed, Writing the Self and 
Narrative Possibilities, have been popular and successful with good 
enrollment numbers and very little attrition.   

 What makes these courses successful?  What creates the 
space for doing this transformative work?  What do I do as a  
facilitator so we can work?  How do I work with integrity,  
empathy, and stay engaged without crossing boundaries as students 
disclose?  These are the questions I ask, re-ask, and will attempt to 
answer here.     

Recommendations for Practice  
In the article “Writing as soul work: training teachers in a 

group-based career-narrative approach” (British Journal of Guid-
ance and Counselling Vol. 45, No. 4, 2016, 402-416), which I 
wrote with my American colleague, Sjon Ashby, we determined a 
number of important aspects of teaching therapeutic writing.  I will 
revisit these recommendations for practice here. 

 First, create a safe space for writing.  A teacher creates this 
space by meeting the two needs I mentioned earlier in this article: a 
need for attachment and connection as well as the need for authen-
ticity.  What’s key is that an instructor engages and comments spe-
cifically with openness and non-judgment on what the student has 
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written, even reiterating the words a student uses (e.g., “You wrote, 
‘reaching over a mountain,’ can you describe the mountain?  Is it a 
grassy Alp or a snow-covered rocky peak?”).  Reiterating the words 
the student uses themselves is what expressive writing researcher 
James Pennebaker calls language matching.  It communicates: “I 
care,” “you are safe here,” and “your choice of words matters.”   

 Second, write vulnerably yourself.  Teachers of such per-
sonal writing should have practice in writing and disclosing their 
writing.  A facilitator who practices what he or she teaches empow-
ers his or her students to do the same, as Jeffrey Berman, Marian 
M. MacCurdy, and Ken Macrorie (to name but a few) have demon-
strated.  These are all writing instructors who have taught vulnera-
ble and risky writing by sharing some of their own painful life  
experiences.  In disclosing personal writing, a teacher develops a 
willingness to play, be vulnerable, and practice receiving responses 
to their own life.  It is in this way that they come to understand vis-
cerally the courage that is required to share vulnerably with peers.   

 Three, play with language.  It is vital that those writing in 
this context find enjoyment in the process and get in touch with 
themselves as an artist, playwright, or storyteller and not merely as 
a reporter or scholar.  This emphasis on playfulness focuses energy 
away from rumination and entrenched perspectives.  An exercise 
where humor is included is a good way to engage students and 
make the work playful and useful in facilitating personal develop-
ment.  (For example, write a list of problems you don’t have.  Pick 
one and elaborate on it colorfully.  Describe it to the reader as if 
you’re the expert on having it.  Then, the twist, tell us how it secret-
ly applies to you.)  

 Four, don’t look for answers; go on a journey.  A traveling 
mindset is most useful for learning about the self; we must leave 
the familiar thought pathways and entertain ones that feel foreign, 
exotic, scary, and uncomfortable.  There is no assumed or required 
destination.  

Five, slow down to the speed of the body.  When leading a 
group in the writing process, face-to-face or online, it is important 
to be in touch with our own bodies.  The development of real  
presence and engagement in the classroom cannot be separated 
from the awareness of what is going on somatically.  The body tells 
us when we feel uneasy, pressured, hesitant, resistant, or when a 
student is expressing such things.  Our body awareness can inform 
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how we change course, adjust our process, and provide fitting  
feedback.  The body also tells us when there is joy, a moment to 
celebrate, or to savor laughter; we can miss these experiences if we 
try to work too efficiently. 

 Six, give kind, supportive, and inspiring feedback that takes 
notice of the student.  As teachers, we tend to move out of the  
narrative learning process by offering interpretations, analyses, or 
solutions to problems instead of letting people spend time with their 
questions.  We can make the mistake of telling our own story too 
quickly or minimizing another’s story with a careless or trite  
response.  The intent of feedback should always be to retain space 
for a student’s healthy and compassionate attachment to them-
selves, peers, and the instructor through words that are kind and 
inspire.  This does not preclude a nudge from time to time.  (For 
example, “I want to hear more about how your grandmother’s 
house was a place of solace.  Can you tell me more about the gar-
den, the parrot, and the white-painted window sills?”) 

 Seven, have (or intend) a structure to the exercises that 
move writers from a disempowering to a more life-giving story.  
This idea is one I explain in much of my writing for the field.  
Along with my partner in life and work, Frans Meijers (now de-
ceased), I developed a model that explains a process of moving 
from a first (i.e., pained, victim) to a second (i.e., empowering)  
story through a series of stages where certain writing exercises are 
more suited to one stage than another.  Some exercises are useful 
for a gentle start; others are more suited to contribute to crystalliz-
ing insights.  Exercises that ask more pointed questions and might 
usefully strip us of cherished stories are better done after those  
focused on more expressive ways of writing have been tried. 

 Eight, notice your curiosity and park any part of it that 
could be intrusive.  Teaching writing for personal development  
requires that the instructor be continually self-reflective.  We bring 
our own life themes to our work and this can be a liability for our 
students, and therefore for ourselves.  For instance, if we’ve had 
suicides in our family, we may be overly interested in suicide  
stories from students or we may avoid them without knowing that 
this cuts off space for a student to “go there.”  

Conclusion   
 If I were to advise someone new to the field who is eager to 
teach, I would recommend they consider all of these recommenda-
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tions, but the most pertinent advice I would give is to cultivate 
one’s “internal dialogue.”  That is, foster a relationship and conver-
sation with yourself that is both cognitively congruent and affec-
tively alive as well as that engages your bodily awareness.  I would 
also say, “Don’t desire fans.  Be engaged but not curious.  Ensure 
that a student’s disclosure is not currency for a better grade or more 
connection with you!”  We must intend to work in ways that enable 
students to remain in charge of their own writing and healing. 
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Wuhan in the Era of COVID-19 
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Abstract: Husband and wife Arnold D. Richards and Arlene Kramer  
Richards discuss how the COVID-19 pandemic has affected Wuhan, ex-
ploring their personal history with China.  They talk about the work 
they’ve done there, including lecturing on the psychology of women and 
group therapy, as well as supervising the staff.  This turned into a psycho-
therapy program, which will continue to run next year.  This transitions 
into a discussion of the authoritarian country’s culture and how they 
were better able to contain the virus than the U.S.    
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 This dialogue is between Arnold D. Richards and Arlene 
Kramer Richards on their  decades-long experience teaching psy-
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choanalytic psychotherapy in China. 

Arnold: Our  China caper  begins ten years ago.  Arlene was  
invited by a director of the Hospital for Psychotherapy in Wuhan to 
come lecture and provide supervision for the staff.  She said she 
would come if I was invited as well.  They asked her to send my 
CV; apparently I passed muster and the invitation followed.  Arlene 
gave five lectures on the psychology of women and I gave five lec-
tures based on my published papers.  Arlene interviewed a patient 
for the staff and did four supervision sessions.  I ran five group ses-
sions on the ward for the patients and in the presence of the staff.    

 Although group therapy was not my area of expertise, I had 
experience running groups for the inmates and staff of the Federal 
Reformatory in Petersburg Virginia.  Dealing with the process in a 
group with more or less seriously disturbed patients was challeng-
ing.  Before the last session, I asked them to talk about traumatic 
experiences in their lives.  Several talked about childhood memo-
ries of parents or grandparents who had committed suicide.  I talked 
about memory loss and the ending of our group experience.  They 
offered to sing songs for me.  The first was a Chinese pop 
song.  Another patient, who had cried for my attention, sang a Chi-
nese classical song.  I was then asked to sing a song myself.  I was 
taken aback by the request.  The only song I could remember the 
words to was a West Virginia anarchist song, “In the Anarchist 
Garrett.”  After I finished, the group stood up and sang “The Inter-
nationale” in Chinese.  I was told that they hoped very much that 
we would return next year.  

Arlene: The last evening we met for  a going away Chi-
nese banquet.  I had a conversation with an official who was the 
chair of the Wuhan Communist Party.  He confided that he deeply 
regretted not having been close to his daughter, his only child, 
while she was growing up and he was busy working for his party 
and his country.  Now he wanted to retire to help bring up his 
granddaughter.  I said that I had been brought up by my grandfather 
and that it was wonderful for me.  I also told him what was difficult 
about it.  Other children had teased me about not having a mother 
around.  My mother was busy working to support the family.  He 
talked about the sacrifices people have to make, ordering priorities, 
and seeing how many decisions had unintended consequences.  By 
the end of the conversation, he asked: “Is this what you do?”  I said: 
“Yes.”   
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 As a result of the conversation, we were invited to nominate 
others for the faculty for a psychotherapy program, which would 
meet twice a year for three years.  The first program was followed 
by a second program, and we will finish the third pro-
gram next year.  Participants are 225 health professionals, MDs, 
psychologists, and social workers from all over China.  There were 
1,000 applications for this program and, as a result, we helped  
organize a second program.  We recruited the faculty, all senior 
American analysts and an analyst from Australia.  There is also an 
additional Chinese faculty.    

Arnold: We have been going to Wuhan for  almost a decade and 
hardly anyone we knew had heard of Wuhan, which was certainly 
not in the media until the advent of the so-called “Wuhan virus” 
sometime in December.  Wuhan then locked down completely and, 
as in the United States, all our patients and supervisees in Wuhan 
and China saw their patients virtually.  As far as we could deter-
mine, it did not seem to have a major adverse effect on the treat-
ments.  After 100 days, on April 7th the lockdown ended and Wu-
han returned to normal until the second week of this January when 
a new viral strain returned, prompting a second lockdown.  While 
we were concerned about the situation of our supervisees and  
patients in Wuhan and the rest of China, they were more concerned 
about us.  The Chinese we worked with were very pleased to be 
able to help us by sending us a large supply of masks when there 
was a shortage in the United States.   

There has been some turnover in the American faculty of 
nine.  The program is quite intense.  Each of the American faculty 
gives one lecture and the Chinese do as well.  The lectures are in 
the morning.  In the afternoon we meet for three hours of supervi-
sion of a case presented by the participants.  My group is a group of 
supervisors who present their own findings.  Our feedback ranges 
from positive to enthusiastic.  The skill of the Chinese translator 
helps a lot.  We feel we are being treated like rock stars or gurus.  
They are hungry for knowledge and say they love psychoanalysis 
and Freud.  On the wall in the auditorium are pictures of psychoan-
alysts: Anna Freud, Melanie Klein, and Heinz Hartmann, among 
others, and several famous Chinese psychiatrists.  The participants 
are also offered individual very low fee psychotherapy sessions 
with the faculty.  

 The program is funded by the Chinese government and driv-
en, I am told, by the high rate of suicide in the country, including 
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suicides by adolescent children of the nation’s leaders.  Three years 
ago our building was demolished and a new ten-story structure was 
erected in record time.  

 Our involvement is not limited to our in-person visits to 
Wuhan.  Most of us continue with weekly online supervised and 
didactic sessions with our group and additional sessions with other 
groups arranged by the participants themselves of several Chinese 
companies who do this as a business.  Arlene has five groups meet-
ing every week.  I have one group attending supervision and  
didactic sessions.  Arnold’s group is reading and discussing my  
theory papers in Volume 1 of his selected papers, Critical Conver-
sations (2015), which has been translated into Chinese, as has  
Volume 2.  

 Arlene has completed three online courses of ten sessions 
each, the first on films used as examples of how to analyze dream 
material, the second on the psychology of women, and the third on 
the psychology of men.  All of these have been video recorded and 
are available online.  She will be starting a new course on film in 
the Fall. 

 What is striking and very gratifying is the level of interest, 
enthusiasm, and level of understanding of both clinical and theoret-
ical issues.  They, as a group, are as smart as any candidate group 
either of us has taught. 

 During the last ten years, we have tried to learn as much as 
possible about Chinese history, Chinese culture, and the Chinese 
family as we can.  There have been instances in which we seem to 
be more knowledgeable about Chinese history than some of my stu-
dents.  But some topics are off-limits.  You can talk about the Cul-
tural Revolution—which often is very relevant to the history of the 
parents of the patients—but not about the Great Leap Forward.  
You can talk about the psychological effects of growing up in a one
-child family, but there is much shame and guilt about the infanti-
cides and forced sterilizations of that era. 

 Currently, there is much concern among our students about 
events in the U.S., saber-rattling moves in the South China Sea, and 
concern about U.S. policy threatening the WeChat app, which has 
upset those Chinese who have relatives and friends in the U.S.  For 
some, Chinese money and goods transmitted over WeChat are  
necessary for survival.  For others who send their children to be ed-
ucated here, the threat of losing communication is very frightening. 
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 Clearly, there are pluses and minuses to living in an authori-
tarian country.  On the one hand, there is the loss of free expres-
sion, but on the other hand, the COVID-19 virus, which started in 
Wuhan, was contained completely by April until its recent return.  
All the therapists in our groups told us that they were seeing all of 
their patients in their offices after April 7th, unlike in the U.S. 

Arlene: Telling the China psychotherapy story without the im-
pact on participants, supervisors, and teachers would be missing the 
most important impact of the program.  Some of the participants 
went on to get “personal experience,” which is their name for indi-
vidual psychotherapy for those providing it to others.  Doing this 
for three or four people a day was a great shock to me at first.   
Stories of families forced to decide which child would be fed and 
which left to starve, grandmothers found hanging in the kitchen by 
schoolchildren, beatings, rapes, earthquakes, drownings, and  
unbearable loneliness when children were left at home alone all day 
while their parents worked in the fields had such an impact that I 
felt flattened by the end of each day. 

 The tellers of these stories reported relief and gratitude, 
which kept me at it even when we parted.  So I continued to listen 
by using Skype, Zoom, and WeChat.  Years of talking about the 
impact of their traumas had an effect.  Some left prestigious but un-
fulfilling hospital jobs for the private practice of psychotherapy.  
They wanted and got analytic training through the International 
Psychohistorical Association while others were empowered to have 
families or to leave empty marriages and try to find love.  All of 
this gave me great satisfaction, albeit little money.  In the process 
of doing four analyses, I gained as much self-esteem as the analy-
sands did.  I became profoundly grateful for the trust they gave me.  

 Supervisees were reluctant to tell me of their failures; need-
ing to save face, they often showed their understanding of theory 
rather than report on a session (referred to as an “hour”).  Gradual-
ly, by accepting their reluctance, I managed to convince them that 
they were the authorities on what happened in the hour and they 
could teach that to me.  Over time, they began to present both hours 
and questions, mirroring the questions I asked them.  Now they are 
criticizing me and each other without fear of losing face or insulting 
the person whose work is being discussed.  This has been profound-
ly satisfying as well.  

 Finally, I was forced and inspired to write papers for lec-
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tures to give in the program.  The questions participants asked at 
the lectures were so satisfying because they showed how carefully 
the participants had attended to the shortcomings and the strengths 
of my thinking.  I decided to give up retirement plans.  As long as I 
can think clearly and maintain an empathic yet clear-minded stance, 
I hope to go on with this project. 

Arnold D. Richards, MD, is a psychoanalyst who served 
on many faculties including the Albert Einstein School of Medicine 
and is currently at Wuhan Hospital for Psychotherapy in China as 
a guest lecturer.  He was editor of The American Psychoana-
lyst (TAP, 1988-1993) and The Journal of the American Psychoan-
alytic Association (JAPA, 1993-2004).  He has also served in vari-
ous editorial positions and on various editorial boards of other  
psychoanalytic journals.  Dr. Richards may be contacted at arniedr 
15@icloud.com.  Arlene Kramer Richards, PhD, is a feminist psy-
choanalyst who has worked in China teaching psychotherapy for 
the past decade.  She is primarily a psychoanalyst in New York City 
and author of Listening to Understand (2012).  Dr. Richards may 
be contacted at arlenerichards89@gmail.com.  

Teaching Psychoanalysis at Adelphi:  
A Dream Come True 

Burton Norman Seitler—Psychohistory Forum  
Research Associate 

Abstract: In this paper, the author reflects on his long-held wish to teach 
at Adelphi University, one of the top remaining bastions for psychoana-
lytic education; the chance meeting that made it possible; understanding 
and overcoming students’ resistance; and being confronted by and  
adapting to the exigencies of COVID-19’s sudden appearance. 

Keywords: Adelphi University, COVID-19, quantitative-studies, serendip-
ity, teaching-aspirations, teaching-psychoanalysis, Zoom 

My dream of teaching psychoanalysis to doctoral students 
came true in 2018 as the result of a chance encounter.  At Adelphi, 
I had to face and overcome resistance to using quantitative, scien-
tific methodology, which contributes so much to psychoanalytic 
work.  First, let me describe some of my background.  My older 
brother, Ron, was a child prodigy who turned out to be an extraor-
dinarily fine artist.  His work has been displayed in galleries and 
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museums across the world.  Currently, his work is being shown in 
Colombia.  In addition to painting, he was also a terrific teacher.  
Before he retired from academia, he held a position teaching graph-
ic arts at Bergen Community College, located near my office.   

 While I have a modicum of talent as a cartoonist, it is not 
nearly enough to make an impact or a professional living.  My crea-
tivity lies in a different direction.  More than sketching caricatures, 
designing greeting cards, or making illustrations of puns, I have 
devoted the entirety of my professional life to being a psychologist 
turned psychoanalyst with an abiding interest in psychohistorical 
influences. 

 Many years ago, Ron informed me that there was an open-
ing for a temporary fill-in position teaching psychology for an ill 
colleague at his school, and he asked me if I would be interested in 
it.  I had previously been curious about teaching and wondered how 
I might fare as a college professor.  On top of that, I wanted to help.  
So, when this situation arose, I welcomed the opportunity to find 
out exactly how I would do in this new adventure in academia.  It 
turned out to be a remarkable experience.  There is no better feeling 
than watching the light bulb go on over the heads of students when 
they finally understand a new concept.  I loved every minute of it; 
the students did too. 

 When their professor returned, not only was she gracious 
enough to let me know how much her students had learned from 
me, but she also expressed her gratitude to me for stepping in and, 
as she put it, “making the transition seamless.”  Here was one of the 
most revered members of the faculty (not especially known for  
being particularly effusive) offering me, a fledgling instructor, what 
was for her almost over-the-top praise.  Candidly, I was more than 
flattered; I was deeply honored.  That is where my college teaching 
story starts. 

 Since that beginning stint, I tested my mettle by trying my 
hand at other colleges.  At Ramapo College, I received the Teacher 
of the Year award for excellence in teaching.  From there, I went on 
to teach at the graduate school level at William Paterson and 
Montclair State Universities.  At each stage, I worked hard to mas-
ter my craft.  Then serendipity happened, and what I regarded as 
the chance of a lifetime.  I landed a position at the Gordon Derner 
postdoctoral program of Adelphi University, long considered to be 
one of the top 10 graduate schools of psychology in the United 
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States. 

 How I came to be “recruited” for this position is an interest-
ing story.  Some say who you know is more important than what 
you know.  While I readily acknowledge that having a network of 
well-placed contacts is helpful, by itself it is not enough.  You still 
must know something.  Otherwise, your inadequacies for the posi-
tion will soon become evident. 

 In this instance, a serendipitous contact, combined  
with my hard-won set of skills from prior teaching experiences, 
helped grease the wheels for my entry into Adelphi.  While  
attending the American Psychological Association’s Division 39 
(Psychoanalysis) conference, I ran into several colleagues whose 
work I greatly respected.  The day’s events had concluded and they 
were hanging out just shooting the breeze.  One of them, who had 
published a wonderful article for me in JASPER (Journal for the 
Advancement of Scientific Psychoanalytic Empirical Research), 
beckoned me over.  We had an excellent exchange of psychoanalyt-
ic ideas, waxed philosophical, and of course, teased each other mer-
cilessly.  At one point, one of them indicated that he taught in the 
Adelphi postdoctoral program.  I very casually chimed in by saying 
that I had always dreamed of working there.  While this was how I 
felt, I did not expect that it could lead to anything.  He then turned 
to me and, in a very serious tone, asked if I would be interested in a 
job if one was available.  I managed to keep my cool, even though 
my heart was racing.  I said, “Of course I would.”  He explained 
that the Director of Postgraduate Studies had retired and that the 
new one might be interested in hiring me.  Soon thereafter, she con-
tacted me for an interview.  The rest is history. 

 In my first year there, I taught Psychopathology, Adolescent 
Development, and Research Methods and Design (a required course 
that most students try to avoid as long as they possibly can—unless 
they are studying to become researchers).  I will narrow my focus 
to discussing my experience teaching this very formidable Research 
Methods course.  Those of a clinical bent generally think in terms 
of patients’ history, affect, relatability, motivation, and potential for 
developing self-observation and insight.  Concepts like drives, in-
tersubjectivity, relationality, transference, countertransference, re-
sistance, free association, dream analysis, and so on, are much more 
to the liking of budding clinicians; not so much randomized, double 
blind, controlled, multi-factorial placebo studies or functional  
canonical discriminant analyses. 
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 Although the students in that class had doctorates, their dis-
sertations were qualitative, not quantitative.  They were absolutely 
panic-stricken at the very idea of learning about quantifying data 
instead of descriptively discussing their observations.  At the begin-
ning of the class, one student sat facing sideways—partly looking at 
her classmates and partly at me, showcasing her ambivalence.  An-
other student challenged every study that was presented, emphati-
cally declaring that objectivity does not exist in psychoanalysis.  
She obviously had not read the 2019 JASPER issue that was the 
recipient of N.A.A.P.’s highly respected Gradiva Award in which 
over 300 rigorous quantitative research studies were listed.  How-
ever, simply informing them of this fact, at that point, would likely 
have been seen as defensive.  I reasoned that if I had any chance of 
successfully overcoming their resistance, I needed to take a close 
look beneath their initial antagonism.  I believe that resistance is 
generally related to pain—real, imagined, or anticipated.  In both of 
the above examples, I felt that the students were fearful of the mate-
rial with which they anticipated being confronted.  But, as is often 
the circumstance, even with clinical cases, anticipatory fears  
generally outweigh the actual dreaded events.  Knowing this, I 
made certain to select material that had clinical applicability.   
Fortunately, the class eventually discovered that research approach-
es can be interesting and even fun. 

 They also learned that good research, aside from its inherent 
scientific value, can be a protection against political oppression.  
After all, how does one know—for sure—when a person in a  
position of power is telling us the truth if we have no scientifically 
valid and reliable means by which to evaluate his/her words?  As it 
turned out, that class not only did well, but had a good time, despite 
being faced with some rather difficult conceptual material.  As for 
the “sideways sitting” student, she turned out to be one of the best 
learners in the class. 

 I believe that I was able to accomplish this because I was 
successful in reminding them that, as children, they undoubtedly 
were curious and asked all kinds of questions, such as why the sky 
is blue, why it gets dark at night and light during the day, how birds 
fly, and so on.  Those early questions represent attempts on the 
child’s part to “know” things.  Their questions are the underpin-
nings of hypothesis-making, thus predicting in a means by which 
they could test out and confirm or refute their assumptions.  This 
presages what they may later come to know as the scientific  
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method. 

 Once I was able to help them recognize that all of us have 
been researchers since the time we were children, they were able to 
learn to use modern ways of codifying experience involving inner 
sensations, perceptions, and ultimate interpretations of reality.  In 
due course, they began to appreciate the fact that the scientific 
method can even serve as a safeguard against what Freud referred 
to as “wild analysis.” 

 In the middle of my second year at Adelphi, COVID-19 
rudely interjected, leaving all of us in its wake.  Nassau County in 
New York State (where Adelphi is located) was hit particularly 
hard, belying those who claimed it was a mere hoax.  All classes 
were now held on Zoom.  Fortunately, Adelphi provided training 
and tech support for using the Zoom platform.  Because of that, I 
took to it very well.   

 It was an adjustment teaching three-dimensional students 
using a two-dimensional vehicle.  Closeness was sacrificed, along 
with a certain kind of personal interactive freedom and spontaneity 
that comes from being in the same location with one’s peers and 
professor.  The most difficult part had been trying to assess how 
effective my lessons were.  The usual methods of sizing up a class’ 
reaction were either not available at all or were severely dimin-
ished.  No longer could I simply see the whole class simultaneously 
and get a feel for how they were progressing.  Looking at an  
individual in a tiny Zoom box required extra concentration to pick 
up cues as to how a specific lesson was being heard and  
internalized.  While my efforts ultimately turned out to be effective, 
at first it was exhausting.  When classes were done, I felt spent.  
Nonetheless, I also felt gratified.  All of us, faculty and students 
alike, had participated in a gigantic human naturalistic experiment.   

While it is true that aspects of the personal are constricted or 
diminished when teaching virtually, they are not completely lost.  
We simply must adapt to the new situation and adopt new methods 
of teaching.  Even though some modes of instruction may be  
severely impacted and limited, the ultimate goal of helping students 
learn remains the same and can be accomplished if we, as teachers, 
respond with the creativity that necessity demands.  We are the  
only ones standing in the way of that.  As Pogo—Walt Kelly’s wise 
cartoon possum—once said, “We have met the enemy and he is 
us.” 
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Psychoanalyst and the Editor-in-Chief of the Journal for the  
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other topics.  He can be contacted at binsightfl1@gmail.com.    

Relational Pathways to a  
Critical Pedagogy 

Denis J. O'Keefe—New York University 

Abstract: An exploration of the phenomenology of the student-teacher 
relationship, this article delves into the topic through the lens of both a 
student and a teacher.  The work of Peter Loewenberg, Wilfred Bion, and 
other psychoanalytic experts is discussed in detail as it relates to this  
relationship.  The author specifically seeks to add two aspects to Loewen-
berg’s thoughts on the impact of transferential relations between student 
and instructor.    

Keywords: dependence, oedipal-psychology, Peter Loewenberg, stereo-
type-threat, student-teacher-relationship, transference, transferential-
relations, Wilfred Bion 

On Feeding and Being Fed 
 The phenomenology of the student-teacher relationship is a 
fascinating topic.  I have long known, when I was a student, my 
relational experience with an instructor and the classroom environ-
ment could either inspire feelings of confidence, competence, and 
engagement, or intimidation, trepidation, and withdrawal.  When 
the situation is optimal, there is a sense of being held, nurtured, and 
contained.  The information provided is not only digestible but also 
meant to be thought on and played with.  Critical faculties are 
heightened.  The linking of thoughts and experiences occurs.  One 
is not only banking information but developing a deeper apprecia-
tion for how knowledge develops, its purpose, and how it informs 
one’s thoughts and experience globally—a kind of critical  
consciousness, as described by Paulo Freire in Education for Criti-
cal Consciousness (1972).  Although likely a rare experience for 
most given our current educational norms, those relations are the 
most inspiring, especially as we identify with and enact those  
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internalized experiences within our teaching careers.   

Although the above bipolar view of the student-teacher  
relationship would be better understood as a momentary continuum, 
the dichotomy helps to unpack relational experiences vital to  
learning enhancement.  On a very basic level, in the more ideal  
instance, there is a sense of being held and nurtured, facilitating the 
most fundamental aspects of learning and critical thought.  Oppos-
ingly, the student is there to psychologically nurture the instructor, 
which contains a sense of inadequacy—thwarting learning and  
critical faculties and, arguably, reinforcing historical social domi-
nant trends.  This supports social dominance referring to the caste-
like expectations of hierarchies and the role education has played in 
the socialization of the biases most typically found along socio-
economic, gendered, or racial/ethnic lines.   

The power of the student-instructor relationship to uncon-
sciously influence one’s feelings of competence and possibly facili-
tate the enactment of larger cultural expectations necessitates the 
analysis of unspoken transferential relational aspects.  University of 
California, Los Angeles professor of history and psychohistory Pe-
ter Loewenberg explored the latent functions of such a dynamic in 
graduate education within his text Decoding the Past (1966), writ-
ing that the “graduate process is one of transference regression to 
earlier situations and fantasies of childhood, particularly in respect 
to authority” (48-49).  Loewenberg, using largely oedipal psycholo-
gy, focuses on the regression of the student, often to feed the nar-
cissistic needs of the instructor as a typical dynamic of the learning 
experience, creating a level of dependence.  This dependence is 
positive or negative depending on the process and outcome.  Posi-
tive dependence is like a kind of Kohutian idealism in which the 
student identifies with and, through the identification, experiences a 
kind of epistemic trust permitting the information to be incorpo-
rated, fundamentally altering world views.  Loewenberg describes 
this process as going awry when the student is infantilized by the 
instructor to contain the projections of inferiority, reinforcing au-
thoritarian and social dominant tendencies (49).     

In this short piece for the special issue on the psychoanaly-
sis of education, I will add two aspects to Loewenberg’s thoughts 
on the impact of transferential relations between student and in-
structor.  The first is Wilfred Bion’s preoedipal psychology, which 
helps further unpack the earliest relational experience of learning 
that may be enacted in the classroom.  The second explores trans-



  Teaching      Page 355          
 

 

ference beyond an enactment of childhood conflicts as a means by 
which ethnic/racial, gendered, and socio-economic biases inherent 
to the historical caste-based hierarchy in the U.S. are maintained 
within the educational system.   

Wilfred Bion provides a good starting point for understand-
ing preoedipal relational aspects of learning in Learning from Expe-
rience (1962) that parallels Loewenberg’s as well as Paolo Freire 
and other critical pedagogical proponents.  Bion also emphasizes 
experiences that facilitate either learning and emotional develop-
ment or those that lead to psychological breakdown and malignant 
transformation starting in the earliest of interactions between parent 
and child.  With projection identification as the primary mode of 
communication between the caregiver and infant, Bion explores the 
α-function of caregiving in which the “containment” of the infant’s 
unprocessed, primitive experiences born of frustrated preconcep-
tions allow for the child to incorporate and make meaning from ex-
perience (37).  This provides an opportunity to identify with the 
containing object capable of processing these feelings and makes 
the discovery of meaning possible.  Through the continued accumu-
lation of the experience of the caregiver’s capacity to receive and 
transform distress into comfort, i.e., reverie, or “internal projection 
identification welcoming objects” form (Jeffrey L. Eaton, “The Ob-
structive Object,” Psychoanalytic Review, Vol. 92, No. 3, 2005, 
355-372).  In later life, one’s ability to learn from experience and 
think critically and accurately, extrapolating relevant learning to 
new experiences, relies on the individual’s capacity to turn toward 
these “welcoming objects” to provide the linking necessary to 
transform previously unmetabolized information.  

 The α-function of parenting is not always possible, being 
compromised by the parent’s limited reflective functioning, envi-
ronmental stressors impacting the quality of attachment, and/or  
inherent temperamental difficulties in the child, making soothing/
containment difficult.  The reaction of a child with repeated nega-
tive experience is the development of an “obstructive object” and 
self-attack on the thinking apparatus as a form of “attacks on link-
ing,” i.e., the process by which a part of the self attacks “anything 
which is felt to have the function of linking one object with anoth-
er” (Wilfred Bion, “Attacks on Linking,” The International Journal 
of Psychoanalysis, Vol. 40, 1959, 308).  Objects could represent 
interpersonal relations or, intrapsychically, the linking of one 
thought with another, which is the very kind of thinking required 
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for critical analysis.  

 Gianna Williams discussed a dynamic in which a child finds 
the parent unavailable to contain their projections and is instead 
asked to contain the unmetabolized projections of the parent.  The 
“omega function derives from the introjection of an object that is 
not only impervious, but is both impervious and overflowing with 
projections” (Williams, “On Different Introjective Processes and 
the Hypothesis of an ‘Omega Function,’” Psychoanalytic Inquiry, 
Vol. 19, 1999, 247).  No-entry defenses develop along with re-
sistance to taking in any kind of object (sustenance, information, 
intimacy, etc.) along with a general persecutory worldview.  This 
example in the classroom presents as an infantilization of the stu-
dent meant to contain the instructor’s insecurities and reify their 
position of dominance, authority, and student submission to this 
hierarchy.      

 Transference is a constant process where present relational 
circumstances trigger past patterns of relating.  The educational ex-
perience, as Loewenberg proposed, triggers transferential experi-
ences for the student as they ambivalently enter a position of  
dependency.  In the most ideal of circumstances, there is the trans-
formation of the unmetabolized to the metabolized, allowing the 
student to digest the information presented and creatively play with 
and explore meanings heightening critical capacities.  In the most 
pathological instance, parts of the self associated with feelings of 
impingement and insecurity are triggered, which results in the de-
fensive moves to block input and the thinking apparatus in general.  
Epistemic mistrust prevails with the banking model of education 
being the only pedagogy possible.  

Beyond a brief comment on environmental stressors inter-
fering with attachment, the conversation has thus far focused on 
two-person psychology applied to a small group learning environ-
ment devoid of the larger contextual factors impacting education.  
The classroom is embedded within and interacts with numerous  
educational, political, legal, market, religious, and community sys-
tems with varying viewpoints and effects on the educational pro-
cess.  To discuss this in greater depth is beyond the scope of this 
short piece, although it deserves mention.   

There are social aspects related to the transference phenom-
enon to address, particularly as the classroom comes to enact social 
dominant tendencies.  New York University Professor of Psycholo-
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gy Susan M. Andersen and S. Adil Saribay’s experimental research 
goes beyond typical models to demonstrate ethnicity-based trans-
ference phenomena as they occur in everyday interactions 
(“Relational to Collective: Significant-Other Representations, Eth-
nic Categories, and Intergroup Perceptions,” Personality and Social 
Psychology Bulletin, Vol. 33, 2007, 1714-1726).  From a psychody-
namic standpoint, we find these kinds of unconscious assumptions 
regarding the other primarily along racial/ethnic, gender, and socio-
economic lines, although not exclusive to other group-level identifi-
cations, such as immigrant status, and that they are at the heart of 
overt and covert, macro and microaggressions toward dissimilar 
others.  Dissimilar in the sense that they are not identified with a 
dominant ideal being already deemed of lower status, reinforcing 
social positioning and functionally results in phenomena such as 
racial or gender achievement gaps or the school-to-prison pipeline 
for African American males.   

In the classroom, we may find this in the form of stereotype 
threat and what Jim Sidanius and Felicia Pratto label behavioral 
asymmetry in Social Dominance (1999).  Stereotype threat refer-
ences the anxiety that is aroused when one comes to the barrier of 
their group’s negative biases and expectations regarding things like 
academic performance, instigating an unwitting identification with 
those very biases.  Systemically, we may look at this process as a 
kind of group-level attributive projective identification in the  
service of maintaining the current caste-like social hierarchy.  But, 
as Sidanius and Pratto point out, “group oppression is a cooperative 
game” (Social Dominance, 43), whereby the subordinate group ex-
hibits a tendency of self-debilitation consistent with the negative 
stereotypes of the dominant group.  The transferential relationship 
between student and teacher becomes the localized unit where the 
socialization of status may be observed, yet also provides a point of 
a relational intervention making possible a critical pedological  
approach, which seeks to upend the use of the educational system 
for discriminatory or oppressive ends.     

Teachers are required to be mindful and sensitive to the 
kinds of personal and social enactments occurring in the classroom.  
Providing for the α-function makes possible the examination and 
meaning-making of underlying transference phenomena making up 
implicit bias, microaggressions, behavioral asymmetry, and stereo-
type threats that create and reinforce discriminatory outcomes.  As 
a teacher for the last 15 years or so, I hope I have successfully 
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channeled some of those brilliant and nurturing leaders that led me 
to challenge the alienating and indoctrinating traditional learning 
experiences and maybe inspired a few myself along the way. 

 Denis J. O’Keefe, LCSW, PhD, teaches social policy  
analysis and developmental/clinical practice theories at New York 
University’s Silver School of Social Work and for six years taught 
psychohistory at SUNY Rockland.  He is treasurer and a past presi-
dent of the International Psychohistorical Association as well as a 
member of the leadership team and a research associate of the  
Psychohistory Forum.  Dr. O’Keefe makes his living primarily as a 
psychotherapist in private practice and may be contacted at 
dokeefe.frc@verizon.net.    

Psychohistory, Teaching,  
and Analytic Neutrality 

Robert Samuels—University of California, Santa Barbara 

Abstract: The paper explores the current backlash against teachers re-
maining neutral and objective in the classroom.  Drawing from the psy-
choanalytic notion of analytic neutrality, the article explains why teach-
ers should strive to avoid letting their political beliefs and cultural identi-
ties affect their interaction with students.  An argument is introduced that 
education should be based on the necessary but impossible modern ideals 
of objectivity, universality, neutrality, and empiricism. 

Keywords: Freud, higher-education, identity-politics, modernity, neutral-
ity, objectivity, pedagogy, science, universality   

At the heart of modern science is the notion that one must 
pursue truth wherever it leads, and this entails a conscious effort to 
eliminate all personal self-interests and cultural bias.  Of course, 
many people have argued that this goal for objectivity is impossible 
and hides vested interests.  But what is important to stress is that 
the goals of objectivity, neutrality, and empiricism are impossible 
but necessary ideals.  Moreover, neutrality represents an artificial 
practice that has to be learned and constantly monitored. 

My argument, therefore, is that a fundamental aspect of all 
higher education is the underlying belief that one should follow 
truth wherever it leads.  To pursue this ideal, one has to be self-
critical about one’s prejudices and self-interests.  From this per-
spective, neutrality in research and teaching both rely on the  
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combination of critical introspection and the pursuit of empirical 
evidence.  Therefore, what we need to pursue in both our teaching 
and research are facts, and we have to resist injecting opinions into 
our academic discourse.  Of course, this type of neutrality is hard to 
maintain and might be an impossible ideal, but we still need to 
strive to promote a culture of empirical evidence.  

In terms of teaching, neutrality helps the instructor to try 
and present material in an unbiased and objective way; it also  
prevents the students from simply rejecting knowledge because 
they do not like the beliefs or the politics of the instructor.  Just as it 
is difficult for a scientist to remain neutral and avoid all prejudices 
and self-interest, it takes effort for a teacher to use introspection to 
avoid bias.  I have used my training as a psychoanalyst to try to  
attain and maintain neutrality in the classroom.  This turn to  
psychoanalysis has confirmed for me why neutrality is necessary 
for teaching.   

Freud, Neutrality, and Free Association  
Freud believed that the analyst should suspend any precon-

ceptions and develop free-floating attention so that the patient could 
be free to express whatever came to his or her mind.  Analytic neu-
trality allowed the patient to free associate and remove himself or 
herself from the “normal” mode of communication where the 
speaker engages in self-censorship and selective memory to bond 
with the listener.  When Freud stopped sitting face-to-face with his 
patients, he realized that they were better able to speak without  
trying to impress him or censor their illicit thoughts. 

Freud also believed that the analyst should never play the 
role of the parent, authority, or savior.  He moved away from his 
early position of being the “one who knows,” realizing that if inter-
pretations only came from the analyst, the patient would become 
dependent on the analyst or reject the knowledge for being imposed 
or unconvincing.  Freud discovered that patients productively 
changed their behavior if they thought the new idea came from 
within.  The true driving force behind science was the affirmation 
of a lack of knowledge.  In Totem and Taboo (1913), Freud writes 
“That the scientific view of the universe no longer affords any room 
for human omnipotence; men have acknowledged their smallness 
and have submitted resignedly to death and to other necessities of 
nature” (88).  As with modern science, one has to give up the belief 
in omnipotent knowledge.  Freud and Descartes both believed that a 
discourse of discovery must begin with the analyst’s or teacher’s 
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declaration of non-knowledge. 

Teaching, Neutrality, and Ideology 
In teaching, one can help to keep learning alive by follow-

ing a theory of neutrality to try and avoid students thinking only 
what the teacher wants them to think or rebelling against a teacher 
with a different ideology.  After all, students from a very early age 
are socialized by figuring out what the teacher values and desires.  
Especially in the context of a competitive grading system, students 
will often conform to the teacher, having been trained that if they 
want to succeed, they should tell the teacher what they want to hear 
even if the student does not believe in the value of the knowledge 
they are internalizing.  According to this logic, a teacher may get 
students to comply with a set of values or beliefs, but outside the 
classroom, they may disavow those ideas.   

I am not arguing here that educators should not involve 
themselves in the political arena outside of the classroom; rather, 
their teaching should always attempt to be neutral because, without 
this effort to follow the necessary but unrealized ideals of reason, 
we will end up devaluing neutrality and rationality.  Therefore, if 
we want to introduce our students to university thinking, we must 
advocate for those ethical ideals that shape the modern investment 
in neutrality.  Moreover, even though many people view science as 
not having a moral foundation, I believe that the goals of being 
open, honest, and empirical shape the ethics of secular humanism.  
The problem is that we rarely discuss these ideals with our students. 

The Critique of Neutrality   
 Counter to the idea that teachers stay neutral, we find a 
growing consensus that neutrality is not only impossible but also 
counterproductive.  For instance, in “Turning Resistances into En-
gagement,” authors Erika Johnson and Tawny LeBouef Tullia pre-
sent the following argument: “Our proclaimed identities... compel 
us to turn resistances into engagement because we possess neither 
the privilege nor the professional capacity to engage in performanc-
es of neutrality.  Thus, we define neutrality as both ambiguity and 
erasure of who we are and who we choose to be; it is inauthen-
tic” (in Daniel P. Richards, ed., On Teacher Neutrality: Praxis, Poli-
tics, and Performativity, 2020, 225).  This criticism of neutrality 
stems from the idea that it is unnatural and impersonal to take on 
this position.  But shouldn’t we affirm that, by definition, neutrality 
is based on a shared universal ideal, which has itself been socially 
constructed?  Rather than affirming the artificial nature of neutrali-
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ty, theorists and teachers now reject impartiality because they see it 
as fake and illusory: “We take Freire’s condemnation of neutral to 
mean that neutrality is an illusion... which exists in direct contrast 
to our goals here” (Johnson and Tullia in Richards, 225).  Instead of 
realizing the connection between equal justice and impartiality, 
these authors insist that neutrality by definition serves to subjugate 
people who lack power.  However, I would contend that what has 
protected many disempowered people is precisely the neutrality of 
the law and the universality of rights.  Even though these ideals are 
not always maintained, they create a social possibility for equal  
justice.  Furthermore, we have to ask: If teachers do not believe in 
treating their students equally, what will protect these students from 
the personal whims of the instructors? 

Free Speech 
 One contemporary common reason for rejecting both neu-
trality and objectivity is to argue that the classroom should be a 
space where everyone is free to voice his or her opinions: “We en-
act a free speech or rather an open-door policy that quashes no line 
of inquiry” (Johnson and Tullia in Richards, 230).  Although this 
Democratic call for totally free speech seems to promote neutrality, 
in reality, the students are being allowed to reject neutrality by  
expressing whatever they want to say without removing their self-
interest and prejudices. 

 In referring to the work of Susan Jarratt, Meghan Brewer 
posits that neutrality in the classroom is so destructive because it 
“leaves those who adopt it insufficiently prepared to negotiate the 
oppressive discourses of racism, sexism, and classism surfacing in 
the composition classroom” (“The Limits of Neutrality: How New 
Graduate Instructors Negotiate Politics, Race, and Ideology in the 
Composition Classroom,” in Richards, 34).  But this argument fails 
to appreciate the necessary but impossible ideals of equality, impar-
tiality, and objectivity.  A teacher can’t correct all of the social ills 
circulating in a culture but can try to create a safe space where these 
destructive prejudices are reduced if not eliminated.  Unfortunately, 
some teachers believe that they need to resolve the problems of the 
world by making their classroom an ideal community; yet they  
often turn the educational environment into a highly antagonistic 
one with no space for reconciliation. 

 This desire to see the classroom as a political space is evi-
dent among teachers who adopt a political agenda.  One can detect 
this in the following statement and statements like it “We teach be-
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cause we want to change the world.  As intersectional feminists, we 
teach to dismantle white supremacy, rape culture, transphobia, and 
xenophobia.  We believe our most deeply transformational social 
justice work (on-campus) takes place in the classroom.”   Further-
more, “We believe that U.S. edited academic English—and the 
ways we teach and assess it—bears the marks of white supremacy.  
We are suspicious of the concept of neutrality because we believe 
that it rests too closely to complicity” (Lauren F. Lichty and Karen 
Rosenberg, “Ideology Through Process and Slow-Start Pedagogy: 
Co-Constructing the Path of Least Resistance in the Social Justice 
Writing Classroom,” in Richards, 2020, 127).   

In reading this passage, it is important to connect the  
critique of neutrality with the rejection of teaching “US edited  
academic English.”  Since these teachers do not believe that they 
should help students write standard academic prose or try to take a 
neutral position in the classroom, they are free to use the course for 
their political purposes.  It is precisely this attitude that the Right 
has been able to attack to undermine the public’s respect for higher 
education.  

 What is so interesting in this rejection of neutrality is that it 
also explicitly refutes the idea that composition instructors should 
help their students become better academic writers.  Quoting Mike 
Rose, “In asking students to co-create our learning community, we 
render the hidden curriculum and ‘language of exclu-
sion’” (Christopher Michael Brown, “Believing Critically: Teach-
ing Critical Thinking through the Conversion Narrative,” in  
Richards, 126).  Although it sounds progressive to argue that  
students should help the teacher co-create the learning community, 
this rhetoric excludes the importance of the teacher’s expertise and 
the value of empirical reasoning.  While democracy and science are 
both monolithic institutions, science cannot function as a purely 
democratic process.   

 As an extreme form of postmodern relativism, these educa-
tional critics confuse an open scientific discourse with the freedom 
of everyone to simply affirm their opinions and ideologies.  As 
Christopher Michael Brown says, “A pedagogy that enabled stu-
dents to develop lines of inquiry from the premises of their own 
ideologies would stimulate critical thinking by remaining ‘neutral’ 
toward those ideologies” (in Richards, 114).  Here, neutrality is 
misrepresented as a method to reject any attempt at validating facts, 
since students are encouraged to simply replicate internalized ideo-
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logies.  Instead of using the scientific method to impartially judge 
the facts of a subject, the call is to validate what the students  
already believe.  This argument discredits neutrality and reason by 
simply affirming the prejudices and already established beliefs of 
the students.  As a reaction to the postmodern desire to show how 
all of our beliefs are structured by social ideologies, it is now com-
mon for teachers to begin with an affirmation of the presupposi-
tions and prejudices of the students.   

 One way to work on this question of the relation between 
popular culture and student subjectivity in the future is to decode 
the rhetoric of contemporary media productions.  What is essential 
to this pedagogical task is the constant focus on using evidence, 
reason, logic, and impartiality in our attempts to apply academic 
thinking to cultural representations.    

Robert Samuels, PhD, teaches advanced writing at the 
University of California, Santa Barbara.  He has doctorates in 
English and Psychoanalysis.  His 15 books include Freud for the 
Twenty-First Century (2019) and Zizek and the Rhetorical Uncon-
scious (2020).  He can be contacted at bobsamuels_us 
@yahoo.com.    

Who First Wrote about the Methodology of 
Psychobiography: Runyan or Anderson? 

James William Anderson—Northwestern University 

William McKinley Runyan—University of California 
(Berkeley) 

Abstract: William McKinley Runyan and James William Anderson discuss 
their history writing about psychobiography, beginning with the question 
of who first wrote about methodology and broadening out to the different 
ways that they each got involved with the field. 

Keywords: biography, Erik Erikson, Henry A. Murray, J. Milton Yinger, 
methodology, psychobiographical-methodology, psychobiography, quali-
tative-psychology  

 The methodology of psychobiography refers to the body of 
guidelines, approaches, and directives for using psychology effec-
tively in the research and writing of a biography.  Scholars first 
published in this area in the 1980s.  In a paper in Qualitative  
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Psychology, leading psychobiographer Joseph G. Ponterotto identi-
fied William McKinley Runyan and James William Anderson as 
among late 20th century biographers who made “landmark contribu-
tions on psychobiographical methods” (“Best Practices in Psycho-
biographical Research,” Vol. 1, No. 1, 2014, 86).  We ask what 
may seem to be a simple question of priority: Who came first?  The 
first topic to consider as we move toward an answer is: How did 
each of them become involved with psychobiography?  

Initial Involvement with Psychobiography  
Runyan: Two strands led to my interest in the study of lives, of 
which psychobiography is a part.  In 1967-1968, while a student at 
Oberlin College, I took J. Milton Yinger’s course, Society, Culture 
and Personality, in which we read his Toward a Field Theory of 
Behavior: Personality and Social Structure (1965).  This book 
helped shape my worldview.  

I have the book right here, and I’ll quote from it: “There is 
general agreement that the science of human behavior must be car-
ried forward on four levels—biological, individual, cultural, and 
social.  These can be identified, roughly, with the four sciences of 
biology, psychology, anthropology, and sociology” (Toward a 
Field Theory of Behavior, 18).  This book initiated my interest in 
individual life histories, the level of analysis I was interested in  
developing.  I believed that such studies have to draw on all four of 
these levels, and I would add history, which Yinger does not write 
enough about. Yinger drew heavily on the study of life’s tradition 
as developed in Harvard’s Department of Social Relations.  While 
at Oberlin I also was influenced by that tradition, as exemplified in 
the book Personality in Nature, Society, and Culture (Clyde Kluck-
hohn, Henry A. Murray, and David Schneider, eds., 2nd edition, 
1953). 

When I arrived at Harvard in 1969 as a graduate student in 
Clinical Psychology and Public Practice, I was interested in the sys-
tematic study of individual lives and how this kind of inquiry might 
be used in designing and evaluating social action programs.  How 
much could be known about the effects of education, psychothera-
py, or delinquency prevention programs upon the course of individ-
ual lives?  At the opening reception, the professors and students 
went around in a circle and talked about their interests and what 
they hoped to do.  I described my interests in the study of individual 
lives in relation to individual or social change.  I did not hear others 
expressing similar objectives. 
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But during my first year, I was happily surprised.  I received 
a letter from Robert W. White, a retired professor, saying he heard 
there was a new student interested in the study of individual lives, 
and he invited me to come and talk with him.  I was thrilled be-
cause in college my course on abnormal psychology had used his 
textbook, The Abnormal Personality (3rd edition, 1964).  The book 
started with a historical introduction and five absorbing case  
studies.  I’d also read his book Lives in Progress (1952) and a book 
he edited, The Study of Lives (1963).  

In the summer after my first year, I wrote a letter to Henry 
A. Murray, who retired from Harvard in 1963, saying I would like 
to talk with him if possible.  He invited me to his house on Francis 
Ave, a few blocks away from William James Hall.  Murray was 
connected to wider intellectual and cultural worlds and was inspir-
ing to talk with.  He would say, “What you are doing is the most 
important thing in psychology, the study of individual lives.”  It 
was encouraging to hear that because he was a major figure in the 
Department of Social Relations and the history of personality  
psychology.  Knowing that Murray and White valued what I was 
attempting was reassuring.     

In contrast, at the end of my second year of graduate school, 
David McClelland, one of the professors in the Clinical Psychology 
and Public Practice program, sent me a letter saying that my inter-
ests didn’t fit into the program.  He wrote, and I quote, “I would 
urge you strongly to leave Harvard before you waste more time 
here, your time and our time.”  I declined the invitation.  I went to 
McClelland’s office to talk with him, but he refused to discuss his 
objections to my work.  He said, “This is not psychotherapy.”  I 
interpreted that to mean he didn’t want to talk about his emotions 
and his reasons for disliking my work. 

During my time in graduate school, a number of the people 
who were doing the most interesting writing on the study of indi-
vidual lives were publishing what can be called psychobiographies.  
This included John Mack (who wrote on Lawrence of Arabia), 
Walter Jackson Bate (who wrote on Samuel Johnson), Alexander 
and Juliette George (who wrote on Woodrow Wilson), Robert 
Tucker (who wrote on Stalin), and, of course, Erik Erikson (with 
his books on Luther and Gandhi).  

I should say more about Erikson.  I had read his 
works Childhood and Society (2nd edition, 1963) and Young Man 
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Luther (1958) in college.  He was a professor in the Department of 
Social Relations; I met with him and asked to do an independent 
study on the scientific study of life histories.  It became immediate-
ly apparent that he was not interested in my efforts to make this ar-
ea more scientifically rigorous.  His writing was appealing to me, 
but I didn’t have a chance for any significant person-to-person in-
teraction with him in graduate school.  This was disappoint-
ing, although not totally surprising because I saw at his initial office 
hour a long line of people waiting to see him.  I later learned that he 
saw himself as coming from a background in art, and perhaps he 
was less drawn to scientific dimensions of the study of lives.  I had 
more of a chance to interact with him when I was at UC Berkeley 
after 1975.  

Anderson: Mac Runyan just mentioned Erikson; it was his writing 
that ignited my interest in psychobiography.  Gandhi’s Truth (1969) 
enchanted me when I read it in the spring of 1970 during my senior 
year at Princeton University.  While a student from 1970 to 1973 at 
Harvard Divinity School, I read his other brilliant psychobiog-
raphy, Young Man Luther, and all of his other books.  I had thought 
of becoming a historian, and due to Erikson’s influence, I had the 
idea of becoming a psychobiographer, which would differentiate 
me from other historians.  At first, I considered obtaining a PhD in 
history and studying some psychology on the side, but I soon con-
cluded that there was so much to learn about psychology that it was 
preferable to do it the other way around.  Plus, the possibility of 
doing psychotherapy provided me with an additional reason to pur-
sue a PhD in psychology.  Being at Harvard Divinity School (HDS) 
allowed me to take courses all over Harvard, and I gained the pre-
requisites I needed for graduate school in psychology.  

Henry A. Murray, who was important for Mac, had an enor-
mous influence on me.  I met him during my last year at Harvard 
and later had two amazing summers, 1975-1977, working with him 
as a research assistant.  We did not produce any completed re-
search, but I talked endlessly with him and learned about his life-
long work on the in-depth study of the individual life, including his 
writing of more than 1,000 pages on his never-finished psychobiog-
raphy of Herman Melville, of which I read some draft chapters  
during those summers.  Murray, in one of our conversations,  
discouraged me from writing a psychobiographical dissertation.  He 
asserted that it was best for me as a young man in graduate school 
to do writing that was more technical and to save more expository 
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writing, which requires greater experience and wisdom, until I was 
more senior.  I replied that maybe it made sense to do this work in 
graduate school because I could take the time, and make use of  
advisors, to pay attention to methodology.  He looked startled at 
first because, I think, he had often given this piece of advice to 
young scholars who accepted it without question, and then he said 
that maybe I had a point.  He was enraptured with William James, 
similar to how I (and Mac) were fascinated by Murray, and as time 
went on he showed a great interest in my research on James’ life 
that led to my psychobiographical dissertation about James. 

In 1975, Murray recommended that I get in touch with a 
young man named Mac Runyan because of our shared interests, but 
I regret that I didn’t follow up on contacting him at the time.  

First Writings on Psychobiography  
Runyan: From 1973-1975 I worked on my dissertation, enti-
tled Life Histories: A Field of Inquiry and a Framework for Inter-
vention (1975).  I viewed psychobiography as one approach to the 
study of lives.  In my dissertation I looked at methodological issues, 
such as ways of collecting data, selection (what information to in-
clude), different types of explanation, the testing of explanations, 
and the laws or generalizations used in interpreting events in indi-
vidual lives.   

The comparative value of alternative frameworks has inter-
ested me from 1975 until the present.  I published a chapter on 
“Alternatives to Psychoanalytic Psychobiography” in Psychology 
and Historical Interpretation (1988).  Other traditions are critical of 
psychoanalysis, but as of 1988, it seemed to me that psychoanalysis 
had done far more interesting work in psychobiography than did 
other approaches.  The potential of behavioral, cognitive-
behavioral, or humanistic psychology in psychobiography remained 
to be demonstrated.  I reviewed the field again for the Handbook of 
Psychobiography (2005) in a chapter called “Evolving Concep-
tions of Psychobiography and the Study of Lives: Encounters with 
Psychoanalysis, Personality Psychology and Historical Science.”  

What is “historical science”?  This concept was developed 
by Steven Jay Gould and others; it refers to sciences such as evolu-
tionary biology and historical geology, which are concerned with 
describing and explaining particular sequences of events.  This is 
similar to the tasks in biography and psychobiography.  

Anderson: In 1973 I began as a graduate student at the Univer-
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sity of Chicago.  At first, I was in the Personality Psychology pro-
gram, but it was going to be phased out, so I switched to a thriving 
program, the Committee on Human Development.  By the end of 
my second year, I developed the intention of writing a psychobio-
graphical dissertation. 

In the Fall of 1976, I was ready for the preliminary exami-
nation, the last requirement I had before I could submit a disserta-
tion proposal.  Human Development allowed students an alternative 
to the standard prelim, although this option was rarely taken.  A 
student could propose three topics of one’s own choice.  There 
would be months available for study, and then at the specified date 
the student would receive the topics back, possibly with some 
changes in the questions asked, and would have 24 hours to com-
plete the three essays.  My three topics were the use of psychology 
in biography, political science, and anthropology. 

I spent months studying the three topics and writing drafts 
of the three essays.  For the topic on biography, I found everything 
I could on the writing of psychobiography and read all the major 
related works.  In the Spring of 1977, the date of the prelim ar-
rived.  When the questions were given to me, they were exactly as I 
had originally phrased them; so all I had to do was type up the final 
version of my essays and hand them in. 

My exam essay on the use of psychology in biography was 
in essence an essay on the methodology of psychobiog-
raphy.  Looking back, I recall that the atmosphere at the University 
of Chicago was permeated with the question of how to do high-
quality rather than mediocre research.  One embodiment was a 
book by Don Fiske, one of the personality professors, entitled 
Measuring the Concepts of Personality (1971).  Fiske, by the way, 
had been a student of Murray’s at Harvard.  In the Committee on 
Human Development, Robert LeVine taught a required course that 
was in essence about the methodology of studying personality in 
anthropology.  The course was closely associated with his recently 
published book, Culture, Behavior, and Personality (1973).  In both 
the course and the book, LeVine took on how psychoanalysis can 
be used in studying people in other cultures.  He was an inspiration 
and a model for me as I tried to answer the question: How can psy-
choanalysis be used in studying the biographical subject? 

In late 1977, I submitted my dissertation proposal for a psy-
chobiography of William James.  Marvin Zonis, who had written a 
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psychobiography of the Shah of Iran, served as my chair, and Ber-
tram Cohler, a brilliant psychologist who specialized in the study of 
lives and had studied with Murray at Harvard, was the other key 
member of my committee.  LeVine, Zonis, and Cohler all studied at 
the Chicago Institute for Psychoanalysis as research candidates.  
(Later I studied there too, graduating in 1997.)  In 1979 I completed 
my dissertation, entitled William James’s Depressive Period (1867-
1872) and the Origins of His Creativity: A Psychobiographical 
Study (1980), and passed my oral dissertation defense; in early 
1980 I received my PhD.  I used the essay about psychobiography 
that I had written for my prelim as the first chapter of my  
dissertation.  

First Publications on Psychobiography  
Runyan: After  receiving my PhD, I came to UC Berkeley and 
did a post-doc from 1975-79.  In 1978 I published my first paper 
relevant to the study of lives, entitled “The Life Course as a  
Theoretical Orientation: Sequences of Person-Situation Interac-
tion” (Journal of Personality, Vol. 46, 569-593). 

One of the books that had impressed me the most while I 
was in graduate school was Aspects of Scientific Explanation and 
other Essays in the Philosophy of Science (1965) by Carl “Peter” 
Hempel.  In 1977 Hempel, retired from Princeton, spent a semester 
at Berkeley; I audited his course on the philosophy of science and 
thought he was brilliant and humane.  He had vivid examples, and I 
decided to try to find a striking example for considering the  
question of explanation in psychobiography.  I came up with the 
topic of why Vincent van Gogh cut off his ear.  I examined the  
literature and found 13 distinct explanations.  I raised the question 
of the relative plausibility of these explanations and how we might 
decide which explanations are best.  The result was my paper, 
“Why Did Van Gogh Cut Off His Ear? The Problem of Alternative 
Explanations in Psychobiography,” published in 1981 in 
the Journal of Personality and Social Psychology. 

Anderson: While a PhD student at the University of Chicago in 
1976, I had lunch back in Princeton with a history professor I had 
known well, Arthur Link.  Like Mac, I had been impressed with the 
Georges’ psychobiography of Woodrow Wilson.  I talked about the 
book with Link, and he said that from his perspective as a historian 
who was highly knowledgeable about Wilson, the book was inade-
quate, largely because the research on which it rested was defi-
cient.  I proposed writing a critique of the book, and soon we began 
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working on it, along with a friend of Link’s, neurologist Edwin 
Weinstein.  The result was my first published paper related to psy-
chobiography, “Woodrow Wilson’s Political Personality: A Reap-
praisal” (Weinstein, Anderson, and Link, Political Science Quarter-
ly, Vol. 93, 1978, 585-598).  

First Publications on the Methodology of Psychobiography  
Runyan: In late 1978 I received a contract with Oxford Univer-
sity Press to publish a book on life histories, developing ideas first 
explored in my dissertation.  That helped me receive an appoint-
ment as an assistant professor at UC Berkeley starting in the Fall of 
1979.  During the whole period from 1975 to 1982, I was working 
on this book entitled Life Histories and Psychobiography: Explora-
tions in Theory and Method (1982).  One could say this was my 
first publication on the methodology of psychobiography.  

In 1982 I also published a paper on “The Psychobiography 
Debate: An Analytical Review” in an annual, the Review of Person-
ality and Social Psychology (Vol. 3, 225-253).  In both the book 
and the chapter, I discussed a number of questions, such as how to 
define the field, inadequate evidence, reconstruction of events,  
reductionism, the relationship of childhood experience to adult  
behavior, the place of psychoanalytic theory in psychobiography, 
and the use of non-psychoanalytic approaches to psychobiography.  

Anderson: I got a lot of mileage out of that prelim essay on psy-
chobiography.  Not only did I use it as a chapter in my dissertation, 
but I decided to touch it up and submit it to a journal.  I sent it 
to The Psychohistory Review, sometime in 1977, I believe.  The edi-
tor-in-chief, whom I knew moderately well, Charles B. Strozier, 
read it and told me he thought it was excellent.  But a short time 
later he wrote back saying, with some embarrassment, that one of 
the other editors did not like it and therefore he could not accept it. 

In the University of Chicago library, I looked for another 
journal and came across The Journal of Interdisciplinary History, 
which was considerably more prestigious than The Psychohistory 
Review.  I sent it there, and it was accepted.  I probably submitted 
the paper in 1977 or 1978 and, with the slow publication process, it 
did not come out until 1981 (“The Methodology of Psychological 
Biography,” Journal of Interdisciplinary History, Vol. 11, 455-
475). 

From 1978 to 1981 I was an assistant professor of psycholo-
gy at Williams College.  While there I worked on another paper on 



  Psychobiographical Methodology      Page 371          
 

 

psychobiographical methodology.  In my earlier paper, the prelim 
essay, I was asking what I should know about doing psychobiog-
raphy in order to write my dissertation.  Having completed my 
study of William James, I had the idea of writing about what more I 
had learned about psychobiography from doing it.  The time lag 
from submission until publication was much shorter this time.  So 
my essay, “Psychobiographical Methodology: The Case of William 
James,” which I wrote in 1980, was published only a year lat-
er.  Hence there is the oddity that both the paper written before I did 
my dissertation and the one I wrote afterward were published in the 
same year, 1981.  By the way, that second paper was published in 
the same annual as Mac’s paper on “The Psychobiography Debate,” 
the Review of Personality and Social Psychology, but a year earlier 
(Vol. 2, 1981, 245-272).  Mac and I are sitting in his study in 
Berkeley at this moment putting the finishing touches on this dia-
logue.  He handed me the Review from 1982, and I see that in his 
paper he cited both of my 1981 papers.  

While I was at Williams College, before moving in 1981 to 
Chicago and Northwestern University, I finally met Mac Runyan.   
It was probably in 1979 that I gave a talk on my work on William 
James, emphasizing methodology, at the Institute for Personality 
Assessment and Research at the University of California, Berkeley.  
Mac was in the audience, as well as Alan Elms, another major  
figure in psychobiography.  I went on to become friends with both 
of them.  

Conclusion  
Although we began this essay around the question of priori-

ty, we conclude this is too simple a question.  Anderson published 
his first paper related to psychobiography in 1978, the paper on 
Woodrow Wilson.  Runyan’s first came out in the same 
year.  Runyan was the first to write systematically about psychobio-
graphical methodology, as he did in his dissertation, carrying out 
the writing in the years leading up to its completion in 1975.   
Anderson began writing on the topic in 1977 in his preliminary  
exam, without knowing about Runyan’s dissertation. 

Anderson was the first to publish a substantial paper on 
methodology, with his first (and second, as it happened) paper com-
ing out in 1981.  Runyan’s first paper on the topic came out in 1982 
in the same journal that had included Anderson’s second paper in 
the previous year’s volume, which was also the year Runyan’s 
book, Life Histories and Psychobiography: Explorations in Theory 
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and Method, was published.  Runyan, who had met Anderson, cited 
Anderson’s two papers on methodology in both of his 1982  
publications.  The topic of this essay, while initially intended to be 
about priority, is actually about how two scholars, working  
independently, became pioneering writers on the methodology of 
psychobiography. 

James William Anderson, PhD, is Professor of Clinical 
Psychiatry and Behavioral Sciences, Northwestern University, 
President of the Chicago Psychoanalytic Society, a faculty member 
at the Chicago Institute for Psychoanalysis, Editor of the Annual of 
Psychoanalysis, and a member of the Editorial Board of this publi-
cation.  A specialist in psychobiography, he has published papers 
on such figures as William and Henry James, Edith Wharton, 
Woodrow Wilson, Sigmund Freud, Henry A. Murray, D. W. Win-
nicott, and Frank Lloyd Wright.  His website is jameswilliamander-
son.wordpress.com.  Dr. Anderson may be contacted at j-
anderson3@northwestern.edu.  William McKinley Runyan, PhD, 
has been at UC Berkeley since 1979, where he has served as Pro-
fessor in the School of Social Welfare and Research Psychologist at 
the Institute of Personality and Social Research.  He received 
Emeritus status in 2010 and became Professor of the Graduate 
School.  His books include Life Histories and Psychobiography: 
Explorations in Theory and Method (1982), Psychology and Histor-
ical Interpretation (1988), and he co-edited A History of Psycholo-
gy in Autobiography (Vol. 9, 2007) with Gardner Lindzey.  A set of 
his writing is available on his website, williamrunyan.com.  He may 
be contacted at runyan@berkeley.edu.    

Academic Historians’ Failure  
to Support Psychohistory 

William R. Meyers—University of Cincinnati 

Abstract: The author bemoans the failure of history departments to  
support psychohistory, suggesting that the field would be better off in  
another supportive but unspecified field.  He points out that his own  
experience at Harvard demonstrates the advantages of having prestigious 
institutions supporting innovative research.  He then suggests various 
methodologies to test and prove the validity of psychoanalytic and  
psychohistorical research. 

Keywords: American Historical Association, Beisel, Elovitz, Harvard 
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University, historians, The Making of Psychohistory, psychoanalysis,  
psychohistory, research-methodologies, Szaluta 

 I have been thinking about Paul Elovitz’ comments on my 
appreciation of his The Making of Psychohistory (Routledge, 
2018).  For all the erudite nine reasons he gives, perhaps no one 
knows what exactly is so off-putting about psychohistory and why 
so few people listened to Harvard professor William L. Langer’s 
call in his 1957 Presidential Address to the American Historical 
Association (AHA) that “psychology should be the next assignment 
for history” (“The Next Assignment,” American Historical Re-
view, Vol. 63, No. 2, January 1958, 283-304 Some troubling and 
perhaps helpful thoughts have occurred to me. 

 In my career, I am struck by the importance of my affilia-
tion with Harvard and am reminded of the role institutional affilia-
tion plays in one’s life, especially regarding my psychohistorical 
work.  First I want to point out that I am not from an elitist upper 
class background that brought me to this most famous Ivy League 
institution.  After two terrible years in foster homes in which I was 
deemed a “problem child,” I grew up in a two-room slum apartment 
in Manhattan.  I received a partial scholarship to Harvard, which 
changed my life and gave me opportunities I never would’ve had, 
including working as a psychohistorian.  (My getting to Harvard 
was a close call: My mother told me not to apply to Harvard, “it is a 
rich man’s school,” but I did anyway, airmail special delivery on 
the last day it was due.)  I trust that this article will not be taken as 
elitist, but I take the risk in the hope that my experience may help 
us advance the cause of psychohistory.  I certainly am deeply  
indebted to some splendid people and fine intellects who went way 
out of their way to help me, including Jacques Szaluta, David 
Beisel, Paul Elovitz, and Ken Fuchsman.  Otherwise, I would never 
have survived my foray into the wonderful field of psychohistory. 

 Mitigating against the acceptance of psychohistory is that it 
involves looking into aspects of personality that most academics 
want to keep out of consciousness because they see them as  
unacceptable.  But why are many historians so adamantly against 
it?  The AHA has refused to include psychohistory in the over 800 
fields of history, to the point that the Editor of The American His-
torical Review told Jacques Szaluta that he would not publish  
psychohistorical material.  This is as striking a repudiation and  
example of the prejudice against psychological history as one could 
imagine. 
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 Three basic reasons come to mind.  One is that history is not 
the appropriate setting for psychohistorical studies.  Historians are 
careful, thorough, and trained in Germanic scholarship leading 
them to be reluctant to go beyond the data.  There are major excep-
tions such as wonderful historians and their works like Tony Judt’s 
Postwar (2006) and Ill Fares the Land (2010), Yale’s Timothy 
Snyder’s The Road to Unfreedom: Russia, Europe, America (2018), 
or Harvard’s Steven Levitsky and Daniel Zieblatt’s How Democra-
cies Die (2018).     

A related reason is that the rejection by the establishment 
means that talented historians wind up at less prestigious institu-
tions with weaker scholars who are busy doing traditional work try-
ing to survive and are opposed to threatening new ideas.  A psycho-
historian of real talent will be a threat to such people and may have 
problems in smaller and less prestigious institutions.  It is amazing 
they continued to do any work for us under such circumstances, let 
alone as Elovitz did in establishing a journal of psychohistory like 

Clio’s Psyche and running the Psychohistory Forum.  In my experi-
ence, mainstream journals do not take submissions seriously from 
people at such places, which I found out when attempting to  
publish while at the University of Cincinnati versus attempting to 
publish while at Harvard. 

 A related problem is the scarcity of good graduate students 
to help with the research in such places.  While at the Laboratory of 
Community Psychiatry at Harvard, I had two research assistants.  
One went on to become a professor of psychiatry at Harvard and 
the other became a social worker and a national authority on psy-
chotherapy with blended families.  We published several articles 
and a book together. 

 I hope I have not offended some highly gifted and very  
productive psychohistorians, such as Beisel, Elovitz, Fuchsman, 
and Szaluta, who have been extremely creative and helpful to me 
during my career.  I can attest that in a place like MIT in the Urban 
Planning Department, the faculty is so talented and secure that they 
can accept innovative approaches.  I have taught there and I now 
realize that it was a big mistake to leave.  At the University of  
Cincinnati, the psychology faculty generally was neutral.  But I had 
strong support from my departmental chair from Yale who was a 
world authority on perception.  Other colleagues at Yale and else-
where kept telling me, “If you write it, it will be good.”  It gave me 
the courage to persist. 
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 A third issue is a need for adequate attention to establish a 
scientific basis for psychohistorical statements.  The other social 
sciences can provide this.  One basic idea is to generate conclusions 
that lead to testable predictions: Karl Popper, the philosopher of 
science, says that if the predicted result is not found, the  
conclusions are considered to be false.  One way is to specify that if 
data is later found that is unknown to the author, it must prove to be 
confirmatory of the conclusions or else the conclusions are wrong.  
I gave several remarkable instances of this in my book, including 
one on the verification of Jacques Szaluta’s conclusions about the  
personality of Marshal Petain based upon subsequent data that  
became available after the publication of his study.  The remarkable 
additional data was from Petain’s letters to his wife.  

Another way to strengthen psychohistory is for academic 
colleagues to systematically examine and debate its conclusions 
and methodologies in the back-and-forth communication with the 
authors until an agreement is reached.  There is an example of this 
in my book concerning David Beisel’s brilliant book, The Suicidal 
Embrace: Hitler, the Allies, and the Origins of the Second World 
War (2003).  Another methodology is to look for statements in em-
pirically verified instruments, for example, the Authoritarianism 
Scale, or the Control of Environment Scale.  This way, if an item 
on the scale coincides with a statement by the person who studied 
it, this will serve as a verification of the person’s personality.  This 
applies to Donald Trump and Adolf Hitler.  Another feature would 
be to include a “natural history” of the study telling the various  
vicissitudes the study went through, giving the reader an idea of 
how careful and difficult it was to study (Everett Hughes, The  
Natural History of a Research Project, 1971).   

Still another approach is to do random studies when the data 
allows.  The Chicago School studies of urban life provide expert 
judgment evidence of considerable value.  Or one could use extend-
ed interviews quoted verbatim, as in Kristen Renwick Monroe’s  
award-winning The Hand of Compassion (Princeton University 
Press, 2004), which includes interviews with people who took great 
risks to save Jews during the Holocaust.  There are also live-in 
studies or participant observation studies of a group, as with  
Rosalie Wax’s Doing Fieldwork (1971) study of internment camps 
of Japanese Americans, Herbert Gans’ The Urban Villagers (1962) 
study of the West End in Boston, or the Chicago group studies of 
urban life including taxi drivers. 
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Many other methods are possible, including narrative  
analysis, as with David Remnick’s (1996) study of Janet Cookes’ 
Pulitzer Prize-winning faked story, describing the chain of inquiry, 
specification of a protocol, content analysis, arraying cases for  
creative comparative study, arraying researchers to study a single 
case.  Even instrumenting psychoanalytic inquiry, such as the Min-
nesota Multiphasic Personality Inventory (MMPI) ratings of a sem-
inar given by Bernard Madoff (Meyers, 2015, 2018) and the use of 
informants.  This includes written descriptions by participants, or 
the description of participation in the social role as in Beatrice 
Webb’s description of work in a textile factory.  Another example 
could be James Howard Griffin’s book Black Like Me (1961), in 
which he dyed his skin black and lived in the South.  Then there’s 
the middle-class journalist Louise Kapp Howe’s Pink Collar Work-
ers (1978), in which researchers work for a year in the kind of jobs 
women get if they are at the bottom of the social ladder.   

In analysis, there’s the logical sequence, in-depth inter-
views, narrative ethnography, survey methods such as Susan 
Sorenson’s pioneering study of sexual abuse of college women, 
ethnography in modern environments, shadowing, and observation.  
Of course, the most basic methodology is replication by a different 
study group; although unfortunately, academic preferment often 
tends more to discordant results rather than a replication of find-
ings. 

 Still another would be reliance on first-person recollections.  
For example, they describe the experience of the great Hungarian 
poet and playwright, Ernő Szép.  In The Smell of Humans: A   
Memoir of the Holocaust in Hungary (1945), his long forced march 
under the Fascist Arrow Cross militia is termed as a meld of 
“stupefaction and irony.”  Also relevant is Eugène Ionesco’s great 
play Rhinoceros (first performed in 1959), a reaction to his  
watching Hitler’s speech at the Nuremberg Rally.  Also relevant is 
the great Polish philosopher and poet Czesław Miłosz’ study of 
“knowing and not knowing” from The Captive Mind (1953).  It is a 
great mistake to divorce psychohistory or indeed social science in 
general from literature.  All this is described in detail in my book, 
Social Science Methods for Psychodynamic Inquiry: The Uncon-
scious on the World Scene (2015, 2018).     

 It occurred to me in thinking about the anecdote I described 

in “Praise for the First History of Psychohistory” (Clio’s Psyche, 
Vol 25, No. 2, Winter 2019, 168) on Paul Elovitz’ excellent history 
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of psychohistory, a university press rejected my own latest manu-
script, which had references to psychohistory and psychoanalysis in 
it.  When I replaced these terms with “psychodynamic inquiry,” 
Palgrave was delighted to publish it, and I benefited from a brilliant 
editor.  Placing the discussion within the framework of social sci-
ence and empirical verification undoubtedly helped a lot.  The book 
received rave reviews, perhaps beyond what it deserved.  But even 
this did not remedy the perplexing problem of how unacceptable 
psychoanalytic thinking is to the average person and the majority of 
historians.  Significantly, not one single psychology department in 
the country has placed it on a reading list, and the key journal in my 
field, Political Psychology, has twice refused to review it with huge 
blows to my self-esteem, so acceptance is not a given even in the 
social sciences.  Regrettably, acceptance of psychohistory in history 
departments may be a lost cause at this time unless historians have 
a sudden change of heart or Trump’s obvious psychopathology 
forces a reassessment of the value of psychohistory.                                        

William R. Meyers, PhD (born March 31, 1930) died on 
August 22, 2020 after a long, distinguished career.  Bill studied  
extensively at Harvard earning a bachelor’s (magna cum laude and 
Phi Beta Kappa), including two years each doing law and  
sociology, and finally taking his doctoral degree there in clinical 
psychology.  He taught urban psychology at MIT, served as an  
industrial consultant at Arthur. D. Little for five years, was for two 
years Director of Research at the Peace Corps, and worked for two 
years at the Laboratory for Community Psychology at Harvard.  He 
finished his teaching career as Professor Emeritus of Psychology at 
the University of Cincinnati.  Dr. Meyers benefited from extensive 
psychoanalysis and had a clinical practice.  His final book was  
Social Science Methods for Psychodynamic Inquiry: the Uncon-

scious on the World Scene (2015, 2018).  ❑  

Call for Papers 
Coping in Our Anxious, Electronic World 

Some possible psychoanalytic approaches include: 

- The news spreads fear and anxiety—compounded by social distancing  
- The coping mechanisms of denial, humor, and projection are common 
- Case studies from your therapy practice: The treatment of anxiety     
- Cross-cultural and historical studies of anxiety                                      
- The role of leadership in increasing and managing fear: FDR, JFK, et al. 
- Psychobiographical insights from autobiographies, diaries, etc. 

Submissions to cliospsycheeditor@gmail.com 
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The Psychoanalysis of Cinema: Part II 

Tale of Two Women in Blue Jasmine  
and The Invisible Woman:  
An Object Relations Perspective 

Susan Kavaler-Adler—Object Relations Institute 

Abstract: A contrast is discussed between the main female characters in 
Woody Allen’s Blue Jasmine and Charles Dickens’ The Invisible Woman.  
This examination directly relates to the contrasts between developmental-
ly arrested creative women, which is further explored within this article.  
The other effects of the developmental divide in the psyche of women are 
also covered. 

Keywords: Charles Dickens, cinema, developmental-divide, literary-
genre, narcissism, psyche-of-women, psychological-genre, Woody Allen 

 Since my two early Routledge books on well-known female 
writers and artists, The Compulsion to Create: A Psychoanalytic 
Study of Women Artists (1993) and The Creative Mystique: From 
Red Shoes Frenzy to Love and Creativity (1996), were published, I 
have been looking at a developmental divide in the psyche of  
women that affects the dimension of their lives, their creative  
potentials and creative work, as well as their capacities to use  
creative work to mourn and heal themselves psychologically.  The 
two contrasting female film characters will be discussed below.  

Blue Jasmine 
In Woody Allen’s Blue Jasmine (2013), we see a woman, 

Jasmine (played by Cate Blanchett), who was brought up by  
adoptive parents to be the “special gifted child,” in contrast to her 
adopted sister, who is less glamorous but much more relatable and 
authentic.  Insubstantial and ungrounded, Jasmine lives a life of  
images, designer labels, and pretentious “do good” charity work, 
while shuttling from the upper East side of Manhattan to the  
summer home in the Hamptons.  She is unprepared for “the real 
world” when her prominent real estate businessman husband turns 
out to be a psychopathic narcissist whose grandiose self-dimensions 
far exceed any image performance of the naïve “Blanche Dubois”-
type Jasmine.   

The man who provided Jasmine with the material for her 
image performance turns out to be a lying and cheating husband, 
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who has been seducing all Jasmine’s friends behind her back.  
When he finally jilts her and announces he is leaving her for a 
young nanny, Jasmine reacts with an act of rage that is her first  
attempt to escape the yoke of her husband’s suppression of any  
authentic emotional expression and communication on her part,  
especially when that expression would communicate anger at him.  
Jasmine is unprepared for what is to follow, but in the shock of her 
abandonment, she reacts to her rage rather than confronting it.  She 
manages to pick up the phone and call the FBI, reporting her  
husband to the authorities for all his illegal business activities.     

Having denied all her husband’s deceptions and betrayals 
for years, when he finally abandons her, Jasmine appears to revert 
to an undeveloped internal child self.  She tries to reinforce a con-
trived adult self with the contemptuous attitude of someone who 
wishes to convince all others that she is somehow superior to them.  
At the beginning of the movie, Jasmine is shown to be speaking 
non-stop about herself with no momentary break to see who she is 
talking to.  Jasmine’s self-revealing babbling is about how she gave 
up her life and education to marry an older man who seemed to  
offer her everything on a silver platter without any need for her to 
find her own agency in creating a life on her own.  She never need-
ed to find an authentic education, career, intellectual or creative 
pursuit, or bother discovering her sexual or creative self.  Jasmine 
rants that she learned everything from being the sexual complement 
and Prada-wearing wife of the same man.  When she met “the man” 
who matched her narcissistic image addiction to an idealized male 
image, she never needed to think of finding her own way again.  
She thought she had it all. 

Jasmine quickly gives up on any attempt to develop her own 
life.  She once more succumbs to the image game of becoming 
what a man might desire her to be when another man approaches 
her, drawn to her through his own narcissistic images.  Even if he is 
a man of more honesty, integrity, and genuine intention than her 
former husband, this doesn’t work either, as she is caught in lies 
about her past by the new man, even though he was ready to  
provide her with a glamorous public life and a lifelong fantasy  
romance of living through the applauded images of others.   

In a brilliant performance, Jasmine is seen faking her life in 
front of her sister Ginger and Ginger’s boyfriend after being found 
out and left by her new man.  To keep up the image self, while  
actually feeling like a piece of dirty garbage thrown away, Jasmine 
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proclaims she will be going to Vienna with the man who just left 
her.  Her lies only carry her to a park bench as she has nowhere to 
go.  Jasmine talks incessantly to herself, and a woman on the bench 
flees to escape her.  She is mirroring herself in a state of perpetual 
delusion now.  We assume the police will be coming soon to pick 
her up and hospitalize her.   

 Jasmine is a woman who could not mourn.  Knowing  
developmental theory as I do, I would speculate that the woman 
who poses as a glamorous “Jasmine” had not yet internalized an 
authentic related other who could allow her to mourn the loss of the 
early authentic mother and father that she never had.  Without a 
therapeutic holding environment or an empathic and confrontation-
al other, Jasmine cannot face the degree of loss in her life, which 
she inadvertently manufactured as she continues to desperately 
cling to living through a false narcissistic self rather than from any 
authentic evolution.  She has no mother to cling to.    

 

<><><>Clio’s Psyche<><><> 
 

Clio’s Psyche and the Psychohistory  
Forum are devoted to truth and trust in these difficult 
times of conflicting versions of reality.  The truths we 

are looking for go beyond respect for the facts and  
attentively and courteously listening to the viewpoints 

of others.  It is focused on what is beneath as well as on 
the surface of human motivations.  We trust in the  

integrity of our authors and the openness of our readers 
to probe conscious and unconscious human motivations.  
It is our hope that readers will submit their contributions 

to this process on our pages, our listsev 
(groups.google.com/g/cliospsyche), and in our  

Forum work-in-progress seminars.   

 

<><><>Psychohistory Forum<><><> 
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The Invisible Woman 
 In contrast to Jasmine in Blue Jasmine is Nelly (played by 
Felicity Jones) in Abi Morgan’s The Invisible Woman (2013), 
based on a true love story of Charles Dickens and Nelly Ternan.  
As a woman opposed to societal norms of the 19th century, Nelly 
becomes “invisible” to the world, but she remains a whole person 
with an authentic sense of self-agency, self-expression, and autono-
my.  We are shown Nelly’s mother in the movie, Mrs. Frances Ter-
nan.  She is an actress with three daughters, and she is shown to be 
a caring mother. This implies the internalization of “good enough” 
mothering in the manifest personality of Nelly, Charles Dickens’ 
true paramour. Here we see artists, not compromised by narcissism 
or any other internal pathology, but rather by the norms of  
Victorian British society. 

Charles Dickens is in love with Nelly and her comprehen-
sion of his inner self through his work, but in Victorian society, he 
is not free to openly love, divorce, and remarry, especially with his 
many children.  So Nelly is sacrificed to the role of a mistress (until 
Charles Dickens’ death), despite her extreme moral scruples about 
such a status, which make her choose invisibility over public expo-
sure.  This is her only choice because she is in love with Dickens.  
Dickens runs away with Nelly and tries to create an intimate life 
with the decades younger virginal woman.  Dickens and Nelly fi-
nally have their feast of true lovemaking as Dickens brings Nelly 
into the world of sexuality.   

Dickens is being sought after across Paris and London to 
continue his usual public readings and lectures across the continent.  
Despite his desire to stay exclusively with Nelly, she pushes him to 
go on tour repeatedly.  This in itself is a sign of the maturity and 
feminine strength in this woman, who’s internalized her nurturing 
mother as her nurturance overcomes her own libidinal needs and 
wishes.  She supports Dickens’ authentic literary self-expression, 
along with his narcissism, without anything to gain from her denied 
narcissistic glory.  So the ending of their retreat is near, and its trag-
ic end is a shocking surprise!  The hope of a baby that has united 
the hearts of Nelly and Charles in their daily country companion-
ship is aborted as a fully-formed baby leaves Nelly’s womb in a 
bloody and deceased state.  Dickens must sign a death certificate in 
his phony name for the body to be buried.  Nelly becomes mute 
with rage as he tries unsuccessfully to engage her to speak. 

Re-entering society brings the necessity for new lies.  When 



Page 382       Clio’s Psyche 
 

 

Nelly is thrown from her seat on the train to the grass and dirt on 
the road by the railroad tracks, Dickens is not free to attend to her 
rescue.  Nelly revives.  Charles finds a home for Nelly in the sub-
urbs of the towns of London.  Dickens visits her and provides for 
Nelly’s physical comforts, but her psyche is left uncared for as Nel-
ly’s status as the invisible woman is now set in concrete, for good, 
until Charles Dickens’ dies.  Nelly was only 18 when she met Dick-
ens and 31 when he died, so she will have another life.  But inside 
of her is the invisible woman who still yearns for Dickens after he 
leaves her through death.  She has not mourned yet, but she will 
show she has the capacity.   

Nelly enrolls in productions of the plays of Charles  
Dickens, and everyone is told that Nelly “knew Charles Dickens as 
a child.”  They all envy this and see her as an authority on Dickens’ 
work.  But Nelly keeps wandering off, walking “at quite a pace,” as 
she tells the preacher when he protests her refusals to accompany 
her on these walks.  Only the preacher sees the signs of Nelly’s  
inner torments and distractions, and when Nelly does succumb to 
the preacher’s empathic concern and confirms his suspicion of her 
being Dickens’ paramour in the past, Nelly finds a rather dramatic 
and immediate release.  She can return to her home, husband, and 
son with a new readiness to be present.  When her husband finds 
her in the library near the cherished volumes of Charles Dickens’ 
texts, for the first time, Nelly looks directly in the eyes and says, “I 
am Here!  I am Here now!”  In the meantime, Nelly understands 
that her husband, although a “good man,” is psychologically naïve 
and cannot be the intimate other in the mourning of her memories.  
The preacher becomes the full personality that plays a transitional 
object role in hearing Nelly’s confession, similar to how a psycho-
analyst being a witness would.   

Nelly’s character shows us a fully whole person (object in 
the language of psychoanalysis), a woman with full-blown feminine 
desire, subjectivity, and intersubjectivity.  How different her devel-
opmental level reveals itself to be than that of Woody Allen’s pre-
oedipal developmentally arrested Jasmine, who manifests her inca-
pacity to mourn the tragic losses of her past because of her narcis-
sistic pathology.  

The contrast between the two women in these two films re-
lates directly to the differences between developmentally arrested 
creative women, who couldn’t mourn and heal in their work, and 
developmentally advanced oedipal level women, who have the psy-
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chological maturity to mourn, which you see in both my books on 
brilliant women writers.  

 Susan Kavaler-Adler, PhD, D Litt, ABPP, NCPsyA, is a 
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I Found it at the Movies 

Merle Molofsky—Harlem Family Institute 

Abstract: Movies, an art form of moving images, move us with their im-
mediacy and intensity.  Watching movies can be a revelation, communi-
cating as other age-old art forms do—such as literature and music.  The 
writer describes how two movies she saw when very young shaped her 
aesthetic and worldview.   

Keywords: artistry, censorship, free-speech, immediacy, intensity, mean-
ing, revelation  

 When I was a child in Brooklyn, New York, during the 
1940s and 1950s, I saw very few movies in theaters.  The first two 
movies I saw terrified me with their very few, but very intense,  
moments of violence.  I had no interest in seeing movies, although 
other children I knew frequently went to the movies with their  
families. 

 Then came the revelation.  I saw a movie that would trans-
fix me, move me the way literature and music did.  It was the Ital-
ian movie Il Miracolo (The Miracle, 1948), directed by Roberto 
Rossellini and starring Anna Magnani and Federico Fellini.  I was 
10 years old, and my mother took me to see it when we were in 
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New York City after a prolonged censorship battle.   

 The Miracle was first shown in New York City in 1950 as 
part of three movies shown together under the title The Ways of 
Love.  The movie was considered sacrilegious and blasphemous; 
protests took place, ranging from picketing to bomb threats.  The 
Catholic League of Decency and Archbishop Francis Cardinal 
Spellman condemned it.  In 1951, during the wake of the outcry 
against the movie, the license to show the movie was rescinded by 
New York State’s Board of Regents.  The debate moved to the 
courts.  In 1952, the United States Supreme Court ruled that movies 
were protected as free speech by the Fourteenth Amendment.   

 My mother followed the case avidly, fervently believing in 
free speech.  When The Miracle was shown again, she and I went to 
see this remarkable movie.  As I think back on it, I am astounded 
that at 10 years old I understood the depth of what was being  
portrayed, every nuance, the moral issues, the symbolism, and that I 
was deeply moved by the visual beauty, the miracle of 47 minutes 
in black-and-white, more truthful and real than color could be.   

 Rossellini focused very much on the peasant girl who was 
the main character, Nanni (played by Anna Magnani).  I found my 
10-year-old self totally caught up in Nanni’s world, perspective, 
fantasy, and suffering.  Although I was raised in a secular Jewish 
household, somehow I understood the religious symbolism in the 
depiction of an unmarried pregnant peasant girl suffering what Je-
sus suffered.  Nanni claimed that the father of her baby was Saint 
Joseph, played by a startlingly handsome and roguish Federico Fel-
lini, and she was not believed.  She was mocked by the people of 
her village, a mob.  She was crowned with a bucket, evoking the 
crown of thorns.  She is “robed” in a tattered blanket.  She is pelted 
with vegetables.  Escaping, she struggles up a mountain path, her 
own Via Dolorosa, to a little chapel.  In the sanctuary of the chapel, 
she goes into labor, clinging to a cross, a reenactment of the cruci-
fixion.  Somehow, though, she is not forsaken, no cry of “Father, 
Father, why hast thou forsaken me?”  Rather, she is fulfilled.  She 
cradles her baby with love.  I understood the miracle of the movie, 
that somehow, the crucifixion motif, the death of Jesus, becomes a 
nativity scene, the birth of a baby who is the equivalent of Jesus.  I 
found the power of the visual conveys deep messages at the mov-
ies. 

 Yes, I also found the power of the visual to convey deep 
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messages in museums, art books, and paintings.  My parents took 
me to museums.  My father was a clerk in a bookstore that special-
ized in art books, and he brought home books at wholesale prices 
and remaindered books at bargain prices.  I learned so much about 
the culture in which we all are embedded by visiting museums and 
reading those art books, reveling in the color palettes.  But paint-
ings were static.  They said a lot, but they captured a particular mo-
ment.  The movies moved.  Stories unfolded the same way stories 
in books unfolded.  Something was going to happen next, and 
something happened next! 

 The early 20th century filmmakers discovered that they 
could edit scenes together, one after another, to tell a story.  Their 
early audiences encountered a sense of absolute reality in those im-
ages, those unfolding stories.  They sometimes believed that what 
they were seeing was actually happening, not confined to a screen.  
People screamed when they saw moving pictures of trains racing at 
them.  They thought the trains were real. 

 We learned, as a society and a culture, to appreciate the 
“feels like it is real but it is make-believe, just a story” aspect of 
movies.  We also learned that we could watch newsreels in movie 
theaters, real-life events not happening in the present in the movie 
theater, but happening in the recent past.  We learned to “see” what 
movies show us, in various ways. 

 Movies moved, and what they depicted, the stories they 
told, the way the stories were told in images and words, moved me.  
The next movie to move me as radically as The Miracle was The 
Seventh Seal (1957), written and directed by Ingmar Bergman, who 
became my all-time favorite movie director. 

The Seventh Seal premiered in New York City at the Paris, 
the same theater that first showed The Miracle.  I was 15 years old, 
and I was becoming a devotee of foreign films.  Once again, I 
found truth and reality in the splendid black-and-white cinematog-
raphy.  I was captivated by the religious imagery, the symbolism 
that both portrayed and challenged codified religious beliefs. 

 Now, 63 years later, I am a psychoanalyst who has devoted 
myself to fulfilling my destiny to work psychoanalytically with 
people for the past 40 years.  I think of Forces of Destiny: Psychoa-
nalysis and Human Idiom, a book by noted psychoanalyst Christo-
pher Bollas, first published in 1989 and recently re-released with a 
new “Preface” in 2018.  Bollas distinguishes between destiny and 
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fate.  Destiny is the manifestation of the true self, the personal idi-
om, and fate is external.  Our destiny is within, and fate, external, 
happens to us.  If I apply this to the character of the Knight, Antoni-
us Block in The Seventh Seal, his destiny is his ongoing spiritual 
search, which led him to encounter his fate, bloody battles, and 
needless sacrifices of the Crusades.  He intended to do good, but he 
was caught up in the evils of war.  His fate is to see more evil, the 
depredations of the Black Death, and the challenges the dreadful 
illness brought.  Yet he knows his destiny is to do good deeds. 

 The Devil is the first iconic representation of the religious 
beliefs in the medieval times in Europe that the movie portrays, be-
liefs that still have a hold all over the world today.  Another iconic 
representation is the Holy Family, evoked by a troop of traveling 
players who gain their livelihood by bringing entertainment to the 
common people, amusing the impoverished and captives of the  
raging Black Death decimating Europe.  The traveling players are a 
married couple, Jof and Mia, their baby Michael, and the manager, 
Jonas.  The names evoke the Holy Family.  Jof and Mia represent 
Joseph and Mary.  The Hebrew name Michael means “Who is like 
God?”  Are all babies a potential savior sent by God?  Jof has vi-
sions and tells Mia that he saw the Virgin Mary walking with Baby 
Jesus.  Is Bergman inviting the viewers to see a Holy Family with 
Baby Jesus on-screen as Jof, Mia, and Michael?  Jonas, essentially 
a minor character, has a resonant name as well.  Jonas in Hebrew 
means “dove.”  In the Bible, a dove signals to the remnants of life 
on earth after the Flood that there is dry land, there is hope.  A mi-
nor character traveling with those who depict the Holy Family may 
signal that a simple family may offer what human beings need: 
hope. 

The movie begins with the famous scene on a beach of the 
Knight, returning from the carnage of the Crusades, playing chess 
with Death.  We know that the Knight knows he will soon die, and 
we resonate with his wish to live a bit longer, to accomplish some-
thing of his true destiny. 

 The Knight tells his strategy to defeat Death in chess to a 
priest while confessing his sins.  Alas, the priest reveals himself to 
be the Knight’s adversary, Death.  Is Bergman warning his viewers 
not to trust organized religion?  I think so.  Or, at least, that’s what 
this secular Jewish girl thought then, and now what an old, secular 
Jewish woman still thinks.   



       Cinema       Page 387 
 

 

 The Knight fulfills his destiny, doing several good deeds, 
the first of which is offering an anodyne, a strong painkiller, to a 
young girl who has been found guilty of witchcraft, consorting with 
the Devil, who will be burned at the stake.  She cannot enlighten 
the Knight about the nature of the Devil, but even if he cannot save 
her, he can do something to ease her pain.  Another good deed he 
does is rescue a servant girl from being raped by a theologian.  
Aha!  A theologian!  This particular theologian is the man who re-
cruited the Knight to join the Crusades.  Once again, a condemna-
tion of organized religion.   

 What I found most compelling and memorable about this 
altogether compelling and memorable movie is the final scene, the 
Dance of Death.  The Knight has seen an artist painting the Dance 
of Death in a church.  Now the plague is ravishing the countryside 
everywhere, including the Knight’s home, where he is finally reu-
nited with his wife.  In the form of a storm, Death prevails.  But the 
traveling players find shelter from the storm.  As the storm sub-
sides, Jof, who sees visions, sees the Knight, and all those who 
have accompanied the Knight in his search to fulfill his destiny, in a 
Dance of Death upon the crest of a high hill.  I allowed myself to be 
enthralled by the magic of Ingmar Bergman in his magnificent 
movie, The Seventh Seal. 

 In New York City in the olden days, ladies and gentlemen, 
boys and girls, before there were videos that could be seen at home 
on a screen via a video player, there were revival houses, movie 
theaters that showed movies after they had had their first runs, such 
as the Thalia, the Bleeker Street Cinema, and the New Yorker.  I 
saw The Seventh Seal 13 times in revival houses! Eventually, I 
bought a video of the movie to watch at home.   

 Other movies that I found thrilling for their depth and visual 
beauty are Streetcar Named Desire (1951), The 400 Blows (1959), 
Bicycle Thief (1948), On the Waterfront (1954), Padre Padrone 
(1977), Night of the Shooting Stars (1982), Forbidden Games 
(1952), Smiles of a Summer Night (1955), Rashomon (1950), Where 
is the Friend’s Home? (1987), And Life Goes On (1992), La Dolce 
Via (1960), When a Woman Ascends the Stairs (1960), and Sanda-
kan No. 8 (1974).   

I found the meaning of life at the movies and it was and is 
wonderful. 
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Trauma, Tragedy, Recovery, and  
Justice in Rambo: First Blood 

Benjamin Wegner—Independent Researcher 

Abstract: This essay analyzes the 1982 film Rambo: First Blood through 
the lens of trauma and recovery, situating the film within the history of 
PTSD and exploring its tragic and unexpected political elements, includ-
ing its critique of police brutality.  Whereas the fictional character John 
Rambo is notorious for his absurd displays of hyper-masculinity, the film 
offers a touching portrait of the emotional wounds associated with trau-
ma and what survivors need to heal.     

Keywords: Brian Dennehy, Euripides’-The Bacchae, police-brutality, 
PTSD, Rambo-film-series, Sylvester Stallone, trauma-recovery, Trump-as
-Rambo, Vietnam  

Depictions of PTSD 
 The film Rambo: First Blood was released in 1982, just two 
years after the release of the third edition of the American Psychiat-
ric Association’s Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental  
Disorders (DSM-III).  While the concept of combat-related stress 
disorders is at least a hundred years old in the form of “shell 
shock,” it wasn’t until 1980 that the phrase “post-traumatic stress 
disorder” (PTSD) became a formal psychiatric diagnosis.  It was 
still later that the general public acquired a basic knowledge of the 
condition.  Between WWII and the publication of the DSM-III, the 
majority opinion of professionals, particularly in the military, was 
that soldiers who suffered from what was then called “gross stress 
reaction” were likely “weaklings,” lacking in either strength or 
character (Wilbur Scott, “PTSD in DSM-III: A Case in the Politics 
of Diagnosis and Disease,” Social Problems, Vol. 37, No. 3, 1990, 
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294-310).  Such retrograde views of PTSD are uncommon today, 
and such changes in public perception should not be taken for 
granted.  They were the result of better science and political advo-
cacy.  It is within this historical context that First Blood’s depiction 
of trauma is so meaningful.  The hyper-masculine Rambo, by the 
end of the film, cries in the arms of another man.   

 Sylvester Stallone, one of the great physical actors of his 
day, starred and co-wrote the script of First Blood based on a novel 
by David Morrell.  Morrell developed the idea for his book while 
teaching a writing class; many of the students in the class were  
Vietnam veterans, who over time disclosed their experiences of 
what we now call PTSD.  The movie opens with Rambo, wearing a 
worn-out army jacket, long hair, and a backpack over his shoulder, 
walking toward a house with a smile on his face.  Rambo believes 
that he will find Delmar Berry, his friend and brother in combat, 
who with Rambo is one of the two last surviving members of an 
elite unit that served in Vietnam, specializing in the use of guerrilla 
tactics “to dispose of enemy personnel,” that is, to kill.   

 Rambo is met by Delmar’s mother, who is Black, and the 
only female character in the film with lines.  Mrs. Berry tersely tells 
Rambo that Delmar died from cancer, which she attributes to Agent 
Orange.  (The chemical, one notes, is an apt metaphor for how trau-
ma affects its victim years after the original exposure.)  Upon learn-
ing this news, Rambo’s smile vanishes and he adopts an impassive 
expression that suggests emotional numbness and desolation.  I am 
not the first commentator to point out the “positive symptoms” of 
Rambo’s PTSD (e.g., flashbacks, nightmares, and disturbances in 
cognition and affect), but what we see in this early scene are the 
“negative” symptoms of PTSD, including hypo-arousal and dissoci-
ation from the external environment.  Rambo walks on to the next 
town as if in a dream, like the one he says “I can’t get it out of my 
head.  A dream of seven years.  Every day I have this.”  There he 
encounters Sheriff Teasle, played by Brian Dennehy (1938-2020).  
The sheriff perceives Rambo as a drifter and “kindly” offers him a 
ride to the next town.   

 The encounter between these two men sets the plot of First 
Blood in motion, the tragic elements of which are explored further 
in the next section of this essay.  Suffice it to say that the treatment 
of Rambo at the hands of police in this small, quiet town, consti-
tutes physical torture, which triggers flashbacks to his experience as 
a prisoner of war (POW) captured by the Vietcong.  His fight-or-
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flight response activated, and unstoppable due to his disproportion-
ate training in comparison to the modest capacities of the town’s 
police force, Rambo flees into the woods and wages a violent gue-
rilla campaign of attrition.  Sheriff Teasle pursues Rambo further, 
and in so doing his officers suffer increasing casualties (although 
Rambo takes pains to maim rather than kill them).   

 Rambo, who we later learn is not only traumatized but una-
ble to reintegrate in society or function in even basic occupations, 
reverts to the one thing he knows how to do: survive and fight.  
Like many survivors of trauma, he utilizes coping strategies he 
learned in the past even though they are likely no longer appropri-
ate or helpful in the present.  The full display of his powers, which 
culminates in him destroying the sleepy town with improvised ex-
plosives and automatic gunfire, informs the audience that the per-
son who cries at the end of the film and ultimately engages in help-
seeking behavior is no “weakling,” but a hero.   

The Element of Tragedy 
The sheriff says, “Me!  The Law!  People start f****** 

around with the Law then all Hell breaks loose.”  Perhaps the best 
way to have a meaningful experience while viewing the film First 
Blood is to apply the proverb, “Take what you need and leave the 
rest.”  Yes, there are extended car and motorcycle chases.  Yes, 
Rambo performs implausible acts, such as jumping off a cliff from 
a height of about 80 feet and breaking his fall through the boughs of 
an evergreen.  But if the viewer takes the action scenes for what 
they’re worth, what remains is a portrait of the tragic elements of 
the human condition.  This accomplishment is attributable in no 
small part to the acting of Brian Dennehy as the multidimensional 
Sherriff Teasle.   

 In addition to being a film actor memorable for his domi-
neering personalities, Dennehy was also an actor on stage, especial-
ly at Chicago’s Goodman Theater, performing Shakespeare, Samu-
el Beckett, and Eugene O’Neill.  Perhaps unsurprisingly, his depic-
tion of Sheriff Teasle has a striking parallel to two Shakespearian 
kings who were brought down by their hubris, or excessive pride.  
Like King Lear, Teasle is driven to functional madness by his own 
anger for Rambo, unable to recognize Rambo’s invincibility.  Like 
Prince Hamlet’s father, at least symbolically, Teasle suffers a 
wound below his ear; he fails to listen to the warnings from the few 
characters who recognize Rambo’s godlike powers and urge him to 
surrender and ask for help.   
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 Furthermore, the plot of First Blood bears an uncanny re-
semblance to the ancient Greek tragedy The Bacchae (c. 480-c. 406 
BC) by Euripides.  In this story, the god Dionysus suddenly arrives 
at the kingdom of Thebes unannounced and disguised as a mortal.  
King Pentheus underestimates this outsider, mocks him, and briefly 
imprisons him.  Similarly, Sheriff Teasle calls Rambo a “drifter” 
and “vagrant” and brings him to jail where he is subsequently bru-
talized by police.  Moreover, just as Sheriff Teasle initiates his own 
downfall by chasing Rambo into the forest where Rambo can enact 
guerrilla warfare, Pentheus goes into the woods to spy on Dionysus.  
There, however, he encounters the frenzied Maenads, initiates in 
the cult of Dionysus, who proceed to tear Pentheus apart physically, 
limb from limb, which is not unlike Teasle’s fate.    

 Unlike Rambo, who is homeless and can’t hold a job,  
Sherriff Teasle has reintegrated into society psychosocially and 
lives a pleasant life.  For him, everything is about control.  Without 
control, “all hell breaks loose,” that is, the Dionysiac or chaotic ele-
ments of human nature might be set free.  Teasle presents with a 
trait found in some trauma survivors: He represses emotions and 
resists becoming even a little bit emotional should it lead to him 
losing control—he is hoping they stay shut.   

 Another element of his personality, which is congruent with 
his preoccupation with control, is his obsession with cleanliness.  In 
an early scene, he goes out of his way to ask a miner with coal dust 
on his arm, “You gonna take a bath this week?”  This fixation on 
cleanliness is then transferred to Rambo.  Teasle books him on a 
charge of vagrancy, concealed possession of a large knife, and re-
sisting arrest.  He tells his subordinates to “clean him up,” adding 
“he smells like an animal.”  In Teasle’s mind, he is keeping order, 
but he has just dehumanized Rambo, opening him up to brutality at 
the hands of other officers.  One can’t help but notice that the Black 
man Jacob Blake was shot on August 23, 2020, seven times in Ke-
nosha, Wisconsin, when he opened his car door; one of the justifi-
cations for which was that he might have had a knife on him, far 
less than even Rambo was booked for.   

Unexpected Politics 
 In the movie Colonel Sam Trautman declares that Rambo 
“trusts me.  See, I’m the closest thing to family that he has left, and 
that may be all the edge I need.”  Images of Donald Trump depicted 
as Rambo have circulated among his supporters since the 2016 
presidential campaign.  One can purchase a 3X6 flag of Trump-as-
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Rambo for less than $7 on a major online retailer, which shows 
Trump wearing a headband and carrying a grenade launcher with 
veiny, bulging muscles.  Indeed, some supporters of the 45th presi-
dent believe he has god or Rambo-like powers, capable of sur-
mounting the “deep state,” “fake news,” and the “radical left” in a 
way no other leader can.  The gripping irony of this association be-
tween Trump and Rambo is that First Blood provides a sharp  
critique of both law and order and the culture of impunity endemic 
to many police forces.  Rambo rights these wrongs by destroying 
the town’s police station, which provides considerable emotional 
catharsis to the viewer.  How is it, then, that so many viewers who 
support Trump fail to understand why citizens in Minneapolis 
might want to destroy their local police station?  The simplest an-
swer, besides the possibility that viewers haven’t thought seriously 
about the movie, is race.    

 Let’s go back to the opening scene of the film, where Ram-
bo visits the home of Delmar, his Black friend and last semblance 
of family.  Following this scene, Rambo is essentially treated like a 
Black man.  He walks along the road, committing no crime, and is 
harassed by police.  It quickly escalates to a life-or-death situation 
due to Sheriff Teasle’s obsessive need for control.  Rambo is 
brought into the police station and subjected to physical abuse.  
One officer is particularly sadistic.  Although even other officers 
are upset by his behavior, none of them hold him accountable, act-
ing as bystanders.   

 This fictional office is reminiscent of John Burge (1947-
2018), a former detective and commander in the Chicago Police 
Department until 1991.  It came to light that he forced confessions 
out of at least 200 innocent individuals, largely Black men, through 
methods of torture including suffocation, burning, and repeatedly 
placing an electric cattle prod on victims’ testicles.  It took years to 
bring Burge to justice, and this event itself is likely an outlier.  All 
too often, justice is not achieved.  Emotional catharsis does not  
occur.  Wounds stay open, and the trauma is passed to the next  
generation.   

 This is the tragic element of Rambo: He did not pick this 
fight, the police drew “first blood.” And this is the tragic element of 
racism in the United States: Whites drew first blood, but Blacks 
must suffer the primary consequences of racism.  Promises of  
reform ring increasingly hollow and calls are made for defunding 
the police.  Perhaps Rambo, in this sense, can serve as a lesson to 
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people, who on the one hand cannot understand the anti-police  
sentiment, and on the other hand, have already bought into the  
character of Rambo and what he represents.    

 At any rate, the film concludes with one more implausible 
flourish: Rambo is brought peacefully into custody following a 
therapeutic encounter with Colonel Trautman.  Trautman provides 
Rambo the one thing nobody had given him since he returned from 
Vietnam and is a lesson in PTSD first-aid: Trautman listens.  He 
provides a safe space for John to describe, in detail, how he has 
flashbacks of his friend blowing up next to him.  In a highly emo-
tional scene, Stallone describes trying to put the literal pieces of his 
friend “back together.”  He describes being looked down upon by 
civilians and being unable to function in society.  He describes how 
he goes days at a time without talking to another human being,  
experiencing profound alienation.  Rambo is allowed to break down 
and cry, unleashing all the emotion beneath his stoic veneer.  He 
falls into the arms of the father-figure, Colonel Trautman, and is 
held like a baby, ready to start a new life.   

 When Trautman and Rambo walk out of the destroyed  
police station, Rambo wears handcuffs, but he is treated with  
respect and given space by all the police.  Rambo’s face looks  
serene.  He’s not dissociated, angry, scared, or upset.  Rather, he’s 
emotionally self-regulated, which is what we want from good  
trauma treatment, and what we cannot get so long as society looks 
away and fails to take notice.    

 The way these events unfold seems to imply that it is not 
just the military at fault for Rambo’s PTSD, nor is it the police  
officers, but everyday Americans who refuse to make a home for 
people like him.  This inhospitable attitude is driven by a desire for 
law, order, cleanliness, and control.  It is driven by a lack of under-
standing and empathy.  It drives the increased social alienation of 
people already marginalized by society.  What perpetuates trauma, 
in addition to violence, injustice, and stigma, is the attitude known 
as “not in my back yard,” the belief that one is better than another 
human being because they are housed elsewhere.  The ancient 
Greeks called it hubris.  Rambo blows all that up.   

 Benjamin Wegner, PsyD, recently completed his doctorate 
at the Chicago School of Professional Psychology and presently 
works as a clinician in Los Angeles.  He wrote his psychobiograph-
ical dissertation on the social psychologist Philip Brickman.   
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 On November 22, 2020, at age 86, the coronavirus ended 
the life of Jerrold Post, the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA)  
political psychobiographer and professor who became well-known 
after President Carter utilized his insights into the personalities of 
Menachem Begin and Anwar Sadat to broker the Camp David 
Peace Accords in 1979.  Carter credited Post with perfect analysis 
into the personalities and motivations of these very different  
political leaders. At the time of his death, he had recently suffered a 
stroke and was on dialysis for kidney failure.  Jerrod Morton Post 
was born February 8, 1934, in New Haven, Connecticut, to Jacob 
and Lilian Post, a Jewish family.  Despite both parents working, 
they didn’t have the means to support his higher education.  Jerry 
put himself through Yale University where he also obtained his 
medical degree before doing his residency at Harvard Medical 
School.   

As he finished a fellowship in Washington DC and prepared 
to move back to Massachusetts, a former classmate suggested that 
he take a confidential position with the CIA, assisting American 
leaders with psychiatric assessments of Nikita Khrushchev and  
others during a period of extreme nuclear danger.  In creating the 
agency’s Center for the Analysis of Personality and Political  
Behavior in the early 1970s, Dr. Post assembled a team of psychia-
trists, psychologists, political scientists, sociologists, and anthropol-
ogists to examine leaders’ personalities in the light of their cultural, 
historical, and political context.  The downside of working as a CIA 
analyst was considerable suspicion within the agency of what some 
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considered to be psychobabble and a confidentiality agreement  
barring publication.  The considerable budget of the CIA enabled it 
to support a large number of analysts studying world leaders and 
potential leaders.  Lloyd deMause told me the experts wrote month-
ly reports.  As the co-editor of a book on Carter and head of Atcom 
Publishing, Lloyd also said that he got orders for the book from a 
CIA address as well as for five copies from a Russian address he 
was sure was an intelligence service.  Among those Post wrote 
about were Ayatollah Khomeini, Saddam Hussein, Muammar  
Gaddafi, Kim Jong-il, and captured Palestinian suicide bombers 
that Israeli intelligence associates allowed him to interview.  

Dr. Post wrote extensively about narcissistic leaders such as 
Saddam Hussein, telling a friend that “it takes one [narcissist] to 
know one [narcissist].”  Perhaps because of his own narcissistic 
need to have his name attached to his writings, after 21 years he left 
the CIA to founding George Washington University’s program on 
political psychology, teaching there until 2015 and giving hundreds 
of interviews to the media.  He also maintained a private practice.  
In his 14 books, he analyzed a long list of world figures, including 
Bill Clinton, Tony Blair, Osama bin Laden, and the 45th U.S. Presi-
dent.  In Dangerous Charisma: The Political Psychology of Donald 
Trump and His Followers (co-written with Stephanie R. Doucette, 
2019), his analysis of the narcissist “King Donald” recognized the 
deep well of insecurity laying beneath Trump’s grandiosity.  In in-
terviews, he prophetically indicated that Trump would be very slow 
to acknowledge defeat and might not even do that. 

Dr. Post’s reputation had benefited early on from President 
Carter’s appreciative openness to psychological analysis.  Carter’s 
sister Gloria had told me in 1977 that her brother read the chapter I 
wrote on him as a fledgling psychobiographer.  In an analysis of the 
two peacemakers, conducted with an Egyptian psychiatrist, I make 
the case that there were extremely important factors besides Post’s 
insights making the 39th president’s diplomacy a success.  In repu-
diating his family’s and his own early racism, Carter identified 
strongly with “my brother” Anwar, which fed the Egyptian’s gran-
diosity and further inclined him to take the risks of making a peace 
agreement (Paul H. Elovitz and Mohammed Shalaan, “Presidents 
Carter and Sadat: The Repudiation of the Peacemakers,” in Joan 
and Richard Zuckerberg’s Politics and Psychology: Contemporary 
Psychodynamic Approaches, 1991, 143-173). 

Although Post was a Life Fellow of the American Psychiat-
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ric Association, he refused to abide by its Goldwater Rule banning 
publication on living people without their written consent.  He was 
proud of his work, which he saw as a service to the nation.  He 
proudly considered himself “the founding father of the political  
personality profiling”—which some psychobiographers might  
question.  He was a charter member of the International Society of 
Political Psychology and sat on the editorial board of its journal, 
Political Psychology.  The awards he received were the Intelligence 
Medal of Merit (1979), the Studies in Intelligence Award (1980), 
and 50 years after he graduated, a Yale Distinguished Alumni  
Service Award.  In 2002 he received the Nevitt Sanford Award for 
Distinguished Professional Contributions to Political Psychology.  
Jerrod Post is survived by his wife of 42 years, three daughters, five 
grandchildren, friends, and colleagues. 

Paul H. Elovitz, PhD, is a presidential psychobiographer 
and psychohistorian who may be contacted at cliospsycheeditor 
@gmail.com.  

Letters to the Editor 

Thoughts on Dangerous Social Behavior 

Dear Editor, 

The COVID-19 virus causes most human beings to share 
the fear that the deadly virus will infect them by transmission from 
another person.  This fear conflicts with the strong human need for 
help and support from others.  The baby’s physical development, 
which needs to be accompanied by nurturance, protection, and  
other help, depends on the mother or a substitute.  Many years of 
development are necessary for self-sufficiency.     

During the global pandemic, a contrary necessity is separa-
tion to avoid infection from another person.  We need to wear a 
face covering, maintain six feet distance from other people, and 
avoid large crowds.  Social proximity to other people is normally 
desirable.  During a pandemic, social distancing from other people 
may be necessary to avoid infection.  This reversal of normal social 
behavior adds to the adverse effect of the epidemic.  The micro-
scopic size of the virus precludes fighting or running away from it. 

An opposite problem in our social relationships is that  
beginning in early childhood, we learn that other people, including 
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the father, siblings, and others, desire to satisfy their needs which at 
times are contrary to the needs of oneself.  Some human relation-
ships are competitive instead of cooperative.  This is the basis for 
opposite social roles, collectivistic or individualistic.  Collectivistic 
people are obviously frustrated by the need for social distancing 
during a pandemic.  Individualistic people risk infection because 
they generally have fewer but more intense social affiliations.  
Their behavior brings to mind the view of Thomas Hobbes (1588-
1677) that the natural situation of society is warfare between men, 
making life poor, solitary, nasty, brutish, and short.  As a strong 
advocate of cooperative and responsible government, I welcome the 
new Democratic administration.   

Sincerely yours, 

Herbert Barry 

Herbert Barry III, PhD, is an emeritus University of Pitts-
burgh psychology professor and a member of the Psychohistory 
Forum who is especially interested in attributes of the presidents of 
the United States.  Dr. Barry can be contacted at barryh@pitt.edu.  
  

Appreciation of Dr. Seitler’s Methodology 

Dear Editor, 

Every truth-finding methodology has the same goal.  There 
are many ways to uncover the truth, and the method for doing that 
should match the content being examined.  Methodology is com-
plex and difficult to master.  It informs how we see what we are 
looking at.  So, when I read Dr. Burton Seitler’s “Teaching Psycho-
analysis at Adelphi: A Dream Come True,” presented on January 
30, 2021, at the Psychohistory Forum’s virtual seminar, his mention 
of a body of methods reminded me of the importance of this debate.  
He wrote that to teach his Adelphi course successfully, he had to 
overcome resistance to “quantitative, scientific methodology” and 
assist his students in their ambivalence toward it.  The students had 
been working almost solely with qualitative research designs.  
While I did not have the same experiences when teaching Experi-
mental Psychology, I understand student resistance. 

 In my teaching and practice career, I was enmeshed in the 
hypothesis-testing statistical model.  I would never think of submit-
ting an article to a journal that failed to support what I was saying 
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with empirical data.  My own opinion was always reserved for the 
“Implications” section of the manuscript.  Although I am a 

longstanding Psychohistory Forum member, the Clio’s Psyche edi-
tor and I have had some discussions about methodological issues.  
For instance, I frequently found it difficult to merely take the word 
of an author that X was the cause of Y because the author said so.  
Causal statements were normally not that simple, of course, but I 
was looking for empirical, or at least theoretical, support for the 
conclusion.  It was often challenging to accept the connections 
made by student authors and others new to publishing.   

 In more recent years, however, having broadened my under-
standing of non-statistical, qualitative argumentation and support, I 
look less often for numerical validation of a truth statement.  In 
fact, for almost 50 years, I wrote case and diagnostic histories while 
being aware that another psychotherapist might see specific behav-
iors and dynamics of that case in a different way than I did.  When 
testifying in court or writing up a case for a judge, I was invariably 
asked by one of the attorneys a form of the question, “Are you cer-
tain that your statements are absolutely true?”  The answer, of 
course, had to be in the negative because science is not absolute; 
change can occur at any time.  Even p<.00001 is not absolute be-
cause science does not work that way. 

 Finally, I appreciate Dr. Seitler’s article for lighting the fire 
that inspired these comments and for teaching psychoanalysts the 
potential value of hypothetico-deductive reasoning and statistical 
methodology.  He has provided his students with more tools, which 
they might use to pursue the truth and validate what they have 
found. 

Sincerely yours, 

Richard Booth 

Richard Booth, PhD, is a clinical and experimental psy-
chologist whose biography may be found on page 294.    

 

Call for Symposia and Other Articles 

Clio’s Psyche welcomes articles on a variety of  
psychohistorical subjects including longer symposium  

submissions, which must be submitted well in advance to  
cliospsycheeditor@gmail.com 
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CONFERENCES: The Psychohistory Forum Work-In-
Progress Seminar’s vir tual meeting on 01/30/21 featured  
Burton N. Seitler’s (Adelphi University and Pr ivate Practice) 
“Teaching Psychoanalysis at Adelphi: A Dream Come True,”  
Marcia Anne Newton’s (University at Albany) “Teaching  
At-Risk Students in a Pandemic,” and Paul H. Elovitz’ (The  
Psychohistory Forum) “Learning and Helping People Learn.”  Ad-
ditional meetings will be scheduled when proposal papers are re-
ceived and a committee has reviewed them.  Theresa Aiello and 
Denis O’Keefe are chair ing the planning committee of the  
International Psychohistorical Association’s (IPA) 44th Annual 
Conference on May 19-21, 2021 at NYU; the International Society 
for Political Psychology’s (ISPP) virtual meeting on July 11-13, 
2021; and the Interdisciplinary Conference of the Forum for  
Psychoanalytic Education (IFPE) conference will be held in Fall 
2021.  On March 6-7, 2021, over 70 colleagues of the Gesellschaft 
für Psychohistorie und Politische Psychologie (GPPP—Society to  
Psychohistory and Political Psychology) came together virtually for 
its annual psychohistory conference in Germany.  It was focused 
mostly about children and prenatal issues.  Sven Fuchs elaborated 
on his research on abused children worldwide and Peter  
Petschauer presented on authoritarians in power.  CONGRATU-
LATIONS: To Peter Loewenberg whose “extraordinary life in 
history and psychoanalysis” was celebrated by the Los Angeles 
New Center for Psychoanalysis on March 6, 2021, with about 120 
colleagues from around the world in virtual attendance.  David 
James Fisher was the moderator.  To Vamık Volkan on the honor 
of giving the annual Holocaust Memorial Lecture at the London 
Freud Museum on January 27, 2021.  To Ken Fuchsman on the 
publication by Routledge on March 9, 2021 of Healing, Rebirth and 
the Work of Michael Eigen, edited by Keri Cohen and him.  It is 
unusual in being the first book by a commercial publisher consist-
ing entirely of papers delivered at an IPA conference (2019).  
WORK IN PROGRESS: Peter Petschauer is writing Once a South 
Tyrolian, Always a South Tyrolian (in German) and completing his 
second book of poetry, tentatively titled, Listen to the Voices we 
tend not to Hear.  Lawrence Tritle is continuing to make good 
progress on his The Beast War. The Story of Us Humans, which he 
is negotiating with Oxford to publish.  Charles Strozier, who re-
cently relocated from New York to St. Augustine, Florida, is writ-
ing Revisiting Kohut (under contract with Oxford and examining 
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the paradigm shift Kohut introduced) and The Miracle of Peace: 
Northern Ireland, John, Lord Alderdice, and the End of the Trou-
bles.  Paul H. Elovitz is making progress on editing the 36 chapters 
of the book The Many Roads of the Builders of Psychohisto-

ry, which is a follow up to The Making of Psychohistory (2018).  
WELCOME NEW MEMBER: Theresa Aiello.  THANKS: To 
Benefactors Fred C. Alford, William Argus, Herbert Barry, Peter 
Barglow, David Beisel, Eva Fogelman, Peter Loewenberg, David 
Lotto, Jamshid Marvasti, Candace Orcutt, Peter Petschauer, Billie 
Pivnick, Mary Peace Sullivan, and Jacques Szaluta; Patrons There-
sa Aiello, Thomas Ferraro, David James Fisher, Ken Fuchsman, 
Alice Lombardo Maher, and Joyce Rosenberg; Sustaining Member 
Arnold D. Richards; Supporting Members James W. Anderson, 
Richard (Dick) Booth, Brian D’Agostino, Lawrence J. Friedman, 
and Marcia Anne Newton; and Members Ira Brenner and Peggy 
McLaughlin.  Our special thanks for thought-provoking materials to 
James William Anderson, Herbert Barry III, Richard Booth, Thom-
as Cook, Katy D’Angelo, Robert Dallek, Paul H. Elovitz, Avner 
Falk, Susan Kavaler-Adler, Reinekke Lengelle, David Lotto, Peter 
Loewenberg, Michael Maccoby, Karyne E. Messina, Jeff Meyer-
hoff, William R. Meyers, Merle Molofsky, Marcia Anne Newton, 
Denis J. O’Keefe, Peter Petschauer, Billie Pivnick, Arnold D. Rich-
ards, Arlene Kramer Richards, William McKinley Runyan, Robert 
Samuels, Burton Norman Seitler, Jon Smith, Howard F. Stein, 
Pamela Steiner, Lawrence Tritle, Benjamin Wegner, and Mark I. 
West.  To Nicole D’Andria for editing, proofing, and Publisher 
2016 software application, Tom Holster for technical support, and 
Hailey Ryan and Professor Paul Salstrom for proofing.  Our special 
thanks to our authors, 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  
(Due 6/15/21) 

 

 The Paranoid Tradition in History and Politics  
 

 Some possible psychological approaches include: 
 

- Paranoid thinking in the Republican Party after Trump’s 2020 defeat 

- More intense political divisions facilitated by instant communication 

- Decline of the moderating impact of the Senate furthering paranoid politics 

- The relationship between the feeling of being disposed and paranoid politics 

- Paranoid targets: International bankers, Masons, Jesuits, munitions makers,  
communists, Jews, etc. 

- Historical studies of cycles of paranoia   

- A psychobiographical/intellectual study of Richard Hofstadter  

- The psychological and historical characteristics of the paranoid style 

- Denial, dissociation, projection, rationalization, etc., in the paranoid style 

- Psychohistorian Richard Hofstadter, the paranoid style, and the radical Right 

- What historically and psychologically makes Americans more and/or less  
susceptible to believing in conspiracy theories 

- Historical case studies of American political paranoia 

- The paranoid style in the American revolutionary movement 

- Paranoid thinking in the South in the run-up to the American Civil War  

- Post WWI-WWII paranoia: The Red Scare of 1919 and McCarthyism  

- Differences in the paranoid style among the Right and Left 

- The demonization of President Obama 

- Paranoia regarding gun control and abortion rights 

- Donald Trump, the American Right, and the belief in conspiracy theories 

- The QAnon conspiracy: Fact, fiction, reality, and its political uses 

- Reviews of major scholarly books on paranoid thinking 
 

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 3,000-3,500 word essays 
are also welcome provided they are outstanding scholarship, 
well written, and can be used as symposium papers.  We do 
not publish bibliographies and have internal citations only 
for direct quotes.  Articles, abstracts, and queries should be 

sent to cliospsycheeditor@gmail.com. 
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