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Symposium: Are We More  

or Less Civilized? 

Reflections on Why Humans Are Better 
Off, More Civilized, and Possibly More 

Anxious 

Paul H. Elovitz—Ramapo College of New Jersey 

Introduction: Renunciations and More Life 

As a college professor my focus in teaching courses on 

Western civilization has been on how we have become more civi-

lized.  My major theme is the benefits and costs of modern civiliza-

tion.  We explore the ability of Western people to change by indi-

vidually and collectively abandoning formally normal behaviors 

such as the legal practices of arbitrary arrest and imprisonment, 

animal sacrifice, the blood feud, cannibalism, debtor’s prison, hu-

man sacrifice, personal justice (vengeance), public burnings (the 

auto de fe), floggings, genocide, public hangings, mutilation, the 

press gang, religious intolerance, physical humiliation in the stocks, 

serfdom, slavery, segregation (apartheid), stoning, torture, and dic-

tatorial rule.  Regarding children and women, the repudiation of the 

legal practices of child abandonment, child and wife abuse, child 

labor, infanticide, non-consensual sex, polygamy, swaddling, and 

witch burning are scrutinized.   

A central theme I focus on is the role of ideals and repudia-

tions of formerly normal behaviors, and symbolic means of expres-

sion of dangerous desires in the process of developing and main-

taining civilization.  This is how I view our civilization.  It is most-

ly a positive view.  Although at times I refer to humankind, my pri-

mary focus is on Western civilization, which has come to dominate 

the entire world through its technology, institutions, and values, 

even while it has lost economic and political supremacy.  Virtually, 

the entire world has become westernized.   

Civilization is an evolving process rather than an endpoint.  

Early civilization was about living in cities (the term civilization 

derived from those who lived in cities), learning to live peacefully 
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with others of different clans, developing writing, and culture gen-

erally.  Its values change over time; for example, when conquerors 

chose to enslave rather than slaughter enemies it was a step for-

ward, even though enslaving someone in modern times is rightfully 

considered a barbaric step backwards.  

Civilization is not simply about giving up the “bad stuff”—

the inhumane behaviors listed above.  In modern times it is also 

about more and longer life, higher standards of living, highly devel-

oped technologies and social structures, and aspiring for individual-

ism, freedom, and peaceful cooperation.  Civilization is an evolving 

process by which humans create complex societies and technolo-

gies that enable them to enlarge their humanity and live together in 

a peaceful manner. 

Humanity has never been as civilized and materially as well 

off as at the present time.  Throughout most of our history, our an-

cestors lived as hunter/gatherer/foragers and then for the last 12,000 

years as subsistence farmers with very short lifespans and a dread 

of strangers who were not from their clan or village.  At the begin-

ning of civilization about 5,000 years ago there were an estimated 

14 million people and today there are now more than seven billion 

people (http://na.unep.net/geas/getUNEPPageWithArticleIDScrip 

t.php?article_id=71). Because we are living in comparatively 

peaceful times, there has been an incredible increase in population 

even as the birth rate decreases in developed countries.   

Life expectancy has increased enormously.  For example, in 

the prosperous and comparatively healthy United States in 1900, 

white men lived on average 47 years and a century later 75 years.  

Women’s longevity has increased even more now that they are not 

as overburdened with childbirth, childcare, male domination, and 

work, which historically contributed to high rates of mortality.  

Even in the United States with our love affair of guns and our reluc-

tance to follow the more civilized example of the European Union 

in limiting their availability and eliminating the death penalty, the 

numbers of murders and those executed are far fewer than in our 

even bloodier past (http://abcnews.go.com/blogs/health/2013/0 

9/19/u-s-has-more-guns-and-gun-deaths-than-any-other-country-

study-finds/). 



Are We More or Less Civilized?       Page 247          
 

 

The benefits of civilization have always been unequally dis-

tributed.  Throughout most of the last 5,000 years people generally 

lived fairly short lives of backbreaking labor as subsistence farm-

ers, with the 10 to 15 % of the population who were aristocrats, 

priests, and the elite of the cities taking much of the fruit of their 

labor.  The English Industrial Revolution of the 18th and early 19th 

centuries spread to the world, creating a society of plenty where 

there had been scarcity, and made possible incredible improve-

ments to the human condition.  Today the increased standard of liv-

ing and opportunity has dramatically improved the lives of the peo-

ple of the Far East, India, Indonesia, and elsewhere.  It is not just 

Europeans and the English-speaking world who are beneficiaries of 

the transformation of the world wrought by innovations in Europe.  

The Processes of Civilization 

Civilization has developed, not simply by the renunciation 

of less humane behavior, but to a great extent because of setting up 

ideals and reaching for them and then despite the setbacks, people 

holding themselves and their group to a higher standard.  This high-

er standard has resulted in the development of extremely affluent, 

complex, cooperative, creative, and free societies that other peoples 

are drawn to mostly because of the greater wealth and freedom 

within them.  Birth rates fall in these societies, which generally 

welcome immigrants to perform technical or menial tasks. 

Increasing self-control and individuation are essential ingre-

dients of civilization.  Norbert Elias in The Civilizing Process 

(1939) goes to great length in spelling out the ways in which hu-

mans dealt with their bodily functions and social interactions gener-

ally as part of this process.  The two most important societal ideals 

transforming Western civilization are the “Rights                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             

Revolution” of the latter 18th century and the Universal Declaration 

of Human Rights of 1948.  Enlightenment ideals crystalized in the 

Declaration of Independence of the American Revolution and the 

Declaration of the Rights of Man and of the Citizen of the French 

Revolution.  Individual citizenship and equal opportunity in a soci-

ety based on human rights, meritocracy, reason, and widespread 

education, which improved health and much else, were major 

breakthroughs in creating modern civilization.  The abolition of ar-

bitrary arrest and imprisonment, debtor’s prison, public burnings, 
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public hangings, the press gang, religious intolerance, and slavery 

are among the ideals put forth in the period of the Enlightenment/ 

French Revolution which gradually became realities in Europe, the 

U.S., and much of the world.   

When a committee of the United Nations, chaired by Elea-

nor Roosevelt, put forth the ideals of the Universal Declaration of 

Human Rights it included democratic, economic, gender, individu-

al, national, and social rights that were so far from the reality of the 

world of 1948 as to appear almost laughable.  There were few de-

mocracies in the world, apartheid was the rule in the American 

South, slavery would remain legal in parts of the Middle East for 

another generation, colonial empires were still intact, and the Cold 

War was underway.  Yet, by the end of the century there would be 

an enormous proliferation of states that adhered to democratic prin-

ciples and human rights as the Declaration’s ideals were achieved 

in country after country.  The condition of children, the mentally/

physically disabled, prisoners, the elderly, and women improved 

measurably.  The degree of personal freedom for men, women, and 

children proliferated.  An arranged marriage, as in the case of my 

Polish-Jewish grandmother, is no longer commonplace.  Most im-

portantly, violence has been localized and there has been no world 

or nuclear war for 69 years.  These are all signs of humankind be-

coming more civilized. 

The Decline of Violence and Historical Myopia 

There is less violence in today’s world than in the past.  

Child and wife beating is reduced markedly and in states such as 

New Jersey, colleges and public schools teach students not to toler-

ate bullying, holding assemblies and workshops on the subject.  

This is the beginning of a process delegitimizing an age-old prac-

tice, endemic in schools.  Schools also teach toleration of homosex-

uals and require taking a course on the Holocaust and genocide to 

help avert these dangers.  Quite importantly, throughout the world, 

general violence in societies is reduced except where governmental 

power has broken down.  Whereas there were two or three world-

wide wars in the 18th century and two in the 20th century, there have 

been none since 1945.  The major reason for there being no world 

war is the fear of nuclear destruction that another world war could 

bring, but there are also additional factors.  Certainly in the West, 
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there is less glorification of war than in the past.  Also, well-

established democracies are disinclined to go to war with each oth-

er, although this is no guarantee that they will not go to war against 

non-democracies, as demonstrated by President George W. Bush.   

Our hunter-gatherer ancestors saw those not of their small 

clan to be the dangerous “other.”  Those who were not their kin 

were seen as rivals for scarce resources.  Their women and children 

might be stolen and their men killed—better to do it to them before 

they did it to you and your family, was how the system worked.  In 

the process of civilization, going beyond blood identification has 

certainly been one of the most difficult and important steps.  In pe-

riods of governmental breakdown, the clan becomes all the more 

important, as in parts of the Middle East today.  In the chaos in Af-

ghanistan, Iraq, Libya, and Syria, the divergent families and clans 

are held together in part by their religious identifications, which can 

connect them to larger groups, but also draw them into larger con-

flicts. 

Listening to and reading the news gives people the impres-

sion that violence is increasing rather than decreasing, mostly be-

cause of the average intelligent person’s historical myopia.  When I 

ask groups of college students to list the most murderous wars and 

genocides in history, they will overwhelmingly list events in their 

lifetime or those they heard about from family and friends, as well 

as those about which they’ve watched movies or television shows.  

Consequently, they will exclude the majority of events that killed 

the most people in history.  The atrociologist Matthew White iden-

tifies 21 of the worst atrocities occurring since the third century, 

including intentional and preventable famines and the slave trade, 

and it turns out that none of these are in the 21st century and only 

six are in or partially in the 20th century (Steven Pinker, The Better 

Angels of Our Nature: Why Violence Has Declined, 2011, p. 195, 

other estimates vary, see http://www.amazon.com/Atrocities-

Deadliest-Episodes-Human-History/dp/0393345238).  Actually, it 

is very hard to know the reality of the extent of mayhem and its de-

cline because statistics are such a modern phenomenon and atroci-

ties and death are generally such emotion laden subjects that accu-

rate facts are hard to come by.   

However, what about the violence in Gaza/Israel, Iraq, and 
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Syria?  Isn’t this violence much greater than in the past?  The an-

swer is no.  As a historian it is quite clear to me that violence is en-

demic throughout history, even though most of it has not been rec-

orded because it involved peasants whose lives usually didn’t count 

enough to be noted, except sometimes to illustrate the awfulness of 

a particular enemy.  Therefore statistics about the deaths of ordi-

nary people are basically nonexistent until modern times.  In medie-

val times knights despoiled or slaughtered each other’s peasants 

because that was the safest way of weakening their rival.  The “Sun 

King” Louis the XIV (1638-1715) could continue his wars even 

though in many areas, French peasants were reduced to eating grass 

and bark.  Millions of them may have died as a consequence. 

Long ago, I came to realize that there was some merit in the 

saying, “There are lies, damn lies, and statistics!”  While I have 

enormous respect for hard facts, it is quite apparent that statistics 

prior to recent times are at best problematic and at worst fanciful.  

For decades I observed hearings on crime on the evening news and 

C-Span, listened to and read declarations that the crime rate was 

going up.  Upon careful consideration, it became clear to me that it 

was not the rate going up, so much as the improved recording of 

crimes with the definition of the crimes being expanded that were 

further enlarging the numbers.  This illustrates the difficulties with 

statistics.  

This summer, while watching the Senate Campus Sexual 

Assault Hearings and seeing and reading many references to the 

subject in the media, the impression was given that there is a con-

siderable increase in this offense.  Before proceeding let me point 

out that rape is a horrendous crime involving degradation, fear, 

pain, terror, the forced seizure of a woman’s means of reproduction 

with an unwanted interference into the nature of her offspring, and 

social stigma in most societies.  Certainly campus rape, like all 

rape, is a terrible crime.  However, for a very long period of time it 

was not recorded for several reasons, starting with victim blaming.  

It was thought to be the coed’s “fault” that she let herself be in a 

position where she might be raped, or that she was wearing clothes 

which were not demure enough (burkas were not required!).  

Young women in college had little chance of getting any satisfac-

tion if they reported rape.  Finally, college authorities hushed up 
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this crime.  It is simply unclear to me if there is more or less rape 

than was the case in my undergraduate days when there was strict 

sexual isolation in our living quarters and we were told you could 

be expelled from college for bringing a girl, even your sister, to 

your dormitory room.  Fraternities and sororities were allowed to 

have weekend parties, which were to be, at least in theory, carefully 

chaperoned.   

When I boarded in a fraternity house as a freshman at a ma-

jor university, I remember much talk among brothers about getting 

the girls to drink to the point of inebriation in the hope that the guys 

could then “score” sexually.  Those were the days of a dress code 

requiring skirts, blouses, and dresses for the coeds (certainly no 

jeans).  The guys had to wear a collared shirt and pants to class.  All 

of this has changed dramatically for the students I teach.  In Sep-

tember they come to class in shorts, jeans, t-shirts, and somewhat 

revealing blouses.  When I was an undergraduate, today’s college 

garb would be considered immodest and provocative, but certainly 

not justification for unwanted sexual activity.  Today, freshman ori-

entation emphasizes the need for self-control and that anyone who 

observes someone being made uncomfortable by unwanted advanc-

es or hazing of any type should intervene and offer assistance.  Of 

course, in much of the Middle East today the clothing of our coeds 

could be considered justification for rape.  

It’s time to get past our historical myopia and look at rape in 

a historical perspective.  The Old Testament stigmatizes the raped 

woman and, in one case, instructs her brothers to sell her to the rap-

ist.  There were divine decrees in which soldiers were to rape desir-

able captives and, of course, some kings had thousands of concu-

bines.  Rape historically was mostly considered an affront against 

the men—that is, the husband, father, or owner of a raped slave.  In 

fact, women were held responsible for being raped (unless it was 

what we today would call rape by a harem-keeper, husband, lord, or 

slave owner).  Women’s sexuality was historically seen as legiti-

mate spoils of war.  Fortunately this has changed in most of the 

world, although today Americans are outraged by the stoning of 

women who have been raped and even their killing, according to 

Sharia Law, by their brothers or father.  These brutal actions in 

some areas of fundamentalist Islam are in keeping with so much of 
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the history of our human species.  The renunciation of such behav-

ior in most of the world is a further indication of just how much 

more civilized we have become as a consequence of accepting 

women’s individuality—that they are not simply the property of 

their fathers and husbands and they are in control of their own sex-

uality.  There are many forces making for this improvement in 

women’s rights, not the least of which are the opportunities opened 

by both world wars, the pressure of the women’s movement 

(including a change of consciousness as to their identities and 

roles), as well as moving from farm to factory, to office, to manage-

ment, to teaching, and other professions. 

Violence against each other in the Western world is down, 

although there is a lot of violence in Africa, the Middle East, and 

other parts of the world where governments are weak or provoke 

insurrection by their arbitrary treatment of different groups.  Vio-

lence against other species, so many of which have simply been 

eliminated, and nature (our ecosystem) has increased enormously 

and is endangering life on our small planet.  It is the unintentional 

violence of humans who act like toddlers walking unawares 

through flower beds, trampling the beauty of their environment.  

Fortunately, the scientists and even much of the public in the coun-

tries of England and the United States that had acted as if they 

could wreak havoc on nature in the process of industrialization and 

urbanization, have awakened to some of the consequences of their 

actions and have slowed the rate of destruction.  Even China, as its 

leaders choke on smog in Beijing, is showing some signs of con-

cern.  It may or may not be too late to take effective remedial ac-

tion. 

The Burden of Being Civilized  

While civilization brings us life itself (in terms of our num-

bers and longevity), incredible amounts of goods, food from around 

the world, individual freedom, technological marvels, and the great-

est art of the past and present, it comes at a high cost.  In Civiliza-

tion and its Discontents (1929) Freud points out some of these 

costs, writing at a time when atavistic urges in the form of fascism 

had overwhelmed Italy and were threatening Germany.  He wrote 

when the communist dream of messianic human equality and bet-

terment in Russia was in the hands of a brutal dictator, who ulti-
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mately would be responsible for killing more people than Hitler 

(see R.J. Rummel, Death by Government, 2000, p. 4).   

Denied and delayed gratification are two of the costs of civ-

ilization, which may be viewed as a societal reaction formation.  

We should never lose sight of the fact that under our civilized ve-

neer that in the name of whatever cause, we are capable of great 

barbarity.  This thought brings to mind Maximilien de Robes-

pierre’s refusal to take a judgeship prior to the French Revolution 

because, as an opponent of the death penalty, he might have to sen-

tence someone to death.  Subsequently, in the name of human bet-

terment, he became infamous for sending so many of his former 

colleagues and friends to the guillotine.   

In the modern West today we have fewer restraints than 

when Freud first formed his opinion of human nature in Fin-de-

siècle Vienna and stated the pros and cons of being civilized in Civ-

ilization and Its Discontents.  For example, many contemporary 

suburban parents no longer seek to control their children’s sexuality 

beyond not masturbating in public and preventing early pregnancies 

that will in all probability limit their children’s professional oppor-

tunities or leave them with another child to raise.  More readily 

available instinctual gratification and fewer controls on sexuality 

might lessen the burden of civilization for some, but it clearly does 

not eliminate it.  As civilized human beings we are asked to enlarge 

our perspective, to worry about starving children in Africa and the 

Middle East, to care for people caught in the ravages of war, and to 

improve the situation of women who are still horribly overworked 

and abused in so much of the world.   

The Issue of Anxiety in Our Electronic Global Village 

It is quite hard to determine with certainty if people today 

are more or less anxious than in the past.  However, I’m inclined to 

think that there is greater anxiety because today there are far more 

things that people are anxious about, but that anxiety was far more 

intense for people historically.  Our anxieties may be more superfi-

cial.  When our hunter-gatherer ancestors were chased by saber 

tooth tigers or packs of wolves their terror had to be enormous, as it 

was when the Mongol hoards descended upon them.  On the other 

hand, the savage conqueror Tamerlane (1336-1405) could build 28 

minuet towers of 1,500 skulls each to terrorize survivors (Pinker, p. 
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195) but people two valleys over from where he conquered might 

not even know that he existed.  In 2014 we are aware of an incredi-

ble number of anxiety-producing dangers that we can prepare for if 

we aren’t overwhelmed by their sheer numbers or self-destructive 

(conscious or unconscious) impulses.   

Our modern communication brings us not simply aid when 

there is a famine or tsunami, but also the worries of the world.  

When I was 13 or 14, my mother said she had just seen an article 

about a man in our city of 160,000 who had lured a boy my age into 

his garage on some pretext and was arrested for doing sexually 

“unmentionable” things to him.  Today, suburban parents in Con-

necticut hear about a child being sexually abused in Seattle and pro-

ceed to drive their child a short distance to and from the bus stop, 

only leaving after the bus has pulled away.  Fear, whether of the 

Ebola virus or something else, spreads so rapidly in our society and 

influences our perception of the world, engendering unwarranted 

pessimism.    

Violence fascinates most people, as is reflected in what they 

read and view.  In America we prefer to watch it on television or in 

the sports arena.  It is astounding to compare the fantasy death rate 

on popular television programs such as Bones, Major Crimes, and 

NCIS with the actual homicide rates of New York City, which fell 

to an historic low of 333 people in 2013.  I joke with my wife, who 

used to regularly watch NCIS, that we should defund the Navy and 

Marines because so many are killed on NCIS (Naval Criminal In-

vestigative Service), NCIS: Los Angeles and NCIS: New Orleans.  

Fantasy killings are up while the real murder rate is down.  Similar-

ly, the gore rate is up on television while society has become in-

creasingly politically correct.  As my wife turns Bones on as we 

drink our afternoon tea she says, “Don’t look!” seeking to save me 

from the sight of either an autopsy or a skeleton being dug up with 

some disgusting creatures coming out of the liquefied eye sockets.   

The very nice 44-year-old technician working on our Inter-

net service yesterday chatted about his devotion to his two-year-old 

son and wife as I bit my lip to avert asking him about the skull tat-

tooed on his arm, featuring smoke emanating from the orifices.  He 

made reference to having attended college and readily agreed with 

my summation of what he had just described, that wives are cer-
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tainly a civilizing force in a man’s life.  We may love gore, murder, 

and violence generally, but as civilized human beings we are most-

ly willing to accept them as fantasies.  Watching them and reading 

them in the newspaper and in novels desensitizes us to them, and 

thus lessens our anxiety but also increases our willingness to toler-

ate them in international relations. 

Change in modern society occurs with incredible rapidity.  

As psychotherapists and psychohistorians we know that change is 

not easy.  As with individuals, society needs time to deal with 

change, which has been occurring at an astronomical rate compared 

to earlier periods of history.  Modern civilization, with its extraordi-

nary technology, brings change to people way before they are ready 

for some aspects of it.  This helps to explain why there are strong 

fundamentalist responses in parts of the Islamic world, or that a 

post-Soviet authoritarian named Vladimir Putin is working to sell 

his citizenry on the glorious power of the Soviet Union as the privi-

leged kleptocracy and middle class leave most Russians economi-

cally behind.  Individually and collectively becoming more civi-

lized requires greater control, and there is great temptation for re-

gression.   

In civilization there’s always the possibility of regression to 

earlier, more primitive and barbarous behaviors.  Regression in Eu-

rope did not end when Hitler committed suicide on April 30, 1945.  

The well-known genocide and rapine that occurred in the 1990s in 

the collapsing Yugoslavia, mostly by Serbs against Muslims, was in 

a part of Europe which had been under the rule of the Islamic Otto-

man Empire until well into the 19th century.  Many Serbs felt them-

selves justified in getting back at Muslims under whose brutal dom-

ination they had been held for many centuries.  In this essay it in 

not my claim that we humans can’t do horrible things to each other 

or that we can’t regress to the barbarism of our ancestors.  It is my 

contention that despite this and many other dangers, we are now 

generally more civilized, less violent, and benefiting from a higher 

standard of living than ever before. 

Conclusion    

Clearly human beings are more civilized in the sense that 

we are more cooperative,  humane, and tolerant of each other.  The 

West has not only led the world in terms of colonialism, economics, 
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innovation, and technological change, but also in humanizing our 

planet.  The civilizing ideals of democracy, education for all, empa-

thy, food security, and public health are gaining support in the more 

affluent nations.  In many respects, the countries of Western Eu-

rope, and others such as Australia, Canada, and New Zealand, are 

playing an important role in these humanitarian efforts.  Civiliza-

tion has meant that we are treating each other less unequally and 

that we are moving in the direction of doing a better job of provid-

ing free access to jobs for men, women, and people of all colors, 

public education, and freedom of speech and movement.  The level 

of civilization is very uneven, but people are still remarkably better 

off than throughout the history of our small planet.  Certainly there 

are many threats in our world, not the least of which are our own 

disclaimed aggressive and self-destructive impulses. 

 Paul H. Elovitz, PhD, is a historian and psychohistorian 

who taught at Temple, Rutgers, and Fairleigh Dickenson universi-

ties before becoming a founding member of Ramapo College.  He 

trained in psychoanalysis in the 1970s and in 1983 founded the 

Psychohistory Forum and in 1994 established Clio’s Psyche, which 

he edits.  His over 300 publications are on a variety of subjects, 

including presidential psychobiography, teaching, and methodolo-

gy.  He may be contacted at pelovitz@aol.com.  

The Complexities of Being Civilized  

Ken Fuchsman—University of Connecticut  

 Answering the question of whether we are more or less civi-

lized depends on what is meant by we, civilized, and the time frame 

under discussion.  The “we” means humanity as a whole, and the 

“when” from 1800 to the present.  Most definitions see the necessi-

ty of a centralized authority in a nation state with a monopoly on 

force.  Some writers emphasize standards of behavior for the popu-

lace, others focus on high culture, and some believe the citizens’ 

needs and inclinations must be taken into account.  

            To me, civilization is a mixed bag.  It has led to our highest 

achievements and most horrendous actions.  I believe a centralized 

authority with a monopoly on force provides the stability that has 
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enabled much else to unfold, including creativity, science, technol-

ogy, widespread affluence, and self-realization.  On the other hand, 

centralized state authority has led to exploitation, oppression, wars, 

and tyranny.  The question then of “Are we more or less civilized?” 

is a double-edged sword.  Civilization not only engenders discon-

tent, it is also full of paradoxes.   

 As well as establishing civil peace, a state can abuse power, 

use terror, and engage in barbarous wars.  When does the monopoly 

of force cross the line, causing a society to no longer be civilized?  

Violations of the international laws of war, U.N. Declarations, and 

the crime of genocide would be some criteria.  Rulers using force 

on their own people that undermines social order could be another 

determination. Wherever that line may be, there is no getting 

around that civilization is creative and destructive.  Humans are a 

kind and killing species. 

 The discussion of whether we are more or less civilized is 

exceedingly complex.  This topic arose at a Psychohistory Forum 

where Paul Elovitz and I disagreed about Steven Pinker’s The Bet-

ter Angels of Our Nature: Why Violence Has Declined (2011).  I 

want to proceed in a twofold manner.  First, to consider one aspect 

of violence: is there more or less killing since 1800?  Any infor-

mation that can show humanity is being less destructive should be 

given a full hearing.  This paper will examine Pinker’s claims.  Sec-

ond, after the discussion on murder and mayhem, I will assess 

where we are more and where less civilized.      

 Pinker maintains that the state monopoly of force has result-

ed in a decline of homicides, that the Enlightenment, reason, self-

control, commerce, and empathy have resulted in a more humane 

reality.  The “rights revolution” has helped lessen many horrible 

activities including slavery, human sacrifice, witchcraft, and cruel 

and unusual punishments.  He says this is a period of a “Long 

Peace” with no wars between superpowers since 1953.  Pinker 

writes “violence has declined over long stretches of time, and today 

we may be living in the most peaceable era in our species exist-

ence” with “unprecedented levels of peaceful coexistence” (Pinker, 

Better Angels, xxi).  His provocative and often brilliant book brings 

to the forefront the questions of the place of violence in civilized 

life.  



Page 258       Clio’s Psyche 
 

 

Criteria for Knowing if Humanity is More or Less  

a Killing Species  

 What knowledge is needed to determine if humanity is more 

or less lethal?  The four following categories help us comprehen-

sively address the state of killing: (1) suicide, (2) war, genocide, 

tyranny, (3) homicide, and (4) killing other animals.   

Suicide  

 Suicide is self-directed lethal violence, it is self-murder.  

There are over 800,000 suicide deaths every year.  Suicides rates 

have increased 65% in the last 45 years (WHO, “Suicide Preven-

tion,” suicide.org, 2014, “International Suicide Statistics”).  Some 

years more people die by taking their own lives than are murdered 

or die in war.  Pinker does not discuss suicide itself, just suicide 

terrorism.  Given that the most lethal form of violence towards hu-

mans may be self-murder, this is a significant omission.  Many who 

kill themselves do not expect the better angels to ever come their 

way.  Pinker would have had to write a somewhat different book if 

he put the violence of suicide front and center.    

War, Genocide, and Tyranny 
          What are the rates of deaths by war, genocide, or tyranny of 

all those alive in different periods?  Quincy Wright and Matthew 

White address this question.  Wright was a historian of war who 

Pinker treats as an authority.  In 1965, Wright found that the pro-

portion of deaths due to war related activities in Europe went up 

from about 2% in the 1600s to 3% in the 20th century (Wright, A 

Study of War, 1965, 245).        

         White confirms Wright’s claims on loss of life.  In The Great 

Big Book of Horrible Things, White chronicles history’s 100 worst 

atrocities.  Not all scholars are enamored by White’s work, but Ste-

ven Pinker is.  He writes that White “has compiled the most com-

prehensive, disinterested, and statistically nuanced estimates availa-

ble of the death toll of history’s major catastrophes” (Pinker, 

“Foreword,” to White, 2012, xi).  White ascertains that in the 18th 

century 0.6% of all deaths were due to war, genocide, or tyranny.  

In the 19th century it was 2%, and in the 20th century it was around 

3.5% (White, 2010; “Statistics of Wars, Oppressions, and Atrocities 

in the Eighteenth Century,” 2010; White, The Great Big Book of 

Horrible Things, 2012, 541).  White’s conclusions are particularly 
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telling for Pinker as the latter’s main criteria for measuring violence 

is not by the raw number killed, but by the percentage of the popu-

lation who die by violent means.  Given Wright and White’s statis-

tics, a claim that state related killing is declining is not justified.   

 Another thesis of Pinker’s is that people die due to war 

much less now than in the remote past.  He concludes that the death 

rates from war among hunter-gatherers and hunter-horticulturalists 

is 15% (2011, 48-49).  Some scholars believe this figure is unrelia-

ble.  Richard Wrangham and Luke Glowacki found that “very little 

can...be said of the rates of war death in hunter-gatherer culture-

areas” (Wrangham and Glowacki, Human Nature, Vol. 23, 2012, 

16l).  Comparing war-related deaths in pre-history to modern times 

does not currently have a reliable factual base and cannot be used to 

show a decline in violence between then and now.  These findings 

on the level of state-related violence and violence levels in non-

state societies seriously undercut a major side of Pinker’s conten-

tion that violence has declined.                 

 Pinker describes the era since the Korean War ended as the 

“Long Peace.”  White found that 19% of the worst atrocities oc-

curred after 1945 (White, 2012, 529-531).  Since World War II, the 

frequency of armed conflicts has not declined.  There were 123 

wars from 1900 to 1944, and “149 major wars” between 1945 and 

1992 which totaled 23 million deaths.  On “an average yearly basis, 

the number of war deaths in this period was more than double the 

deaths in the 19th century, and seven times greater than in the 18th 

century” (UNICEF, 1996, “Children in War”).  As there were more 

wars in the second half than the first half of the last century, can 

Pinker’s claim that this is the most peaceable time since humanity 

began be credible?  

 After studying armed conflicts across the globe from 1955 

to 2002, Ziad Obermeyer and colleagues found that “there is no ev-

idence to support a recent decline in war deaths” (Obermeyer et al, 

British Medical Journal, Vol. 336, 2008, 1482).  White determined 

that atrocities after 1945 killed over 62 million (White, 2012, 529-

531).  These most recent mass murders all occurred in Asia or Afri-

ca, rather than in Europe or the U.S. where Pinker sees the better 

angels flourishing.   
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 Elizabeth Kolbert believes Pinker is Eurocentric, “The 

scope of Pinker’s attention is almost entirely confined to Western 

Europe.  There is little discussion...about trends in violence in Asia 

or Africa or South America” (Kolbert, “Peace in Our Time,” The 

New Yorker, 2011).  When Pinker cites numbers concerning the 

Long Peace, he discusses the lack of superpower wars,  the absence 

of armed conflict in Western Europe after 1945, the fact that there 

have been no wars after World War II between “major developed 

countries,” and that “developed countries” have not conquered an-

other country since the 1940s (Pinker, 2011, 250-252).  What 

Pinker cites about the Long Peace all concerns the Western 

“developed” nations.      

 Does he show a bias toward Western culture?  Pinker sees 

the better angels of our nature connected to the Enlightenment, rea-

son, science, and equality that have grown on European and Ameri-

can soil.  He does not often mention the contributions of cultures 

from other regions to human progress.    

 What can we conclude about killing since 1800?  State re-

lated violence did not decline in the last two centuries, it increased.  

If there is a Long Peace, it is more a regional than a global phenom-

enon.  The number of wars increased after 1945; more died after 

1945 than in the 18th and 19th centuries, 19% of the worst atrocities 

in history took place after World War II.  The evidence does not 

support that humanity as a whole is “blessed by unprecedented lev-

els of peaceful coexistence” (Pinker, 2011, xxi).   

Homicide 

 Is homicide lessening?  A number of European countries 

have shown a deep decline in the murder rate since the 14th century, 

with a steep drop noticeable around 1800 (Pinker, 2011, 63).  After 

1800, much of Europe was engulfed in the Napoleonic Wars in 

which four million died (White, 259).  While the number of homi-

cides are low in Europe, they are high in the Americas, Africa and 

Asia. (UNODC, 2014, “Global Study Homicide: 2013,” 13-14).  

Killing declines in one domain or locale and goes through the roof 

in another.  This simultaneous moving in different directions is not 

unusual in human affairs and in the history of killing.  

 How does Pinker deal with these complexities?  In his 
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book’s index, homicide in England has 10 listings, Europe 13, the 

U.S. 16, and the rest of the world 3.  The Americas as a whole and 

Africa are not listed at all (2011, 785).  When Pinker discusses the 

better angels of our nature, by “our” he primarily is referring to the 

“developed countries.”  His ethnocentric provincialism leads him to 

make claims such as that this period may be “the most peaceable 

era in our species’ existence” (2011, xxi).  As his calculations in-

clude “developed countries’ and often omit the rest of humanity, he 

is not in a position to make claims about our entire species.  Pinker 

cannot make the case that murder is declining as he is not looking 

at all the evidence and he wears blinders when it comes to giving 

full consideration to the less developed.    

Other Species  

 Humans inflict much more killing on other species than we 

do on our own.  In the U.S. in 2010, there were 9 billion 176 mil-

lion cattle, turkeys, chickens, and hogs destroyed for food (United 

States Department of Agriculture, 2011, “Livestock Slaughter”).  

About 53 billion animals are slain for food globally each year 

(Gruen, Ethics and Animals: An Introduction, 2011, 81).   

 Pinker notes that since Peter Singer’s 1975 Animal Libera-

tion there is “a growing intolerance of violence towards animals” in 

the West.  Pinker does not think that animal rights and human rights 

are equivalent.  He is against any “ethical calculus that gave equal 

weight to any harm suffered by any sentient being, allowing no 

chauvinism toward our own species” (Pinker, 2011, 473-474).  He 

does not include the killing of animals in ascertaining whether vio-

lence is on the wane.             

 Of the four most prominent categories of human killing, 

Pinker does not seriously consider two of them, and in the other 

two his Eurocentric focus keeps him from sufficiently including 

pertinent evidence from the rest of the planet.  His favoritism to-

ward “developed countries” and his chauvinism toward our species 

keeps him from being able to present a comprehensive picture of 

whether killing is declining or rising.  Despite leaving out much of 

humanity in his analysis, he makes claims about our entire species.  

This ignoring of the less developed nations undermines his procla-

mations about peace in our time on this planet.     
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Are We More or Less Civilized?  

         If the level of killing is an indication of our being civilized, 

then what can we conclude?  In relation to state-related violence, 

combining Wright and White’s figures, it looks like the 20th century 

had by far the highest death rate from war, genocide, and tyranny of 

the last four centuries.       

          Killing and destructiveness brings food to our tables.  We 

practice homicide at a higher rate than any other species, suicide is 

also more prominent with humans than other creatures, not that 

many years ago we witnessed the bloodiest century in modern 

times, and the number of animals we kill for food makes us the 

world’s experts in violence.  The high cultural levels humanity has 

achieved have been accompanied by levels of killing found in no 

other species.    

          A centralized state may use violence to preserve civil order.  

Many states grew by conquering their neighbors which lessened the 

threat of being attacked.  Ethical or not, armed conflict has been an 

instrument of rulers since there have been political states.  War of-

ten brings out the brutal, barbaric, and bestial in leaders and com-

batants.  Some activities may be immoral and not uncivilized, and 

others may be both immoral and uncivilized.  

         To be uncivilized, violent actions must undermine social or-

der and stability.  Civil war, genocide, and wanton killing of many 

in the populace, of which Stalin and Mao are examples.            

         If the pursuit of knowledge is a sign of civilization, then we 

can say much of the world is highly civilized as such knowledge is 

flourishing beyond what anyone could imagine a century ago.  Sci-

ence, technology, business, and government have all developed a 

multitude of specialties and this specialization has produced exten-

sive theoretical, artistic, and practical knowledge.  Many have be-

come more cultured, cultivated, educated, and developed, all of 

which are signs of the vitality of civilization.                 

         Making slavery illegal, trying to limit violence against women 

and children, and limiting cruel and unusual punishments are ways 

society has lessened violence and created more social space for in-

dividuals to be able to have individual freedom.  These actions have 

made us more civilized.   
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Still, are we more or less civilized in certain respects?  Un-

fortunately, violence remains robust.  Until we cease slaughtering 

animals and stop killing each other and ourselves, violence and civ-

ilization will remain inextricably connected.  This is not the whole 

story.  Even though, as Reinhold Niebuhr remarks, humanity is 

“only a little animal living a precarious existence on a second-rate 

planet, attached to a second-rate sun,” it is astounding what we 

have and are accomplishing (Niebuhr, The Nature and Destiny of 

Man: Volume I: Human Nature, 1964, 3).   We are witnessing the 

transformation of the very conditions of human existence and op-

portunities for a fuller, more expansive life for so many. 

 The sciences and the humanities have produced knowledge 

that helps us understand ourselves and the universe.  Thus, we are 

far more civilized than in the pre-modern era.  This limited species 

of Homo sapiens has been endowed with a large brain, imagination, 

cognitive skills, creativity, social organization, and genius.  It is a 

world of wonder and adventure.  Humans flourish amidst the atroci-

ties and tragedies that are as much a product of civilization as are 

the continuing revolution in knowledge and improvement in living 

conditions.  Yet we often remain internally divided between deep 

caring and immense rage.  As humans are psychologically double 

within themselves, so is civilization.  Where there have been civil 

wars, totalitarianism, organized crime, and terror directed toward 

the nation’s populace, we have been less civilized.  Where we use 

our capacity for invention, social collaboration, creativity, advanc-

ing knowledge, and caring for one another, we are more civilized.  

As E. E. Cummings writes, “when the sky is hanged and oceans 

drowned, the single secret will still be man” (Cummings,  Selected 

Poems, 1994, 12).  Destructiveness and creativity have character-

ized our species since we learned to hunt and gather; neither are 

likely to disappear as we further unravel the secrets of the universe.   

Ken Fuchsman, EdD, is Assistant Extension Professor at 

the University of Connecticut.  He is on the Editorial Board of 

Clio's Psyche and the Journal of Psychohistory, and is Book Re-

view Editor of this journal.  He writes on trauma, killing, the nature 

of being human, and can be reached at ken.fuchsman@uconn.edu. 
            

[Editor’s Note: This is a shortened version of a much longer article 
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with far more extensive citations and a detailed bibliography re-

flecting a great deal of research.  It is available from the author.]              

Commentaries 
Civilizing Versus Being Civil: Some Ironies  

Matthew H. Bowker—Medaille College 

I suspect that the question, “How civilized are we?” holds 

several meanings.  Perhaps one meaning is: “Where can we direct 

our hatred?”  If we declare ourselves “uncivilized,” we can hate 

human nature.  Or, since all of us began as rather uncivilized crea-

tures, we can hate the children we once were.  If we are “civilized” 

but anxious and depressed because of it, we can hate society and 

authority for making us so.  That is, if we are seeking suitable con-

tainers for hatred and self-hatred (for all hatred begins as self-

hatred), then the only intolerable answer to the question of our de-

gree of civilization would be: The world is very civilized and eve-

ryone is thoroughly content.  Albeit a pleasant thought, this state-

ment does not seem to be true.  If it were, it would seriously com-

plicate our ability to manage “uncivilized” emotions and impulses.  

 The noun “civilization” comes to us from the French En-

lightenment as civilisation, after the verb “to civilize” had arisen 

from the adjective “civil.”  In this way, the very concept of 

“civilization” is inextricable from the civilizing projects of the 18th 

and 19th centuries—projects that contain the same fundamental am-

bivalences with which Professors Elovitz and Fuchsman contend in 

their poignant essays.  

Whether expressed in the domain of education, government, 

culture, or imperial/colonial conquest, the idea of civilization relies 

on a belief in a (real or potential) human condition of being civil 

that is opposed to a (real or potential) human condition of being 

savage.  The violence inherent in such a drastic splitting of human 

possibilities is closely related to the violence that results from ef-

forts to civilize ourselves and others, and from violent reactions to 

such efforts.  

As both Professors Elovitz and Fuchsman remind us, com-
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plex questions about civilization require that we examine not mere-

ly physical violence, physical health, and physical security, but hid-

den violence, psychic distress, and ontological insecurity.  One way 

to do so is to define civilization as the conversion of physical vio-

lence and overt domination into structural, invisible, and internal-

ized violence and self-violence.  Many thoughtful critics of moder-

nity, from Marx to Nietzsche to Freud to Foucault, have expounded 

this thesis, yet one of its most memorable depictions remains Franz 

Kafka’s “A Report to an Academy” (The Complete Stories, 1971, 

258), in which Rotpeter the ape describes his miraculous transfor-

mation into a human being, thus: “I learned things, gentlemen.  Ah, 

one learns things when one has to; one learns when one needs a 

way out; one learns at all costs.  One stands over oneself with a 

whip; one flays oneself at the slightest opposition.”  

The extraordinary self-violence at the heart of Rotpeter’s 

self-civilization, and the analogy drawn between the training of an 

ape and the education of a child, suggest a fruitful line of question-

ing: What does it really mean to be civil?  What types of violence 

are most destructive of our civil being?  Here, we must think of 

“civil being” not merely as “politeness,” but as a central norm of 

inter-subjective ethics and a governing principle of object-relations: 

Being civil depends, first, on an individual’s being, and then on her 

or his ability to treat others as separate and valued beings, to pre-

serve boundaries and to relate with others across boundaries in au-

thentic and meaningful ways.  

Rotpeter the ape discovers, amidst torture and terror, that he 

is able to mimic the behavior, speech, and complex thought of the 

humans who have imprisoned him, but, like many of Kafka’s char-

acters, Rotpeter lacks the ability to be, to act, and to relate civilly.  

Rotpeter’s identification with his captors is the only “way out” of 

his cage (253).  His civilization is coerced assimilation: a painful 

process by which he repudiates in himself all that is not identical to 

those around him.  Having internalized the demands of his tormen-

tors, Rotpeter ultimately thanks his “teachers” for helping him to 

break his authentic nature, for perceiving that “we were both 

fighting on the same side against the nature of apes” (257).  

Rotpeter’s civilizers train him well, but they do not help him 

develop a self that is capable of being on its own, or of interacting 



Page 266       Clio’s Psyche 
 

 

with others in meaningful ways.  The civilization-process has taken 

from Rotpeter not just his animality, but all that is potentially civil 

and human about him.  He is incapable of being human, of acting, 

communicating with, or challenging the world around him without 

fearing a return to his dreadful cage.  In the end, Rotpeter feels 

compelled to cover up even his own story of transformation by de-

claring that his words contain no communicative content, no emo-

tion, no meaning: “I am only imparting knowledge, I am only mak-

ing a report.  To you, also, honored Members of the Academy, I 

have only made a report” (259).  

Rotpeter’s failed or empty civilization thus dares us to re-

flect upon the hatred and fear motivating our own.  If civilizing 

practices are carried out by those who, themselves, fear a cage (a 

cage of shame or depression), then they cannot facilitate the devel-

opment of creative, autonomous, authentic beings that also have the 

capacity to treat others as such.  If we must be civilized or else, 

then identification with our civilizers (and with their own self-

hatred) will be all that protects us from being found to be savage, 

abhorrent, worthless.  

The violence that informs the split between civilized and 

savage is transmitted via civilizing individuals and institutions, un-

leashed upon the uncivilized aspects of ourselves and others in the 

name of progress.  This aspect of our civilization is too often ig-

nored and defended against by our manic—if not compulsive—

attention to technological change, economic growth, and physical 

or material improvements. 

To the extent that our civilizing practices depend upon a 

shared (self-) hatred of the uncivilized, they make civil being im-

possible, not only because they undercut an individual’s authentic 

being (which must learn to tolerate and integrate the uncivilized 

aspects of the self), but because individuals who are civilized in this 

way can not relate with others who do not hate themselves.  En-

countering non-self-hating, partially-uncivilized others provokes in 

the self-hating civilized individual an intolerable amount of hatred, 

envy, and shame, such that civil relating becomes difficult if not 

impossible.  Put another way, the dread of finding ourselves alone 

with our uncivilized qualities motivates a great many of our civiliz-

ing practices, but makes genuine civil being unnecessarily rare. 
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Income Inequality and Reduced  

Democracy 

Don Carveth—York University 

Ken Fuchsman reviews evidence contradicting many of 

Pinker’s claims by citing some of his own authorities.  He also 

draws attention to Pinker’s Eurocentric focus and his neglect of the 

data concerning suicide and destruction of other species.  To my 

mind, all this constitutes a very strong critique of Pinker’s thesis.  

While, as Paul Elovitz points out, civilization has brought us many 

advantages (at least in the West), in recent years it has also brought 

increasing inequality.  Wealth has come to be concentrated in the 

hands of an ever smaller proportion of the population in the ad-

vanced societies, with a resulting regression from democracy into a 

kind of oligarchy in which politicians are bought and paid for by 

the elites.   

If civilization is measured by democratic development, ours 

is surely in a regressive decline.  Only recently has there emerged 

widespread awareness of the severity of the environmental costs of 

the “progress” of civilization.  Many experts now believe a sixth 

major extinction, this one man-made, is imminent.  Fuchsman calls 

civilization a mixed blessing.  It has brought us a great deal, but it 

also seems to have hastened our collective demise.  

Don Carveth, PhD, is Emeritus Professor of Sociology and 

Social and Political Thought at York University in Toronto, as well 

as a training & supervising analyst in the Canadian Institute of 

Psychoanalysis and current director of the Toronto Institute.  His 

The Still Small Voice: Psychoanalytic Reflections on Guilt and 

Conscience was published last year by Karnac.  He may be con-
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tacted at dcarveth@gmail.com.  

Civilization and the  

Insidiousness of Structural Violence 

Aaron R. Denham—Macquarie University 

Ken Fuchsman and Paul Elovitz present important perspec-

tives regarding the complexity of being civilized, emphasizing the 

role of violence throughout human history as central to the ques-

tion, “Are we more or less civilized?”  The breadth of this topic is 

significant.  My approach to questions concerning violence, as a 

psychological and medical anthropologist, includes reflecting on 

people’s experiences of violence and the suffering it engenders and 

considering the larger contexts in which it occurs.  This perspective 

acknowledges the social and political-economic structures that in-

undate our existence, shaping not only the contexts in which we 

dwell, but also molding our relational world and subjectivity in 

ways we are often unaware of.  In this commentary, I do not intend 

to answer if we are more or less violent or civilized—although my 

bias becomes apparent—or bring specific evidence to bear on the 

argument.  Rather, I draw attention to an important and perhaps 

more insidious form of violence that Fuchsman and Elovitz do not 

name directly: structural violence.    

Physician and anthropologist Paul Farmer is perhaps best 

noted for his work on the role of structural violence in health and 

human rights.  Farmer cogently defines structural violence as “one 

way of describing social arrangements that put individuals and pop-

ulations in harm’s way.  The arrangements are structural because 

they are embedded in the political and economic organization of 

our social world; they are violent because they cause injury to peo-

ple” (“Structural Violence and Clinical Medicine,” PLOS Medicine 

3:10, 2006, 449).  Farmer continues, noting that structural violence 

is historically given, economically driven, and embedded in social 

arrangements.  In its rudimentary form, structural violence impedes 

people from meeting their basic needs.  At its worst, it fuels direct 

violence toward others.  People often normalize structural violence 

or consider it “natural” because it is difficult to see its causative 

role in inequality within and between societies.  In the West, people 
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frequently emphasize agency and individual will as causal before 

recognizing how social structures often leave people with little 

choice.  The opacity of structural violence and the difficulty in 

identifying individuals responsible for institutional failings likely 

contribute to why structural violence figures less prominently in 

broader discussions on violence and our status as a civilization.  

The extent of the suffering and death due to structural vio-

lence and inequality is noteworthy.  For example, structural vio-

lence is present when more than 9.7 million children under the age 

of five die each year of preventable causes (according to UNICEF).  

It is present when a family cannot afford to access safe drinking 

water because wealthy donor nations have imposed neoliberal eco-

nomic restructuring and have privatized their once free, public wa-

ter source.  It is present when the effects of racism and discrimina-

tion leave an indelible mark on the bodies of African American 

people, resulting in disproportionally higher rates of morbidity and 

mortality.  Structural violence is present in the deepening Ebola cri-

sis and the lack of a basic health infrastructure needed to address 

the needs of millions of people throughout West Africa.  These 

forms of violence typically account for more suffering and death 

than the visible behavioral forms that commonly attract media at-

tention.  As our global interconnectedness increasingly intensifies, 

it becomes more important to identify and address the structures 

that benefit the few at the expense of many.  Any evaluation of civ-

ilization should attend to the less visible but equally destructive 

ways in which the structure of the civilization itself causes, perpetu-

ates, and fails to act on the suffering of others.   

In his paper, Fuchsman appropriately brings attention to 

Steven Pinker’s failure to attend to non-Western societies in his 

book The Better Angels of Our Nature: Why Violence Has Declined 

(2011).  Pinker’s inattention is not surprising.  Even within interna-

tional development and humanitarian discourse, practitioners too 

easily confine discussions on civilization to Eurocentric ideals and 

evoke lurking 19th century social evolutionary hierarchies that rank 

societies according to their progress on a trajectory from savagery 

to civilization, with Europe at the pinnacle.  We can no longer en-

tertain the myth that the less developed are simply behind and will 

eventually catch up.  It is clear they will not.   
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Granted, here I focus solely on the negative impact of social 

and political-economic structures.  In his paper, Elovitz offers in-

sight into the more positive dimensions of civilization such as limit-

ing violence against women and children, outlawing slavery, and 

abolishing cruel and unusual punishments.  Additionally, in the past 

two decades, the Millennium Development Goals, for example, 

have decreased child mortality rates.  While important, these gains 

are not enough, particularly as the United Nations data shows na-

tional and global inequality is increasing.   

The calculus for evaluating civilization should include not 

only what societies do to ease the suffering of others, but also more 

closely attend to what they fail to do and whom they neglect.  The 

structures in which we live might obscure the root causes of many 

forms of human suffering, but the consequences are in plain sight.  

A mother dying in childbirth from a preventable condition might 

not be as media worthy as the latest bombing overseas, but it is 

equally as gruesome.  This hidden form of violence, and our civili-

zation’s lack of attention to it, cannot be ignored. 

Aaron R. Denham, PhD, is a Lecturer in the Department of 

Anthropology at Macquarie University in Sydney, Australia.  His 

research and publications have addressed topics such as intergen-

erational trauma, child mortality, and infanticide discourse and 

practice in Northern Ghana.  Aaron recently edited a special issue 

on psychoanalytic anthropology for Clio’s Psyche .  He can be 

reached at aaron.denham@mq.edu.au.   

What Does Being “Civilized” Mean? 

Jay Y. Gonen—Independent Scholar 

 Ken Fuchsman underscores the problematic nature of the 

concept of civilization: “To me civilization is a mixed bag.  It has 

led to our highest achievements and most horrendous actions.”  He 

identifies the ultimate source of this double-edged sword of both 

creation and destruction as “a centralized authority in a nation state 

with a monopoly on force.”  This kind of conception defines civili-

zation according to level of organization that in essence represents 

a utilitarian principle.  But according to Fuchsman other concep-
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tions of civilization have also been advanced that emphasize stand-

ards of behavior for the populace, high culture, as well as tending to 

citizens’ needs and inclinations.  One may conclude from this that 

on the one hand, being “civilized” can imply an organizational prin-

ciple representing means rather than ends bearing in mind that by 

twists of history the means can sometimes become ends.  On the 

other hand, being “civilized” can also imply humanistic ideals and 

humane standards of behavior where a greater emphasis is placed 

on ends rather than means. 

 If we define civilization mostly by its lofty ends, we may 

have to contemplate the well-known danger of ends justifying the 

means.  How many times in history did the ideal of self-defense 

serve as a justification for wars of aggression?  In modern Israel 

this dilemma was phrased as a contrast between a war of no choice 

and a war of choice.  The intricate dialectics of ends justifying 

means is a very important dynamic process which is not confined to 

the Middle East and which can be found around the world.  The 

story of how humanistic ideals get corrupted represents the flesh 

and bones of psychohistory.  However, of greater interest to me is 

the story of how the organizational principle of the concept of civi-

lization expands and metastasizes to become its own lethal ideal. 

 Fuchsman identifies the time frame of his discussion as 

from 1800 to the present.  This is consonant with the aforemen-

tioned organizational principle of a centralized authority in a nation 

state and accords well with Pinker’s attribution of the better angels 

of our nature to the Enlightenment, reason, science, and equality.  

But we have already learned from 19th century history that the great 

romantic counter-reaction to the Enlightenment poked fun at the 

Age of Reason idea of continuing progress as it sought to replace 

reason with passion.  As they modernized and organized, some Eu-

ropean countries were becoming more and more powerful.  Zyg-

munt Bauman, in his book Modernity and the Holocaust (2000), 

exposed how the propagation of organization and technology be-

came the essence of modernity.  At the culmination of this long-

term process, the principle of efficiency became the new model of 

the old ideal of reason and propagated a Holocaust.  Efficiency im-

plies smooth functioning and good health.  As tending to civiliza-

tion becomes like gardening, it is reasonable to root out all weeds.  
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A fascinating facet of Bauman’s description is the ability of the or-

ganizational and technical mode of functioning whose impact 

reaches wider spaces and longer distances to override the moral di-

mension that remains effective only in close space.  Moreover, 

highly organized technology is capable of preempting morality 

through a switch of vantage point from the personal and the con-

crete to the general and the abstract.   

 The origins of the double-edged sword of civilization are 

rooted in a contradiction.  If being more civilized implies humane 

conduct as an end that is nevertheless secured by organized power 

as the main means, then we are talking about a model that is riddled 

with tension.  Organization means first and foremost power as well 

as a hierarchy through which the power gets distributed preferably 

in a controlled fashion.  Yet since the time of Lord Acton we have 

heard it more than once that power tends to corrupt.  In other 

words, the Achilles heel of civilization rests on the presumption 

that lofty standards of conduct such as care for others, scientific 

developments and cultural creations rely for their implementation 

on a power base that does not always tend to safeguard civilized 

humanistic ideals.  This contradiction is embedded in the human 

psyche.  Are we more civilized nowadays?  Many middle class citi-

zens in developed countries enjoy material and cultural amenities 

that the kings of old could only dream of.  This calls for optimism.  

So does the trend of declining violence attested to by Pinker.  By 

contrast, Bauman’s tracing of causal links leading from modernity 

to the Holocaust evokes pessimism.  It cautions us all that highly 

organized and technological but utopian cures for humanity’s ills 

still await us.  We are what we are. 

 Jay Y. Gonen, PhD, is a psychologist and psychohistorian 

who is the author of A Psychohistory of Zionism and other books.  

He may be reached at jygonen@gmail.com.  
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Zombies and the Apocalyptic Imagination 

Irene Javors—Yeshiva University  

To shed some light on the topic of how satisfied we are with 

our civilization, let’s look at how our society is depicted in the mass 

media, specifically the television series The Walking Dead (2010-).  

From this, we can conclude that earth is on the brink of and in the 

grip of total disaster.  The series concerns itself with a world deci-

mated by a virus of unknown origin that turns normal, healthy peo-

ple into ravenous cannibals.  (Incidentally, there was a 1936 movie 

by the same name and there is an ongoing comic book that began in   

2003 on which the TV show is based.)  

 Each episode opens with a panoramic shot of the major me-

tropolis of Atlanta in complete desolation.  Abandoned cars, smoke 

rising over colossal skyscrapers, and the detritus of “civilized” liv-

ing—newspapers, briefcases, shopping bags, books, all sorts of 

consumer products strewn helter-skelter on untended streets and 

highways—are shown.  

 In reality, the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 

(CDC) has set up a website using the zombie threat as a template 

for how to deal with a pandemic.  Also, the University of California 

offered an online class that ran in conjunction with this past season 

of The Walking Dead.  The course concerned itself with learning 

survival techniques in the event of a worldwide apocalypse. 

 The focus of The Walking Dead is survival.  Characters 

struggle with how to organize themselves: Stay alone?  Band to-

gether?  Build a compound?  They deal with internal fighting while 

simultaneously fending off the zombie hordes.  Water, food, medi-

cal care, clothing, and housing are all in disarray and hard to come 

by because once one ventures out of the “safe zone” to gather sup-

plies, one risks a zombie attack.  They are concerned with how to 

govern themselves, as well as issues of morality and ethics.  

 In this catastrophic landscape laid bare are the issues of 

what constitutes “civilized” behavior and life.  When is killing al-

lowed?  Who do you kill?  Is violence necessary to maintain order?  

What are the roles of men and women?  Who is the “other”?  What 
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happens if the group exiles an individual?  How do you maintain 

morale?  What kind of government do you set up?  Are there people 

beyond your little compound?  Will we ever find a cure for the 

zombie virus?  

This TV series reflects the fears of our contemporary socie-

ty.  Since 9/11, we have been fighting endless wars, AIDS, SARS, 

Ebola, terrorism, financial meltdown, social upheaval, and major 

technological changes at “warp speed” (an old Star Trek concept).  

All of this has contributed to the apocalyptic imagination reflected 

in the world of The Walking Dead.  

 Antonio Gramsci wrote in one of his prison notebooks in 

the late 1920’s to 1930’s that, “the crisis consists precisely in the 

fact that the old is dying and the new cannot be born; in this inter-

regnum a great variety of morbid symptoms occur.”  We are living 

in such an interregnum.  Our obsession with zombies, catastrophe, 

and the apocalypse are manifestations of morbid “symptoms.”   

 The question that arises today is what kind of civilization 

will emerge out of this chaos.  One good thing is that we are asking 

these questions and not just assuming that the old ways are the only 

ways.  Hopefully, our explorations will lead to new steps toward 

building a world committed to negotiation and peaceful means to 

peaceful ends.  

 In 1931, as Freud witnessed the rise of the Nazis, he added 

this final sentence to Civilization and Its Discontents, “But who can 

foresee with what success and with what result?”  His question has 

yet to be answered, for within our contemporary consciousness the 

war between life and death is being played out between the living 

and the “living dead.” 

 Irene Javors, MEd, LMHC, is a licensed mental health 

counselor and Research Associate of the Psychohistory Forum.  

She is on the Mental Health Faculty of the Ferkauf Graduate 

School of Psychology, Yeshiva University.  She is the author of Cul-

ture Notes: Essays on Sane Living (2010).  She can be contacted at 

ijavors@gmail.com.  
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Civilization and Its Malcontents 

Judith Logue—Psychohistory Forum Research Associate 

 When I began my first year at Wheaton College (MA), I 

was required to take “Western Civilization.”  The textbook for this 

class weighed at least five pounds and was about four inches thick.  

My god, the entire history of the entire world must be in there, I 

thought.  How will I ever read this whole book?  No way.  I have 

since learned that the text was merely a CliffsNotes version.  The 

two essays here reflect a depth of knowledge, scholarship, and elo-

quence that I wish my college text had been able to cover.  I would-

n’t have understood at age 17 if it had.   I am grateful to have this 

opportunity now—as well as to have the life experience to know 

what they are talking about! 

 That being said, I do have a few thoughts that modify, if not 

counter, what Drs. Elovitz and Fuchsman, two of our most promi-

nent psychohistorians, write in their essays.  Paul Elovitz’ view of 

Western Civilization is primarily through a lens of the Judeo-

Christian ethic, which I believe is valid, since this is the dominant 

ethos of the Western world.  However, he also represents a liberal 

progressive perspective that seems to exclude the other end of a 

spectrum—one that is dominated by a more fundamentalist and 

conservative viewpoint. 

 Not everyone agrees that we are better off.  I am not in this 

conservative camp.  However, there are those who view the toler-

ance of homosexuality and transsexuality, the liberation of women, 

and even civil rights, as signs that our civilization is breaking down.  

They would say that we are becoming less rather than more civi-

lized.  Rightly or wrongly, and sometimes vituperatively and vio-

lently, they assert that these changes represent a breakdown of long

-standing norms and values. 

 While we might consider much of the behavior in the Mid-

dle East uncivilized, the feeling is mutual.  Many in the Arab world 

perceive Western norms and customs, especially those of the U.S., 

as uncivilized.  They protest our lack of modesty, our sexual mores, 

and aspects of our popular culture. 
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 Let me cite a paradox about what is civilized or uncivilized 

from a non-Western country, India, where the majority of the popu-

lation prefers to defecate outdoors, even when they have indoor fa-

cilities.  Due to the fact that this is an unsanitary practice that leads 

to death and disease, the government has allocated funds to educate 

the population about the need to change their practices.  The gov-

ernment has also provided latrines for the people.  As a result of the 

lack of running water, the latrine typically consists of a large, con-

crete septic tank with a ceramic squat-toilet on top, enclosed by a 

cement or brick cubicle with a narrow door.  This is not seen as the 

civilized improvement we would assume it to be.  As one resident 

complained: “Locking us inside these booths with our own filth?  I 

will never see how that is clean.” She points to the field, “Going out 

there is normal.”  

 Thus, the lynchpin of Western Civilization seems to be to 

vanquish ignorance, and to further the goal of education on a demo-

cratic scale.  Not just for some, but for everyone.  In other words, 

for both Elovitz and Fuchsman, to some extent Western Civiliza-

tion appears to be a matter of scale. 

 While Elovitz uses cultural norms and behaviors as a ba-

rometer of civilization, Fuchsman sees violence, and the value of 

human life, as a primary measure, particularly wars and genocide.  

Fuchsman cites the increase in the percentage of population who 

died as a result of war, tyranny, or genocide in between the 19th and 

20th centuries.  However, what is not recognized by him or his 

sources is that the tools of war have changed dramatically to allow 

for a broader sweep of violence.  This seems to be true primarily 

because technology has enhanced the tools of war—airplanes with-

out pilots that can drop bombs, atomic and conventional, or napalm, 

and material and equipment that can inflict death on a wider scale.  

It can now be done with less effort and greater efficiency.  This 

raises the question of whether such technology, which increased 

deaths through war, makes us less civilized.  Or, perhaps, it is a 

technological advance and a facet of improved contemporary civili-

zation.  Now we can go to kill with super stealth airplanes that fly 

at 65,000 feet without pilots.  We can kill more people who we per-

ceive are our enemies and lose fewer of our own military. 

 Both Elovitz and Fuchsman are brave in their attempts to 
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answer the question, “Are we more or less civilized?”  Their per-

spectives are educational and thought-provoking, so I am most ap-

preciative that they have tried to answer this question.  On the other 

hand, they have tackled a topic that is so large and complex, it is 

not possible to settle it once and for all.  There are no right or 

wrong answers or conclusions.  In the end it is a matter of perspec-

tive and judgment.  It depends to a large extent on: Who is asking 

the question?  Who is answering it?  Or, as any experienced psy-

choanalyst might suggest: “It depends on your transferences and 

countertransferences, your history, your psychodynamics, and your 

character structure!” 

Judith Felton Logue, PhD, is a psychoanalyst in private 

practice and a founding member at the Institute for Psychoanalysis 

and Psychotherapy of New Jersey who has been active in psycho-

analytic governance and who recently became a Research Associ-

ate of the Psychohistory Forum.   She may be contacted at ju-

dith@judithlogue.com.  

Some Thoughts on Civilization  

and Violence  

David Lotto—Psychohistory Forum Research Associate 

 If part of what we mean by civilized is a higher material 

standard of living, at least for some people, then there is little doubt 

that we have more of this kind of civilized world now than we have 

had in the past.  The process of technological creation goes in only 

one direction.  Once a new technology is created it is with us forev-

er.  The more time that passes the more we have.  We are more effi-

cient than we used to be.  Now we can move more goods, at much 

faster speeds, and far more cheaply than we once were able to.  We 

can also communicate and exchange information much faster. 

 The interesting question is: Has this increase in civilization 

been beneficial or not, and in what ways?  As both Freud and 

Fuchsman have pointed out, more civilization (including technolog-

ical advances) means more undesirable things along with the desir-

able ones.  One of the areas of increased efficiency that is the hall-

mark of technological progress is increased efficiency and being 
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able to do a variety of harmful things much more easily than we 

could in days of yore.  So many of our technological advances have 

their origin in the context of fighting a war. 

 From the psychological side, as Freud said in his book on 

group psychology as well as in Civilization and its Discontents 

(1930), the affiliative bonds between members of the in-group, such 

as the creation of a nation state which facilitates the distribution of 

the benefits of technological advances, comes with a corresponding 

increase of aggression directed toward the out-group, the enemy 

other.  Thus the more civilization there is, the greater the likelihood 

there will be more warfare, ethnic cleansing, exploitation, scape-

goating, and the rest of the panoply of nasty things people can do to 

one another.  As Freud says in Civilization and its Discontents: “It 

is always possible to bind together a considerable number of people 

in love, so long as there are other people left over to receive the 

manifestations of their aggressiveness” (S.E., 114). 

  Freud’s central thesis in Civilization and its Discontents is 

that the more civilized we become the more we repress impulses, 

most importantly the aggressive impulses.  However, the repressed 

always returns.  The harder it is pushed down the harder it pushes 

back.  It is not the lack of civilization, or a reversion to “barbarism” 

that’s the problem; it’s civilization itself. 

 The question of whether actual violence is decreasing or not 

is only part of the story.  Pinker may well be right in saying that, 

overall, overt violence has been declining, but if we take Freud seri-

ously, this decrease in expressed aggression will be accompanied 

by an increase in the potential for violence to erupt in the future.  

Even if Pinker is correct, we cannot conclude that this upward pro-

gression of “civilization” is a good thing.  It may look good on the 

surface but watch out below.  For Freud, the danger lies in the re-

turn of the repressed aggression; for Jung it would be the pressure 

for the shadow side to manifest itself; and for Volkan and other 

psychohistorians it would be the enactment of personal, or handed-

down from previous generations, unprocessed trauma that seeks 

expression. 

 Still, there is another realm that may have more to do with 

determining how much violence is expressed.  This lies in the 



Are We More or Less Civilized?       Page 279          
 

 

events and forces that characterize the current surroundings and sit-

uations in which people find themselves.  For example, consider a 

possible future scenario: Global climate change accelerates as we 

continue to spew more carbon dioxide into the atmosphere, sea lev-

els rise, and extreme weather events become more frequent and se-

vere.  Large populations are displaced due to flooding or drought.  

Refugees on the move clash with neighboring populations, food 

shortages, and so forth lead to all sorts of bloody conflicts between 

large groups of people.  Since there are already more than seven 

billion of us there is precious little in the way of spare livable space 

on the planet on which to settle refugees.  In addition, there is the 

reality that modern, highly lethal weapons are so plentiful and easi-

ly obtainable, that should such events occur there will most likely 

be a significant increase in violence.  This holds independent of 

whether you believe that human aggression is part of our inborn 

nature, or that it is in reaction to trauma or frustration that arise 

from the environment in which you were nurtured.  The contention 

here is that situational factors, rather than individual or group traits, 

levels of individual or societal maturity, or history of trauma, have 

as much, and perhaps more, to do with how much violence will oc-

cur.  So whether or not our better angels triumph may be less im-

portant than stopping the burning of fossil fuels and dealing with 

our overpopulation problem. 

 One final point about Freud’s Civilization and its Discon-

tents.  In the eighth and final section of the book Freud says, speak-

ing of the entire book, that “the final conclusion of our investiga-

tion” is “...the sense of guilt [is] the most important problem in the 

development of civilization and...that the price we pay for our ad-

vance in civilization is a loss of happiness through the heightening 

of the sense of guilt” (S.E., 134).  

 So in addition to the problem of increased repressed aggres-

sion pushing to get out, there is the problem of a buildup of guilt.  

While there are many possible permutations of how individuals and 

groups deal with guilt, they often involve sacrifice or other forms of 

self-generated punishment. 

 David Lotto, PhD, is a psychoanalyst and psychologist who 

is co-editor of the Journal of Psychohistory and a Research Associ-

ate of the Psychohistory Forum.  He is a longstanding and prolific 



Page 280       Clio’s Psyche 
 

 

psychohistorian who may be contacted at dlotto@nycap.rr.com.  

Civilized like Captain Hook, But  

Capable of Learning 

Philip Pomper—Wesleyan University 

 The two papers presented for commentary take quite dis-

tinct approaches: Ken Fuchsman traces our species’ trajectory of 

violence.  He ends ambivalently, leaving things open, much as 

Freud did in Civilization and Its Discontents (1930).  Neither Eros 

nor Thanatos clearly has the upper hand.  Paul Elovitz addresses 

the same question and emerges with a more positive view in his 

penultimate sentence, at least with respect to the trajectory of vio-

lence and civilized behavior, but his closing words cast a shadow of 

doubt upon his affirmation of progress.  

 With respect to the trajectory of violence, the notion of civi-

lization is all but useless.  Like James Barrie’s Captain Hook, impe-

rialists were never more sinister than when they were most polite—

that is, when they were on “civilizing missions.”  Not progress in 

civilization, but fear for their interests and their lives drove elegant-

ly decked out thugs to enter into the treaties that marked the zeniths 

of rational collective behavior of their times.  However, the vio-

lence of the strong against the weak, of power elites against their 

subjects, of men against women, of dominant ethnic groups against 

minorities, and the daily intimidation and domination at ground-

level social interactions in the family, the school playground, and 

the job, continue in self-described “civilized” communities.   

 I think it highly doubtful that Steven Pinker’s data holds 

much solace when read in the glare of the daily headlines.  Freud 

remains a useful preceptor indeed.  What we call “civilization,” on 

the whole, remains a veneer for our unruly drives.  Contemporary 

elites continue to exalt the warrior-aristocracies and bloodthirsty 

dynasts who built earlier versions of their current nation-states.  

Russian elites look back nostalgically to Ivan the Terrible, Peter the 

Great, and Joseph Stalin.  The Chinese revere their imperial past 

and also Mao Zedong, who they believe was “seventy percent cor-

rect; thirty percent wrong.”  The Russians use precisely the same 
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metric system for Stalin.   

 The trajectory of violence at the state level, however, does 

not look all bad.  Immanuel Kant produced the theory that in the 

long run the escalating costs of warfare would lead to greater unifi-

cation and cooperation among powerful states.  A man of the En-

lightenment, Kant believed in humanity’s capacity for collective 

learning from generation to generation and thus assumed that we 

would eventually act rationally and choose peace over self-

destruction.  The prospect of mutually assured destruction has more 

than once sobered up regimes heading toward a possible nuclear 

train wreck.   For a time, the United Nations (UN), the European 

Union (EU), and other global movements toward unification 

seemed to be fulfilling the Kantian vision of the taming of interna-

tional anarchy.  However, among newer nation-states—the vast ma-

jority of the member states in the UN—the dominant ethnic groups 

sometimes conduct ethnic cleansing, to the point of genocide.  The 

UN still remains our best hope for dealing with international anar-

chy and for addressing the many continuing humanitarian problems 

of the global community.  Alas, even now, reliance upon the most 

powerful states to control both state- and non-state violence and 

genocide is still the rule rather than the exception.  

 Although still dependent upon the goodwill and material 

support of the most powerful states and the cooperation of dozens 

of smaller states, the new international structures, if they work, will 

mitigate or prevent the massive violence produced by warring blocs 

of states and terrorist networks.  They will not, however, at least not 

in their present form, solve the problem of global economic ine-

quality.  To be sure, the extreme inequalities of human populations 

in both “developed,” and “developing” states and the ecological 

and environmental depredations connected with the technologies 

deployed by global capitalism (whether private-corporate or state 

capitalism) continue.  Collective learning about capitalism’s sys-

temic tendency to produce inequality and destructive cycles have 

not generated any systematic remedy for the relative anarchy of 

global capitalism.  “No pain, no gain” and Joseph Schumpeter’s 

“creative destruction” remain central aphorisms justifying the most 

devastating crashes.  The critics of capitalism, however, may also 

take heart from Kant’s notion of collective learning.   
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 We are perhaps still far from the economic equivalent of the 

massive destruction and pain of 20th century warfare that produced 

the UN and the EU.  If global structural remedies come at all, like 

the structures devised to mitigate state-based international anarchy, 

they will probably issue from global collective distress rather than 

peaceful progress.   

Philip Pomper, PhD, is the William F. Armstrong Professor 

Emeritus of History at Wesleyan University.  His specialty is Rus-

sian revolutionary and post-revolutionary history.  Over the course 

of over 30 years he has written psychobiographies of Lavrov, 

Nechaev, Lenin’s brother, and books and articles about the psycho-

logical background of the relationships among Lenin, Trotsky, and 

Stalin.  “Trotsky’s Self-Destructive Ambivalence,” appeared in the 

June 2005 issue of Clio’s Psyche.  Dr. Pomper may be contacted at 

ppomper@wesleyan.edu.  

Reflections on Elovitz’ Article 

Dzmitry Samakhvalau—Belarusian State University 

 In 1566, Jean Bodin’s “Method for the Easy Knowledge of 

History” praised the achievements of his own time in comparison 

with those of Antiquity.  Thus he perpetrated a small intellectual 

revolution that ended the longing of his predecessors toward the 

renaissance of the glorious past.  For the next three centuries most 

European historians and philosophers promoted the idea of linear 

historical time from primitive barbarism to the enlightened present 

and the more perfect future.   

 The idea of a civilization as being at an appointed stage of 

social development was used by Nicolas Antoine Boulanger (1722-

1759) and Adam Ferguson (1723-1816) in the late 18th century.  In 

fact, they emphasized the success of different innovations and 

showed severance between the primordial primitiveness and the 

recent progress.  Thomas Carlyle (1795-1881) was probably the 

first one presenting his serious doubt about the linear progressive 

social development in his comparison of life in Medieval Europe 

and early industrial Europe.  However, he was not heard by the oth-

er intellectuals who preferred to compile their new doctrines to ap-
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propriate the progress.  

 The people of Western Europe delighted in what they saw 

as its superior civilized status until the two world wars of the 20th 

century wrought great disappointment.  They saw mass murders, 

humiliations, dictatorships, ghettos, death camps, the collapse of 

the “invincible empires,” usage of nuclear weapons, and more, and 

they had to reexamine their beliefs in the steady-progress-doctrine.  

Oswald Spengler (1880-1936) and Arnold Toynbee (1889-1975) 

revived the idea of the cyclic historical time and proposed new peri-

ods of germinations and declines.  The situation became even more 

tangled when the Cold War brought the ideas of progressive linear 

social development into question, while the world was split be-

tween two opposing groups.  

 Of course, some historians had to recognize their delusions 

about linear progressive historical time and soon began to talk 

about historical times of different durations, historical ruptures, and 

axial ages.  The Annales School of historians reexamined civiliza-

tions as spectra of different social cultures.  Their comprehensions 

of historical times and civilizations of the past are probably unnec-

essary since Francis Fukuyama’s The End of History and the Last 

Man (1992).  Some social scholars have again presented the unified 

progressive way of modernity led by the Western technologies and 

cultural appraisals.  The idealistic view of the process of globaliza-

tion is directed to imagining the entire world as a reflection of the 

West and to ignoring plural interpretations of the processes.  Paul 

H. Elovitz exemplifies this view with his words, “Western civiliza-

tion which has come to dominate the entire world through its tech-

nology, institutions, and values, even while it has lost economic and 

political supremacy.” 

 Are we more civilized than our ancestors?  If we look in 

reference to our technological improvements, availability of food 

and medicine, or our ideas of justice and formal legality, the post-

modernist humanity looks absolutely successful as compared to the 

humanities of the past. Despite this, we know that their primitive 

technologies, inhumane habits, and underdeveloped laws were quite 

effective to survive, accumulate new experience, and slowly perfect 

their societies.  However, I would pay attention to the fact that we 

still have no clear evidence that contemporary violence is much less 
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than in the past.  Terrifying scenes of human sacrifices and bloody 

infantry battles are rationalized, as are many forms of homicide and 

discrimination.  We have limited everyday violence, but its outward 

invisibility does not mean its absence.  Can honest historians guar-

antee that our impression of rape as “a horrendous crime” corrobo-

rates a real reduction of rapes in comparison with the Middle Ages?     

 We have no evidence that the spreading of new technologies 

assists with overcoming great differences in standards of living be-

tween the West and the rest of the world.  It seems that those differ-

ences are only increased.  Regimes, weak or simply disliked by 

Western politicians, are often collapsed with external influence, 

including military invasions, but local societies do not receive sta-

bility in return.  Thus they become even more depressed and ag-

gressive, while people of the West are sincerely convinced that 

their efforts are helpful.  We know success stories about societies 

that adopted Western laws and technologies and already have con-

siderable profits.  However, failure is still usually the case.  

 To some extent, a belief in linear progressive development 

is convenient for our linear mind and our wish to plan tomorrow.  

Thus such discussions about the benefits of “being civilized” or 

modern, “better off, more civilized” humanity, are only our psycho-

logical defense against our fears of uncertainty.  Lost in linear his-

torical time, we are like children hiding our faces under a blanket so 

as not to see real challenges.  

 Dzmitry Samakhvalau, PhD, is a docent professor at the 

Belarusian State University, Minsk.  He is also a travel writer who 

lectures on psychohistory and the history of historical thought and 

is the author of eight books on the history of Belarus, intellectual 

history, and the theory of history.  Dr. Samakhvalau may be con-

tacted at abovo@tut.by.  

One Big, Happy, Civilized Family 

Norman Simms—University of Waikato 

 I have a number of objections to the two essays presented 

for comment.  First, that civilization is taken as a given, even if the 

process of making it is quite long-term; and second, that civilization 
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is seen as a singular phenomenon, wherein societies become more 

or less civilized along some continuum of development or regres-

sion.  Civilization is a special way of looking at the world, as creat-

ed under specific conditions in Europe (and later America) under 

particular circumstances: at first, some thinkers saw themselves and 

the community around them as civilized.  Then, over the next 200 

years, they drew more and more historical examples into the mix-

ture, insofar as these other societies contained a certain number of 

features analogous to those of Western European cultures.  Then, as 

the definition expanded, it also thinned out, until civilization could 

mean either everything or nothing, from polite manners through 

efficiently administered states to mature, healthy minds being nice 

to one another.   

 To bring quantitative measures into the discussion—the ra-

tio of dead to the number of combatants and non-participant citi-

zens per war, the height and beauty of public buildings, or the edu-

cated public’s appreciation of the fine arts—seems to me only a 

variation on counting the number of beans that a skull can hold to 

determine the worthiness of some peoples to be considered fully, 

partly, or only distantly human.  Yet it always comes down to the 

us/them paradigm: we are civilized and they are barbaric.  Unless, 

of course, the tables are turned upside down and it is more spiritual 

and natural to be primitive or savage than to be advanced and civi-

lized. 

 Now let me expand a little on this thesis.  When around the 

time of the French Revolution the term civilized was extended to 

include non-Western cultures, from Egypt to China to Incan and 

Aztec pre-Columbian America and eventually some of the lost Af-

rican city-states, the sense of what constituted an organized civil 

society changed from one that described European Enlightenment 

values and classical ideals.  This is basically the kind of thing the 

art historian Kenneth Clarke (1903-1983) spoke of as requiring big 

cities, permanent political structures based on law, and sophisticat-

ed traditions of art, architecture, music, and so forth.  Due to the 

fact that these other civilizations were seen as decadent, violent, 

and often static, the whole dynamic of Christian (not yet a Judeo-

Christian synthesis) ideology had to be put aside as a defining ele-

ment.  The new determining emphasis went on large geopolitical 
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entities, strong military organizations, and monolithic (not mono-

theistic) religious practice.   

 Once the moralistic aspect of civilization was lost as a way 

of describing large complex societies, the term turned inwards and 

stressed the behavior of small groups, even individuals, so that 

some inhabitants could be deemed civilized and others barbarian.  

One could even speak of some young children (the elite) becoming 

civilized in the course of their education and socialization, while 

others (the mass) did not come up to scratch.  That scratched mark 

of evolutionary advance indicated a point where certain persons 

were praised for their fine taste, self-control, and sense of morality 

at home or duty to the state, while others were dispraised for their 

untutored and primitive sense of pleasure, their propensity to 

drunkenness, promiscuity, and laziness.  In this way race, class, and 

geographical isolation also slid into a loathsome soup of condescen-

sion and snobbery based, some would say, on imperialism, coloni-

alism, and orientalism, all three terms with a negative connotation.  

Moreover, those who did not behave in a proper manner would be 

denied many basic human and civil rights by the self-appointed su-

perior groups because of the “other’s” unwillingness or inability to 

conform to hegemonic norms. 

 At about the same time, beginning in the mid-19th century 

and carrying through to the present, a reverse process of evaluation 

of the concept took place.  The concept of civilization became a 

negative quality, sharing the fate of words like sophisticated or cul-

tured.  This was an extreme case of Rousseauistic primitivism, not 

just ennobling the savage (over there beyond the horizon) and the 

peasant (nearby in our shadows) to the status of pure and natural.  

In opposition was the corrupted, worn-out academicism and classi-

cism of bourgeois civilization with its filthy cities, polluted air, and 

superficial commercialized culture.  From Kant to Heidegger, un-

reason, intuition, enthusiasm, and other signs of freedom are raised 

from conventional behaviour and feeling above science, philoso-

phy, and academic art.   

 Civilization in this revised sense was not merely a cause of 

discontents, as Freud pointed out, by its repression of natural urges 

and spiritual ambitions.  It was also the uncanny disease that afflict-

ed mankind, which would therefore be better off without civiliza-
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tion altogether.  It was believed that individuals should imitate 

street people and shanty-dwellers, as well as whales and dolphins, 

yogis and shamans, and perhaps even at times vacuous celebrities 

and sports people.  For Paul Gauguin (NoaNoa) or Victor Segalen 

(Les Immémoriaux and The Exotic), the exotic “other” became the 

essence of the true human ideal—that which one wanted to be like 

as an entertainment or a recreation.  Even more, the other was de-

sired to discover within oneself as the dynamic self above and be-

yond cultural codes and civilized restraints.  

 In conclusion, it would seem to me that we do not need to 

quibble over what civilization is or who is civilized.  Rather, we 

should examine more closely what the word civilization is com-

pared or contrasted to—savagery (a state of primary existence prior 

to the development of culture), barbarism (a degraded state of vio-

lence and immorality), or primitivism (a socially and artistically 

constructed vision of ideal or idyllic culture at a stage of pre-, post-, 

or non-civilization).  None of these are real things or natural pro-

cesses.  They are dreams, polemical images, or emotional states of 

being.  It depends on what you think is politically correct or psy-

chologically sound.   

Norman Simms, PhD, born in Brooklyn, New York, was 

educated at Stuyvesant High School, Alfred University, and Wash-

ington University in Saint Louis.  He taught at the University of 

Manitoba (Winnipeg) and Waikato University (Hamilton, New Zea-

land), with shorter stints in France and Israel.  Aside from his own 

dozens of books and scores of articles, he has founded and edited 

several journals, ranging from the literary and cultural Pacific 

Quarterly Moana to the interdisciplinary and bi-lingual Mentali-

ties/Mentalités.  Since his retirement a few years ago, he has con-

tinued to write scholarly essays and reviews, publish long books, 

and fill his blog with a hodgepodge of aphorisms, essays, short sto-

ries, reviews, essays, and other miscellaneous writings.  Dr. Simms 

may be contacted at nsimms@waikato.ac.nz.  
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American Social Darwinism Makes Us 

Less Civilized 

John Snow with Frederick Stecker—Independent 

Scholars 

Ever since the 1850s, there has been a strain of Western, 

particularly American, thought that survival (not love) is the prima-

ry goal and hope of humans.  The origins of this may be found in 

the application of evolutionary thought in the work of Herbert 

Spencer (1820-1903).  While much of [the Christian church was 

fighting Darwin’s theory of creation, Spencer’s doctrine of survival 

of the fittest (1864) was meeting with the approval of a surprising 

number of Americans from university professors to the editors of 

country newspapers, to ordinary thoughtful people.  In a large, un-

der-populated, minimally regulated country with apparently inex-

haustible natural resources, Spencer seemed to make sense.  He 

maintained that the government should in no way interfere with the 

process of natural selection of human beings.  Every individual 

should do everything in his or her power to advance his or her own 

fortune.  In this way the weak, the under-motivated, the disabled, 

the poor, the chronically sick, the unintelligent—all would eventu-

ally be purged from the human enterprise, and out of competition 

would emerge the survivors.  “The ideal man in the ideal society” 

was the idea.  Competition was the creative force in history that 

would eventually generate this perfect humanity.    

When some religious leaders complained that this was a 

heartless social philosophy, Spencer replied that to be a survivor, 

one should cultivate a private altruism.  He believed that acquired 

characteristics could be inherited and that this altruism would be 

passed on genetically to create the perfect justice and mutuality that 

would emerge from this human super bowl.  While Calvinism and 

its allies tended to see the poor as divinely unchosen, Social Dar-

winism saw the poor as unfit.  The difference, from the poor’s point 

of view, was slight.  Yet, the motivation was to prove fitness was 

socially and economically effective in the land of such freedom and 

opportunity, at least for those who were white.  Blacks and Native 

Americans were seen as clearly maladaptive remnants of the spe-
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cies and were destined to remain subservient or become extinct. 

As an overt movement, Social Darwinism didn’t last long.  

It had powerful enemies like William James (1842-1910) from the 

start, and a series of economic depressions (which ended up with 

World War I where the most fit, by Spencerian standards, were the 

first killed) did not bear out its predictive accuracy.  From a biolog-

ical point of view, it was bad science and the idea of progress as an 

inexorable, historical movement toward perfection was discredited.  

Hitler continued on as an enthusiastic believer in eugenics, a genet-

ic cousin of Social Darwinism, and had a curious respect for the 

American Spencerian solution to the “Indian problem.”  Yet in the 

United States, Social Darwinism as an articulated and explicit so-

cial theory was dropped and seemingly forgotten. 

However, Social Darwinism was not a fad.  An intellectual 

fad is an idea given immediate and enormous attention and acclaim 

in intellectual circles that is never assimilated into the institutional 

structures of the culture.  John Locke (1632-1704), on whose phi-

losophy American political theory is based, saw progress toward a 

“steady state” society reflecting the rule-bound order of nature, “a 

government of laws.”  Spencerian thought was more dynamic and 

unconcerned with limits of any kind, except limits inherent in hu-

man competition.  The Spencerian ideology penetrated deeply into 

American institutional life and quietly transformed many of its 

Lockean assumptions of human perfectibility.  When it died as an 

explicit social theory, it lived on in the assumptions of our institu-

tions, particularly in our industrial and educational institutions. 

World War II brought a new urgency to the issue of human 

survival, and this time not as an abstract concept but as a hard, ugly 

reality.  The Holocaust and the dropping of atomic bombs on Japan 

revealed that advances in science had catastrophically extended hu-

man power.  Konrad Lorenz (1903-1989), an ethologist of interna-

tional reputation, when asked why, as a young man, he had cooper-

ated with the Nazis, explained, “When they spoke of 

‘selection,’ [naively], I did not understand that they meant geno-

cide.” 

Along with the abrupt realization that humans could destroy 

their own species intentionally, either selectively or once for all, 
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came a slower realization that the “advances” in technology emerg-

ing from a newly institutionalized corporate scientific effort had 

their cosmic costs as well as their immediate local benefits and that 

humans were faced with what came to be called “the global crisis.” 

The litany of cosmic threats (world hunger, depletion of re-

newable resources, pollution, overpopulation) became a daily fare 

for the mass media.  Lacking any philosophy beyond empiricism, 

the West set the global crisis as a problem to be solved: “Who is to 

survive?”  The first solution to emerge was that deeply buried in 

our institutions, “the most fit, of course.”  This meant the most in-

telligently aggressive, the most technologically advanced—those 

with the most sophisticated global strategies, and those in control of 

the most resources. 

At the popular and less cerebral level, there appeared a sud-

den obsession with “winning,” and with “being a winner.”  As the 

football coach Vince Lombardi put it, “Winning is not the most im-

portant thing, winning is the only thing.”  President Nixon had a 

compulsion to quote this maxim often. 

Along with winning, another euphemism for survival is 

“growth,” which, we are told, is the “bottom line.”  Indeed, growth 

is achieved by a cumulative series of wins.  As the opposite of a 

winner is a loser, the opposite of growth is death.  Or the metaphor 

can be mixed, “If the president doesn’t win this one (say getting a 

bill through Congress) he’s dead.”  

As for politics, the media treats an election as a professional 

sport.  No statement by a candidate is evaluated for its content, but 

instead for its strategic value and therefore how will it contribute to 

the candidate’s victory or defeat.  Strategy is pitted against strategy, 

quantified in polls, and constantly revised and changed in ways un-

related to the actual issues facing the electorate.  Winning is the on-

ly thing. 

What all this creates is pure chaos in our cultural environ-

ment.  The most difficult and important task of communication is to 

reduce the difference between language and its metaphors and the 

reality it was designed to describe.  To tell the truth is at the heart 

of loving.  Nothing but distrust and a kind of cultural nausea can 

result from the deliberate use of language to assure the victory of a 
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product, or a president, or the ratings of a TV network, or a nation 

state.  Winning is not the most important thing.  It is nothing.  It is 

pure illusion.  There are no winners.  Indeed there are no survivors.  

The reduction of reality to win-lose, success-failure, growth-death, 

is a form of insanity.  This is true precisely because it violates the 

rules of our biological given-ness as it destroys the freedom granted 

us by a healthy cultural environment.  We are born, we grow, we 

may reproduce, we are given a time of maturity, we diminish, and 

we die.  We have little control over this.  The cycle may be tragical-

ly cut off at any time.  These biological facts are what humans have 

for a very brief moment in the life of this planet reflected upon to 

create culture, and no culture is sane or healthy which refuses to 

accept this as the human condition. 

So, are we more or less civilized?  We have made wonder-

ful and promising advances in science and technology through re-

search.  However, we must ponder how human we have become in 

the midst of a maladaptive cultural assumption that creates a sur-

vival ethos. 

 John H. Snow, MA, (1924-2008) was an educator, parish 

minister, and Professor of Pastoral Theology at The Episcopal Di-

vinity School in Cambridge, MA for 22 years until his retirement in 

1990.  Rev. Snow mentored Frederick Stecker, who is organizing 

and editing his work, including his five books, numerous lectures 

and sermons, and an undated draft manuscript entitled “I Win, We 

Lose: The New Social Darwinism and the Death of Love.”  Freder-

ick Stecker, DMin, PsyaD, is a retired Episcopal Minister who 

serves on the board of a psychoanalytic institute and lives in West 

Central, NH.  He is the author of The Podium, the Pulpit and the 

Republicans: How Presidential Candidates Use Religious Lan-

guage in American Political Debate (2011).  He may be contacted 

at fstecker@tds.net.  
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Two Possible Criteria for Being Civilized 

Howard F. Stein—U. of Oklahoma Health Sciences  

 Anthropologists and archaeologists have made enormous 

contributions to the study of civilization in terms of population den-

sity, social structure, economy, and centralized leadership.  In this 

brief essay I propose two psychological, even spiritual, criteria for 

consideration toward what it means for a group to “be civilized” at 

a given time.  I would like to emphasize from the outset that the 

quality of “being civilized” is not a static, once-and-for-all irrevo-

cably achieved state.  Rather, this quality is a process, one that is 

often quite evanescent and fleeting, and is susceptible to spasms of 

identity regressions during group panics, as Erik Erikson discussed 

long ago in Childhood and Society (1950) and his other works.  

 The first criterion for being civilized is a group’s relative 

openness and inclusiveness.  The group has a greater capacity for 

these than it did previously.  This contrasts with a group’s exclu-

siveness, often to the point of segregation, expulsion, denial of citi-

zenship or membership, even extermination of people outside the 

psychological boundary of the group.  Being civilized is character-

ized by a decrease of ethnocentrism and an increase of the permea-

bility of boundaries between “us” and “them.”  Members of outside 

groups, even former adversaries, become capable of being included, 

incorporated as bona fide members of one’s own group.   

 Metaphorically put, bonds of Eros supplant those of aggres-

sion.  Psychodynamically, there is a decrease of splitting, projec-

tion, and projective identification of one’s devalued “bad” parts, 

and a reincorporation of them into the group’s sense of self.  What 

had been experienced as entirely a disavowed and hated property of 

“them” is acknowledged to be a part of “us.”  A sense of common 

humanity exists. 

 There is greater empathy for the “other” and Otherness.  

“Civilized” is a close linguistic and psychological relative of “civil” 

and “civic.”  There is a decreased emotional distance between “us” 

and “them.”  The boundary of who and what are considered human 

is expanded.  The world is not dichotomized between “The Human 

Beings” or “The People” and “The Less than Human” if not 



Are We More or Less Civilized?       Page 293          
 

 

“Monstrous.” 

 Obvious examples of this never complete process are the 

Austro-Hungarian Empire at its most cosmopolitan in the late 19th 

and early 20th centuries; Germany between Bismarck and National 

Socialism; France during the Napoleonic reforms; the United States 

at its best, in the ideal of “a nation of immigrants,” “the American 

Dream,” and the Voting Rights Act of 1964.  Ancient Israel was 

admonished by its G-d to protect and care for “the stranger in our 

midst.”  

 A second proposed criterion of “being civilized” is more 

elusive, less easy to pinpoint.  Much of the time it is characterized 

by what might be called cultural moments rather than long periods.  

Sometimes these moments are culturally transformative; at other 

times they provide momentary relief from an oppressive cultural 

standard.  Some examples will give a flavor of what I mean by this 

process.  For instance, in both Russia and later Soviet culture there 

was a venerated, if also ambivalent, social role for the poet and art-

ist who was often openly or subtly critical of the social order: e.g., 

the poet and playwright Alexander Pushkin (Eugene Onegin), the 

writer Leo Tolstoy, the writer Maxim Gorky, and the composer 

Dmitri Shostakovich.   

 The great German conductor Wilhelm Fürtwängler chose to 

remain in Nazi Germany rather than go into exile, in part to repre-

sent what he saw as transcendent German culture amid an age in 

which it was degraded, and composers such as Wagner and Bruck-

ner were co-opted for ideological purposes.  In Russia Tsar Alexan-

der II freed the serfs, and in the United States President Abraham 

Lincoln freed the African American slaves.  Later in the United 

States, during the 1930s, was President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s 

“New Deal,” an attempt to bring the nation out of the Great Depres-

sion.  Here, there is no assurance of continuity or durability, let 

alone permanence, to the cultural moment.  Often the moment is an 

exception to the overriding cultural rule, even a protest against it 

(Shostakovich).  There is frequent cultural “push back” or re-

sistance to the brief advance of being civilized.  A symphony con-

cert is sometimes at best a reprieve from pervasive oppression. 

 Still, the cultural moments did happen, even if the civilizing 
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moments were co-opted and turned into ideologies driven by cultur-

al regression, or reversed.  Moments can become group turning 

points, depending, among other things, on the childhoods of the 

members of the group, and the psychology of the leaders.  Or they 

can be exceptions that momentarily defy and transcend the prevail-

ing destructiveness. 

 Allow me to close with a personal example that might make 

my description palpable.  I was in college at the University of Pitts-

burgh during the Vietnam War.  Most nights’ televised news was 

an emotionally draining nightmare.  I had a season ticket to the 

Pittsburgh Symphony Orchestra, whose music director was William 

Steinberg.  I remember attending a powerful performance of Bee-

thoven’s Ninth Symphony during this period.  It was a profound 

experience.  I wept openly as I left the concert hall for my dormito-

ry room, wondering how everyone around me was going about 

business as usual, perhaps having a snack at a restaurant.  Political-

ly, of course, nothing had changed.  However, at least for a mo-

ment, for me everything changed.  Looking back almost fifty years, 

I would say that this transcendent moment embodied what being 

civilized is. 

 Howard F. Stein, PhD, a psychoanalytic, organizational, 

medical, and applied anthropologist and psychohistorian, is Pro-

fessor Emeritus in the Department of Family and Preventive Medi-

cine at University of Oklahoma Health Sciences Center, Oklahoma 

City, OK, USA; and Interdisciplinary Group Facilitator of the 

American Indian Diabetes Prevention Center, OUHSC.  Author or 

editor of 27 books, scholarly and poetry, he recently published Rai-

sins and Almonds (2014), a chapbook of poetry.  He is Poet Laure-

ate of the High Plains Society for Applied Anthropology.  He can be 

reached at howard-stein@ouhsc.edu.   

Complimentary Membership in the Psychohistory Forum and 

Subscriptions to Clio’s Psyche 

Through the generosity of our members, some complimentary and 
electronic memberships in the Forum are available for young 

psychoanalytic and academic colleagues (young defined as under 40). 
This includes a subscription to this journal—e-mail pelovitz@aol.com.  

 



Are We More or Less Civilized?       Page 295          
 

 

Enlightenment Ideals in Our Present?   

Our Future? 

Christina Stern—SUNY Rockland 

I recently had the pleasure of attending the Psychohistory 

Forum meeting dedicated to the topic of “Are We More or Less 

Civilized?”  The three and a half hour program, held at the offices 

of The Training Institute for Mental Health in New York City, fea-

tured a lively discussion of the perspectives offered by Paul H. 

Elovitz and Ken A. Fuchsman in their respective articles featured in 

this issue of Clio’s Psyche .  The participants at the Forum included 

a mix of historians and psychoanalysts, and the resulting discussion 

was at all times informed, thoughtful, erudite, and highly engag-

ing.  The event was a genuine pleasure, one of the more intellectu-

ally rich experiences I’ve enjoyed in a 20 year academic career.  As 

a trained Europeanist who regularly teaches courses in Western 

Civilizations and American History, I wish to contribute the follow-

ing thoughts to the discussion. 

Every semester I share with students the ideas of Thomas 

Paine, Voltaire, and Cesare Beccaria, among other Enlightenment 

thinkers, and I agree wholeheartedly with both Paul Elovitz and 

Steven Pinker that the Enlightenment-inspired ideals have played a 

role in the civilizing process to create a kinder, less violent, and 

more enjoyably productive life for many people within the Western 

world.  Even after 20 years of teaching this history, I still feel a pal-

pable sense of exhilaration as the students and I read from such 

classic Enlightenment texts as Paine’s The Age of Reason (1794) 

and John Locke’s Some Thoughts Concerning Education 

(1693).  Particularly satisfying is Paine’s injunction to “make our 

fellow-creatures happy” by “doing justice” and “loving mer-

cy.”  His reference to “fellow-creatures,” rather than simply hu-

mans, is also intriguing as it seems that he may have included ani-

mals in his world view.   

Other passages that prompt a similar response, both in me 

and often in many students, include Voltaire’s plea for religious 

tolerance in Treatise on Tolerance (1763), along with his critiques 

in Candide (1759) and elsewhere of battlefield carnage, and 
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Locke’s recommendation to adults that they model the virtues of 

restraint, civility, and compassion so that children will develop into 

adults who are reasonable and even-tempered.  These Enlighten-

ment-based guidelines aimed at fostering a gentler interpersonal 

ethos were interwoven intricately, as noted by some historians, with 

a broader set of revolutionary political goals: to question absolutist 

authority; to challenge the persecuting regimes of European monar-

chies; and to create the framework of democratizing changes that 

benefit so many of us in the Western world.  

Yet, as I write this, I am reminded with great sadness that 

even the Western world—and perhaps most particularly its visible 

superpower—is not uniformly a haven of shared Enlightenment 

values.  Current debates over climate change (and especially re-

sistance to scientific findings), along with continued conservative 

efforts to proclaim the United States a “Christian country” and to 

“sanitize” American history to uphold an idealized triumphalist nar-

rative that downplays analysis or dissent, are just a few examples of 

a problematic tendency by some Americans to reject the importance 

of rational thought or serious reflection.  These examples also un-

derscore the extent to which some contemporary individuals out-

right assail, deny, or remain ignorant of various key Enlightenment 

precepts. 

A proud embrace of “willful ignorance” is, I believe, a seri-

ous concern for both historians and psychoanalysts alike.  Without 

a willingness to engage in sustained reflection, whether of society 

or self, there can be little hope for the prospect of civilized life or 

meaningful change in its direction.  In a provocative new book ti-

tled The Violence of Organized Forgetting: Thinking Beyond Amer-

ica’s Disimagination Machine (2014) theorist Henry A. Giroux re-

minds us that the contemporary anti-intellectual stance found in 

many quarters of U.S. culture functions in a way that facilitates the 

goals of a tiny corporate elite at the expense of the general public 

and particularly its most vulnerable members.  Violence-based en-

tertainment, he posits, parallels an ethos of cruelty that manifests in 

contemporary political rhetoric to justify policies that deny such 

necessities as food, shelter, and medicine to our society’s elderly, 

indigent, unemployed, or chronically ill. 

Material scarcities further exacerbate the conundrum.  I be-
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come especially concerned as I think about the projections of such 

scholars as Thomas Homer-Dixon and Michael Klare, who remind 

us that environmental issues are matters of war and peace (see 

Homer-Dixon, Environmental Scarcity and Global Security, 1993) 

and that looming “resource wars” will likely mean that future popu-

lations will experience conflict over access to finite quantities of 

oil, water, and other physical items (Klare, Resource Wars: The 

New Landscape of Global Conflict, 2002).  No matter how non-

violent, reasonable, and “civil” one is, a lack of such necessities as 

potable water will create a pressurized context that may render it 

increasingly difficult for many humans to choose a civilized course 

of action.  

To conclude on a very personal note, as a Manhattan wom-

an with a PhD and a secular Catholic woman married for almost 

three decades to a secular Jewish man, I know and appreciate deep-

ly the extent to which I am a beneficiary of the West’s most vital 

Enlightenment ideals.  On a daily basis, I walk freely and without 

fear in a milieu that is progressive, creative, gay-friendly, religious-

ly tolerant, art-filled, book laden, culturally dynamic, and, in my 

own personal privileged experience, free of interpersonal vio-

lence.  Yet I also know that my little haven in New York City is not 

emblematic of a broader global or even national picture.  I am re-

minded of this with great sadness as I follow the news reports of 

current events.  As I write this in the last week of September 2014, 

I am particularly saddened by the absolutely sickening reports of 

National Football League players abusing women and viciously 

beating their children, along with vehement statements by some 

fellow football players in support of such actions as the brutal 

whipping of a four-year-old child.  That any of these grown men 

may be a hero to other Americans is truly a sobering pro-

spect.  Most frightening to me is that there seem to be some hu-

mans, even in today’s Western world, who have little interest in 

either the process of reflection or in seeking the “better angels” of 

their nature.   

Christina Stern, PhD, is a full-time professor in the History 

Department at SUNY Rockland.  Her research interests include me-

dieval European history, women, and Catholicism, the history of 

Jewish-Christian relationships in the West, and the development of 
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secularist thought in the modern world.  She can be reached at 

cstern@sunyrockland.edu.   

Some Thoughts on the Times 

Lawrence Tritle—Loyola Marymount University 

A kinder, gentler world, a pleasant thought, or so it may 

have seemed to readers in 1899 with the appearance of Warsaw fi-

nancier Ivan S. Bloch’s massive three volume study, Is War Now 

Impossible?  In detail, Bloch argued that a general European war 

amounted to suicide and was impossible to conceive (discussed in 

N. Ferguson, The Pity of War, 1998, 9-10).  In 1914 the thesis 

would have seemed premature, in 1918 a prescient though tragic 

joke.  One hundred years later we have similar pronouncements.  

Most recently Ian Morris’ War! What is it Good For? (2014), 

grounded in Steven Pinker’s The Better Angels of Our Nature: Why 

Violence Has Declined (2011), proclaims a bright and peaceful 

world in the 2040s as war becomes obsolete.  The cynic in me—the 

result of witnessing death and mayhem in 1970-1971 Vietnam—

regards these as well intentioned but academically remote studies at 

best, elite provincialism at worst. 

Bloch’s thesis and the catastrophic events of 1914 offer cau-

tionary lessons, as the future of war is a vital concern for planet 

Earth today.  Of the two essays under discussion in this Clio 

Psyche’s forum, Ken Fuchsman’s “Being Civilized” and Paul 

Elovitz’ “Reflections,” I am inclined to favor the former but find 

much to agree with in both.  The authors ably outline the origins 

and development of civilization (“Leviathan” in Pinker’s terminolo-

gy) and identify the many factors that brought forth what is today 

an increasingly monolithic global civilization, unlike Morris, who 

argues that civilization emerged from the institutions created for the 

waging of war.  

Civilization, like mankind, is Janus-faced—savage man, 

peaceful man.  The tension has energized scholars since Hobbes 

and Rousseau, though Homer knew these images too as he depicts 

cities at war and peace on the famous “Shield of Achilles.”  Some 

scholars claim that hunting-gathering societies were vicious, that 
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their “wars”—skirmishes and raids in reality—slaughtered some 15

-20% of the population.  In comparison, the advent of civilization 

has blessed man with a lowly 2-3% war-related death rate.  Howev-

er the percentages for pre-civilization mankind are tentative at best, 

perhaps even just short of meaningless as base numbers are un-

known.  Percentages for “civilized” mankind are hardly more use-

ful.  That “only” 1-2% of the world’s population were victims of 

war-related death in the 20th century (100-200 million of 2.5 bil-

lion) seems just a little debatable when you begin subtracting those 

populations that observed but did not participate in the wars and 

massacres of the time (cf. Morris 2014, 8).  The numbers are prob-

lematic, but it seems to me that civilization has enabled man to be-

come a most proficient killing machine.   

Much could be said about the content of these two essays 

and space imposes restraints.  Let me add two observations.  First, 

I’m surprised that the authors do not take into account more fully 

biology or psychology, either evolutionary or general.  Research 

into these fields over the last 20 years has revealed much that ex-

plains human evolution and identity, including the nature of cour-

age as well as the physiology of trauma.  It has also revealed how 

little mankind has changed over the last 50 thousand years or 200 

thousand years.  In short, it is the same brain that made the hunter-

gatherer’s axe in Paleolithic times that now sends telecommunica-

tion satellites into space.  Dr. Ron Glasser, author of one of the 

great Vietnam War books, 365 Days (1971) tells me that the 21st 

century will be the century of the brain, that neurological discover-

ies will, it is hoped, inform us more fully on the nature of the hu-

man condition.  Such knowledge can only help us learn more about 

ourselves, how we came to be, and what our possibilities and poten-

tialities might be.  

Such self-knowledge just might further enlarge the 

“civilizing process” that Norbert Elias did helpful theorization 

about.  On the other hand, civilized life comes easily when there is 

plenty, but what happens in a world of shrinking resources and 

growing populations?  What happens when the income gap between 

haves and have-nots, as in the US today, becomes greater?  Civili-

zation’s veneer is thin, frightfully thin.  Contemporary understand-

ing of biology and psychology reveal the truth of what Thucydides 
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observed millennia ago in his classic account of a prosperous com-

munity, stressed by war that destroyed itself in civil conflict, that 

“war is a violent teacher,” and that it brings people down to the lev-

el of their circumstances (Book 3, section 82).  

This might make for a useful lesson today.  In a world of 

ISIS and ISIS-inspired beheadings, suicide bombings, the killing of 

civilians in places as far apart as Syria and Iraq, the West Bank and 

Gaza, Mexico, so much of Africa, and Ferguson, Missouri, the vio-

lence continues and inspires, for the most part, only retribution.  It 

is a warm thought to imagine with Ian Morris that the 2040s will 

see the triumph of civilization and the eclipse of war and violent 

acts among mankind.  Yet I have my doubts.  

 Lawrence Tritle, PhD, is Daum Professor of History (2012) 

at Loyola Marymount University, Los Angeles.  His current re-

search focuses on the experience of war, investigating how war af-

fects not only the individuals who fight, but the wider consequences 

of violence on culture and society.  His publications include From 

Melos to My Lai. War and Survival (2000), A New History of the 

Peloponnesian War (2010), and The Oxford Handbook of Warfare 

in the Classical World (2013, edited with Brian Campbell).  Prof. 

Tritle may be contacted at Lawrence.Tritle@lmu.edu.   

Deepening Our Knowledge of What It 

Means to Be Civilized  

Paul H. Elovitz 

 It is good to have so many valuable responses to our civili-

zation exchange.  They represent many different experiences and 

perceptions.  Debating and writing about a subject is the best way 

to clarify what you think and deepen your knowledge.  This has 

certainly been the case for me, as will become apparent by the end 

of this essay, which will mainly discuss some of the commentaries.   

It was no surprise to me that many commentators were not 

comfortable with my somewhat optimistic conclusion that we are 

generally more civilized and better off materially.  I anticipated this 

because in democratic America we are almost constantly bombard-
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ed with the bad news of the entire world.  Of equal importance is 

that it is hard to live with the guilt of having more than most of hu-

manity, as well as facing the envy that is such a powerful part of 

human nature.  Freud was quite correct in referring to guilt as a 

price we pay for civilization.  

David Lotto, “Some Thoughts on Civilization and Vio-

lence,” importantly recognizes the role of an increase in guilt that 

comes with civilization when he quotes Freud to the effect, “that 

the price we pay for advance in civilization is a loss of happiness 

through the heightening of a sense of guilt.”  I am less sure about 

the loss of happiness than Freud and Lotto are because the measure-

ments of happiness are so variable (see Daniel Haybron, Happi-

ness: A Very Short Introduction, 2013) that I see them as ultimately 

unreliable.  The real measurement of happiness is also what people 

do rather than what they say.  We do not see a mass migration of 

people from the Western world to other societies and those who do 

go mostly are returning to the land of their birth or seek to gain the 

advantages of bringing the greater earning power achieved in tech-

nologically advanced countries to less expensive ones. 

At the Psychohistory Forum’s September 20th meeting on 

“Are We More or Less Civilized” David Lotto suggested that I am 

a modern version of the somewhat positivistic Whig School of his-

torical interpretation who emphasized the rise of constitutional gov-

ernment, personal freedoms, and scientific advancement.  This cer-

tainly put a smile on my face, especially when he spoke of bringing 

a traditional British judicial wig for me to wear at the next meeting.   

However, I totally disagree with Lotto’s statement that with 

“technological advances, comes…a corresponding increase of ag-

gression directed toward the out-group, the enemy other.  Thus the 

more civilization there is, the greater the likelihood there will be 

more warfare, ethnic cleansing, exploitation, scapegoating, and the 

rest of the panoply of nasty things people can do to one another.”  

He goes so far as to write that, “Even if Pinker is correct, we cannot 

conclude that this upward progression of ‘civilization’ is a good 

thing.”  While I agree with Robert Jay Lifton, who says that we 

may never be able to dispense with the “other” we likely consider 

an enemy, this does not mean that we are more aggressive or must 

go to war.   
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In fairly recent American history there is much evidence 

supporting my viewpoint.  Guilt and the growth of civilization in 

the U.S. has meant freeing the Philippines from our colonial exploi-

tation, returning the Panama Canal to Panama, providing some 

compensation for Japanese Americans who were put in camps dur-

ing World War II, making some compensation to Native Americans 

for the ethnic cleansing of our history, and providing a governmen-

tal safety net for workers that did not exist throughout most of our 

history.  It is not my claim that our politically correct steps at undo-

ing past wrongs or lessening the plight of workers are adequate—

mostly they are not—just that they are an indication that the “things 

are worsening” argument is wrong.  Even in the midst of certain 

Islamic fundamentalists declaring war on America and destroying 

the World Trade Center, there has not been a governmental effort to 

scapegoat Muslims.   

The apocalyptic scenario that David Lotto suggests as possi-

ble in an overpopulated world fighting for resources, reads like one 

of the numerous horror films that are a Hollywood staple.  When I 

co-organized an environmental studies week at Temple University 

before the first Earth Day (April 22, 1970), I was struck by the ten-

dency to see people only as the problem—not also as the solution.  

Thomas Malthus (1766-1834) famously anticipated mass starvation 

in An Essay on Population (1798) when there were not yet a billion 

people in the world.  Expecting “surplus population” to starve to 

death, he missed the incredible increase in agricultural productivity, 

the use of birth control, and so much more.  Similarly, modern Mal-

thusians miss an enormous amount as well.   

There are certainly more people, and we may be repressing 

more than we used to, but there is not “more warfare, ethnic cleans-

ing, exploitation, scapegoating.”  I worry more about the attitudes 

of intellectuals than that there are more babies being born.  David 

Lotto’s approach, and that of many left-leaning critics of modern 

civilization, is to sacrifice that which is somewhat better (the 

“good”) in the name of the perfect.  This can be very costly to civi-

lization.  One way of warding off guilt is to identify with those who 

make you feel guilty—that is, the less fortunate of the world.  A 

part of this identification is a sharp criticism of our extremely im-

perfect society, the very same imperfect society that has helped to 
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raise the standards of education, health, living, and morals in our 

politically correct world.  Freud warned against guilt as part of the 

burden of civilization.  The danger of this identification with the 

less well-off is that those who should be defending a continually 

more civilized world society are inclined to give up on it, retreating 

to a Rousseauian position.   

 There are billions of poor people in the world because, in 

our lifetimes, our modern civilization has so dramatically lessened 

infant mortality, successfully combatted some of the worst conta-

gious diseases, and stopped widespread hunger.  There remain an 

incredible number of horrors in the world, but this does not mean 

that the world hasn’t become a better place with an improved stand-

ard of living and it has become incredibly less violent than in our 

past.   

 As Fuchsman pointed out, my approach is Eurocentric.  

This is the case because Europe has been the incredible agent of 

change in the modern world as its goods, medicines, and values 

have transformed the entire globe.  Still, this exchange has done 

much to awaken me to the need to know more about the other great 

civilizations of the world, especially the much older ones as in Chi-

na and India, so I have applied for released time at my college to 

learn about them in preparation for teaching World Civilizations.  

While we aspire to create a better world, it is tempting for many 

people, especially idealistic college students and intellectuals, to act 

as if we have actually achieved the ideals of a few forward-looking 

intellectuals.  The consequence is to be unrealistic as to what can be 

achieved by large groups of people. Change does not come readily 

to people.  As I point out in my symposium article, Western Euro-

peans struggled for over a century after the French Revolution be-

fore slowly and reluctantly allowing women to vote—and another 

half century to let them assume some of the highest positions of 

political leadership.  Most of humankind does not ask for the kind 

of changes that they discover come with the improved standards of 

living and incredible technologies of our age.  Change disrupts long 

established social patterns and causes great anxiety.  For example, 

in certain parts of the Arab world, such as Saudi Arabia, the politi-

cal and religious leaders have sought to enjoy the fruits of modern 

society while keeping their women at home and under the veil in 
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public, without even the ability to go out or to drive a car without a 

male member of their family.    

 Professor Donald Carveth of York University (Toronto) is 

certainly correct that there is great income inequality in the world, a 

point that I also made in my article.  However, his argument that 

there is reduced democracy does not hold up upon examination, 

except sometimes in the short run.  First of all, I referred to democ-

racy as an aspiration, rather than as a reality, around the world.  If 

he is referring to democracy only in North America, how does he 

explain that “reduced democracy” has allowed for America’s first 

biracial president and a large increase in female and non-Caucasian 

legislators?  It was not reduced democracy that allowed a woman to 

come close to gaining the Democratic Party’s nomination for presi-

dent in 2008, and which may yet result in Hilary Clinton becoming 

the Democratic nominee in 2016.  For most of my life, there were 

dictatorships and sham democracies throughout Latin America; to-

day, however, in all but a few countries there are real democracies, 

even if some of them are struggling.  If, however, economic equali-

ty is necessary for Carveth’s notion of democracy, then there are 

not and have never been such democracies in the world.  While I 

am personally distressed by the considerable growth of economic 

inequality in my country, I do not think economic equality is a real-

istic standard for labeling a country democratic or non-democratic.  

 Professor Aaron Denham, one of three anthropological 

commentators, makes some interesting points relevant to the 

“Insidiousness of Structural Violence” that are well worth keeping 

in mind.  Each of the deaths of the 9.7 million children below the 

age of five who die of preventable causes is a tragedy.  Their deaths 

through the effects of the privatization of formerly free public water 

resources are deplorable.  Yes, I agree that the health infrastructure 

in Africa and other places needs to be improved, but this does not 

mean that there is a higher death rate now as opposed to in the past.  

The incredible increase in populations in so much of the 

“undeveloped world” is why this is such a high number, but it re-

mains a much lower percentage of the population than in the past.  

  Irene Javors’ interesting article, “Zombies and the Apoca-

lyptic Imagination,” points to recurring fears of pandemics, which 

at the moment are heightened by the African Ebola outbreak.  
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Could part of the fascination be the feeling that in our society there 

is an increased sense of alienation from humanity, of feeling like 

the “walking dead”?   

 It is true that there are many in the world who would like to 

see the death of Americans and other Westerners.  This is precisely 

because our technologies and values have disrupted traditional soci-

eties and their values.  When ISIS beheads Western journalists and 

humanitarian workers with swords and machetes, it is only one 

manifestation of this hatred.  Their hatred is based in part on envy 

as well as the fact that our values of individualism, secularism, tol-

eration, and women’s rights are quite threatening to them.  Natural-

ly, they want to use the latest Western technology; however, most 

of the traditional world struggles with the issue of how to take 

Western technological advances and organizations without the val-

ues that they despise.  It is my impression that they can only be 

temporarily successful in this endeavor.  It is worth noting that the 

horrors perpetrated against Christians, Westerners, women, and 

others who are deemed to be the enemies of ISIS represent the 

treatment of “the other” and the non-conformist throughout most of 

the world and most of history.  Despite the incredible problems of 

our world, I feel very fortunate to have been born into it, rather than 

in an earlier period when my chances of survival and a decent life 

would have been far less.   

 Judith Logue, “Civilization and its Malcontents,” sees me as 

representing “a liberal progressive perspective”—perhaps she is 

right.  While the increased destructive power of modern warfare is 

rightfully pointed out, it should also be noted that drones are used 

in an attempt to pinpoint killing, rather than carpet bombing an ar-

ea, precisely because of an increased valuation of human life and a 

desire to limit its loss.   

 Norman Simms, “One Big, Happy, Civilized Family,” is 

quite wrong in declaring that in my paper “civilization is taken as a 

given.”  In fact, I refer to it as an “evolving process” based on aspi-

rations, “rather than an endpoint.”  Early civilization was about liv-

ing in cities (the term civilization derived from those who lived in 

cities), learning to live peacefully with others of different clans, de-

veloping writing, and culture generally.  Its values change over 

time; for example, when conquerors chose to enslave rather than 
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slaughter enemies, it was a step forward.  

I do thoroughly agree with him regarding the dangerous ap-

peals of “Rousseauistic primitivism.”  As Snow and Stecker point 

out, the appeals of social Darwinism remain great.  Many of my 

male students respond positively to the social Darwinists when I 

cover them in U.S. History.  They have trouble accepting that coop-

eration has in fact been a more valuable ingredient to civilized be-

havior than the severe competition they identify with.  I like that 

Howard Stein struggles to find criteria for being civilized and I 

agree with his notion that the “group’s relative openness and inclu-

siveness” is a good standard.   

 Lawrence Tritle, Daum Professor of History at Loyola 

Marymount University, makes some valuable points although his 

reference to Ivan Bloch’s massive study of war can easily be mis-

construed—Bloch was no fool.  In response to his surprise that Ken 

Fuchsman and I “do not take into account more fully biology or 

psychology, either evolutionary or general,” I can only say, how in 

the world could we do this in 2,700 words each?  The research be-

ing done is so important and fascinating.  I especially like his refer-

ence to Thucydides’ fifth century B.C.E. statement that “War is a 

violent teacher,” as Americans recently discovered in Afghanistan 

and Iraq. 

When idealists push too hard, such as wanting to treat the 

killing of mammals for food as on the same level as the killing of 

human beings, there is a danger of a backlash.  When a brilliant col-

league depicts President Truman as being in the same category as 

Hitler because he ordered the dropping of the atomic bomb and our 

21st century American Presidents as bad as the attackers on the 

World Trade Center because people are killed and terrorized in the 

war on terror, I see them as being unrealistic and substituting their 

“perfect” for the struggle for the “good” that makes our world bet-

ter.  As a professor, therapist, and sometimes social activist for en-

vironmentalism and other societal changes, my goal is the better, 

not the ideal.   

<><><>CP<><><> 
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Is Civilization Uncivilized? 

Ken Fuchsman 

 The words civilized and civilization have different connota-

tions.  A civilized individual evokes images of someone who is civ-

il, considerate, and cultured.  Civilization encompasses all that tran-

spires in organized human societies: the good, the bad, the ugly.  

Some of the diversity in the responses to Paul Elovitz’ and my sym-

posium articles can be traced to whether it is civilized behavior or 

civilization to which the writer is referring. 

 The Oxford English Dictionary defines civilized as “an ad-

vanced stage of social and cultural development, usually marked by 

the existence of organized communities and an adherence to estab-

lished conventions of behavior; highly developed; refined and so-

phisticated in manner or taste; educated, cultured” (OED, 2000).   

Norbert Elias sees the civilizing process as exhibiting both individ-

ual self-regulation and the existence of a government with a mo-

nopoly on force.  It is the focus on state power, which then brings 

out the diverging notions between an individual being civilized and 

civilization.  For the government can do its best to insure domestic 

tranquility, promote peaceful commerce, prosperity, knowledge, 

and the arts, but may also favor the influential and indulge in abuse 

of power.   

 Then there is the fact that there are a multitude of nations.  

These states can coexist or come into conflict.  There is no political 

body that can always adjudicate international disputes.  While most 

often peace prevails, sometimes armed conflict erupts between 

countries.  War and civility are not terms that are joined at the hip, 

as warfare often brings out our brutality.  Historian William 

McNeill observes, “human propensities find fullest expression in 

having an enemy to hate, fear and destroy” (The Pursuit of Power, 

1982, viii).  Philosopher Max Horkheimer concludes, “barbarism 

cannot be abolished, for it is...an element of civiliza-

tion” (Horkheimer, Critique of Instrumental, 2012 [1974]. 69).  Be-

ing considerate and barbaric both characterize civilization.  It de-

pends on how much you emphasize the refined or the brutal as to 

how you will address the question of whether we are more or less 
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civilized.   

 Matthew Bowker says that being civilized derives from the 

word civil, which he sees as an ethic that “treats others as separate 

and valued beings...and to relate with others...in authentic and 

meaningful ways.”  There are two possible criteria, Howard Stein 

writes, for being civilized.  The first is openness and inclusiveness, 

a decrease in ethnocentrism.  The second is exalted cultural mo-

ments.  Stein describes how much he was transformed as an under-

graduate by attending a live performance of Beethoven’s Ninth 

Symphony.  To him, being civilized is connected to experiencing 

the sublime.  Though as Norman Simms points out, for a long time 

in the West, the civilized were contrasted with the barbaric.  How-

ard Stein’s experiences can in some ways be separated from the 

tendency to denigrate other cultures; still, debasing others is not 

infrequent.  Bowker then wonders if civilization entails finding 

“suitable containers for hatred and self-hatred.”  When we contrast 

civil and savage, to him it is often only a cover for unleashing our 

uncivilized sides onto others and calling it progress.  He writes: “to 

the extent that our civilizing practices depend on a shared (self-) 

hatred of the uncivilized, they make civil being impossible.”  Can 

then being civilized be separated from the uncivilized within us?  

Often the creative contains the destructive, but not always.  The an-

swer to this prior question leads to evaluating human motivation. 

 A few of the authors of these commentaries address human 

nature.  Utilizing Civilization and Its Discontents, David Lotto says 

Freud concludes that affiliation in a nation state brings with it an 

increase in aggression directed towards an out group.  Lotto quotes 

Freud: “It is always possible to bind together a considerable num-

ber of people in love, so long as there are other people left over to 

receive the manifestation of their aggressiveness.”  Freud also is 

quoted as saying that “the most important problem in the develop-

ment of civilization” is “the sense of guilt.”  To Freud, the advances 

of civilization bring with them “a loss of happiness.”  Lotto himself 

says that “we cannot conclude that this upward progression of civi-

lization is a good thing.  It may look good on the surface but watch 

out below.”  Philip Pomper, also referring to Freud, says that civili-

zation “remains a veneer for our unruly drives.”   

 Though neither Lotto nor Pomper cite the following passag-
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es, Freud does elaborate on human aggressiveness within civiliza-

tion.  To the founder of psychoanalysis, “men are not gentle crea-

tures who want to be loved.”  They are instead tempted to use their 

instinctual aggressiveness on their neighbor to humiliate, torture, or 

kill him.  Freud says the “commandment to love one’s neighbor as 

oneself...runs so counter to the original nature of man.”  To prevent 

human brutality the state uses violence against wrongdoers, but, 

Freud says, the law cannot always stop “refined manifestations of 

human aggression.”  The grim aspects of human hostility lead 

Freud to say that “each one of us has to give up as illusions the ex-

pectations which, in his youth, he pinned upon his fellow-

men” (1930, SE, XXI, 112).   

 The question of whether over time humanity is becoming 

more civilized to Freud cannot be answered without delving into 

depth psychology’s emphasis on aggression and guilt.  I think 

Freud and the commentators here who cite him are onto something 

essential.  Is there an underlying psychology of humanity that pro-

vides a foundation for what transpires in social life?  In recognizing 

these unruly drives between an in-group and out-group, Freud, Lot-

to, and Pomper have hit on something universal.  Psychologists 

Elizabeth Spelke and Katherine Kinzler write, “every human com-

munity” includes “cooperation, reciprocity, and group cohesion,” 

plus a “predisposition to categorize oneself and other humans into 

groups.”  This includes showing a “preference for the in-group, or 

us, over the out-group, or them.”  This us/them tendency can be 

seen in infants as early as three months (Spelke and Kinzler, Devel-

opmental Science, Vol. 10, Issue 1, 2007, 91-92).  Psychologist Mi-

chael Tomasello also reports that an in-group/out-group frame of 

mind is present in infants at a young age.  He then notes that “the 

best way to motivate people to collaborate...is to identify an enemy 

and charge that ‘they’ threaten us” (Why We Cooperate, 2009, 94, 

100).  Similarly, Keith Oakley and colleagues write, “The emotion-

al preference for ‘us’ and hostility to ‘them’ is indeed a candidate 

for a biologically inherited human universal” (Understanding Emo-

tions, Second edition, 2006, 250). 

 These psychological foundations of us vs. them also need to 

be balanced with other aspects of our psychology.  Freud’s asser-

tion that humans are not gentle individuals seeking love omits the 
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side of humanity that has some affinity for the commandment to 

love one’s neighbor.  “Researchers from diverse fields,” anthropol-

ogist Sarah Blaffer Hrdy reports, are finding that although “humans 

can be very selfish, in terms of empathic responses to others and 

our eagerness to help and share with them, humans are also quite 

unusual, notably different from other apes” (Mothers and Others, 

2009, 7).    

 As civilization is a double-edged sword, humans are double-

sided creatures.  Our caring establishes deep bonds, and our rage is 

projected onto others and too often results in widespread destruc-

tion.  We have developed ideals of human rights and not always 

followed them.  As Jay Gonen writes, “The origins of the double-

edged sword of civilization are rooted in a contradiction.”  He goes 

on to write, “the Achilles heel of civilization rests on the presump-

tion that lofty standards of conduct such as care for others, scien-

tific developments and cultural creations rely for their implementa-

tion on a power base that does not always tend to safeguard civi-

lized humanistic ideals.”  The paradox of advanced civilization is 

that opportunity, affluence, and safety are provided for many while 

others are exploited.  The will to power is used to injure those who 

are in out-groups.  Both empathy and barbarity are perennials of 

civilization.  What is not a perennial is how humanity has devel-

oped science, technology, commerce, complex societies, and ideals 

of human rights that have transformed human existence.  As Gonen 

writes, “Many middle class citizens in the developed countries en-

joy material and cultural amenities that the kings of old could only 

dream of.  This calls for optimism.”  On the other hand, the “tracing 

of causal links leading from modernity to the Holocaust evokes 

pessimism.”  

 Many of the commentators to this symposium recognize the 

over- and underside of civilized life.  Judith Logue sees Western 

culture aimed at vanquishing ignorance and promoting democratic 

learning, yet atomic bombs and napalm are also products of the 

West.  She wonders if this advanced technology producing deaths 

in war “makes us less civilized.”  Don Carveth writes that I view 

civilization as a mixed blessing.  He himself sees how it has both 

“brought us a great deal,” while in recent times has increased ine-

quality and led to a kind of oligarchy for the elites.  To Christina 
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Stern, the ideals developed in the Enlightenment remain noble and 

inspiring.  She perceives herself as a beneficiary of these “vital” 

sentiments.  Like Carveth, she sees a “tiny corporate elite” under-

mining democracy and denying basics of survival to too many.  To 

her, it is frightening that some of us are not much concerned with 

“seeking the ‘better angels’ of our nature.”  Lawrence Tritle says, 

“Civilization, like mankind is Janus-faced, savage man, peaceful 

man.”  In this, Tritle is in accord with how I characterize organized 

societies.  Don Carveth and Jay Gonen also mention the double-

sidedness of civilization.  Humanity remains a kind and killing spe-

cies.   

 There are some contributors who focus more on the under-

side of civilization and some who stress our achievements.  Irene 

Javors in her analysis of the apocalyptic fantasies in the zombie TV 

show, The Walking Dead, focuses on a catastrophic vision.  She 

remarks that since 9/11 one side of our culture is preoccupied with 

fear and anxiety resulting from our fighting endless wars, enduring 

financial crises, terrorism, and fear of infectious diseases.  The me-

dia then reflects the war in contemporary life between life and 

death, including these fantasies of the living dead.   

 From a vastly different angle, Aaron Denham speaks of 

structural violence.  This is a term he takes from the work of Paul 

Farmer, a physician and anthropologist.  Structural violence occurs 

when political and economic arrangements cause harm.  Denham 

quotes Farmer as saying “they are violent because they cause injury 

to people.”  Examples of structural violence are the close to 10 mil-

lion children across the globe under five who die each year from 

preventable causes: the lack of safe drinking water, the failure to 

have a solid health infrastructure in the countries where Ebola is 

present, and the legacy of discrimination for African-Americans.  

These are all serious issues that deserve much attention and hope-

fully many of them can be remedied.  Yet to call them violence is a 

significant stretch.  Violence is usually defined as the intentional 

use of physical force to harm or kill another being.  As most of the 

examples Denham gives do not involve physical force, the term vi-

olence does not fit.  Another term might be more appropriate.  

While the impact of the problems Denham mentions can be as 

deadly as violence, still the term violence should be confined to us-
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ing physical force to injure, maim, or slay someone.  The experi-

ence of physical violation arouses specific neurological and psy-

chological reactions that can induce post-traumatic stress.  These 

bodily responses to physical attacks then are of a different category 

than the horrors of infectious disease, lack of water, or the legacy of 

racial discrimination.  It is important to preserve appropriate dis-

tinctions.  Too often we categorize things incorrectly, usually in an 

over-inflated way.  For example, the word “trauma” has been de-

fined as involving life threatening incidents, but is frequently used 

to describe awful events that do not threaten life or limb.  Similarly, 

let’s keep violence to mean the intentional use of physical force. 

 Another commentary that looks at the underside is John 

Snow and Frederick Stecker’s article on social Darwinism.  They 

connect this phenomenon to Herbert Spencer’s doctrine of the sur-

vival of the fittest.  Spencer said that government should not inter-

fere in the struggle for existence.  These notions were used in the 

United States to justify the state not regulating business.  In his 

classic book on social Darwinism, historian Richard Hofstadter dis-

cusses a side of social Darwinism that Snow and Stecker ignore.  

To promote survival and fitness, humans should use their ingenuity 

to enhance civilization, and this includes using human intelligence 

to regulate the economy and deal with social inequities.  In other 

words, there was a conservative and a liberal American social Dar-

winism in the late 19th century.  When Snow and Stecker consider 

the more recent doctrine of winning as the only thing, they view 

this and other similar sentiments as still being social Darwinism.  

They find these points of view to be a reduction of reality.  They 

write, “Winning is not the most important thing.  It is nothing.  It is 

pure illusion.”  I am not so sure that the more recent manifestations 

of the ideology of victory is Darwinist.  As the advocates of success 

do not join winning to the doctrines of Charles Darwin, they are not 

evolutionary.  This American emphasis on triumph owes more to 

the civil religion of free enterprise, which preceded Herbert Spen-

cer and flourished when Spencer went out of fashion. 

 For an article in this issue but not included in the symposi-

um, historian Peter Petschauer writes of “civilizational progress.”  

He recognizes serious setbacks and ebbs and flows, yet maintains 

that “human attainments have gradually moved in the direction of 
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civilized behavior—behavior that allows increasing numbers of us 

to enjoy its benefits.”  He details significant advances in the pro-

gress of humanity, including the invention of writing and reading, 

better health care in industrialized societies, the decline of deaths 

during childbirth, the abolition of slavery, the notion that all Homo 

sapiens are human and should be treated equally.  Petschauer is 

cognizant of that not all enjoy the benefits of these improvements, 

yet history reveals how much we have done to improve our condi-

tion and enhance our lives.  His analysis then is in accord with what 

Paul Elovitz has written in his symposium article.  On the other 

hand, Dzmitry Samakhvalau views Elovitz as exemplifying a pro-

gressive Western view of modernity that underplays the contribu-

tions of the rest of the planet.  Where Elovitz sees violence declin-

ing, Samakhvalau is not convinced.  The latter sees the “belief in 

linear progressive development” as “a psychological defense,” and 

a way of hiding “under a blanket so as not to see real challenges.”  

One view emphasizes progress, the other denial.   

 Both perspectives have merit, for humanity is gentle and 

ferocious, collaborative and contentious, innovative and resistant.  

In viewing Homo sapiens in civilization it pays, as Joni Mitchell 

sings, to look at both sides now.  We should also seek the negative 

capability John Keats advocates, which includes the capability of 

being in uncertainties, mysteries, and doubts (Selected Letters, 2002 

[1817], 41).  There is much both perplexing and illuminating within 

civilization.  Keeping opposites before us is a better way to get a 

comprehensive view of civilization than adhering to a more one-

sided perspective.  

British Civility: Reality or Reaction-

Formation? 

Joyce M. Rosenberg—Private Practice 

For those who passionately read Jane Austen, watch Down-

ton Abbey, or follow news of the royal family, Britain appears to be 

a refined society.  Good manners, beautiful clothes, and speaking 

the King’s English are seen as evidence of how civilized the British 

are.  Contrast that with slums and poor working class towns, Brit-
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ain’s subjugation of people around the world, and soccer riots and it 

raises the question of whether that refinement isn’t really a veneer 

that tries to mask a sadistic, violent, and uncivilized country and the 

existence of those characteristics in the very people who hold them-

selves out as civilized. 

Britain may be one of the best examples of a nation that’s in 

an ongoing struggle between its collective superego and id, and that 

uses the defense known as reaction-formation—in the form of that 

very refined upper class image—to defend against the aggressive 

tendencies the British have along with the rest of humanity.  Jean 

Laplanche and Jean-Bertrand Pontalis (The Language of Psycho-

Analysis, 1973, 376-77) define this defense as the “Psychological 

attitude or habit diametrically opposed to a repressed wish, and 

constituted as a reaction against it (e.g. bashfulness countering ex-

hibitionistic tendencies).”  They go on to write “reaction-formations 

may be highly localized, manifesting themselves in specific behav-

ior, or they may be generalized to the point of forming character-

traits more or less integrated into the overall personality.” 

Consider one of the most romanticized of upper class Eng-

lish sports, the foxhunt.  One must wear all the right clothes, a hunt-

ing jacket, breeches, boots, and hat that can cost upwards of $2,000.  

The horses are finely bred, as are the foxhounds.  The aim is to 

force the horses to run at a gallop, pursue and catch a small animal, 

and then celebrate as the dogs, egged on by the riders, tear it to 

pieces.  I wonder how many of the riders understand that their at-

tention to what they wear and the meals they’ll consume before and 

after the hunt are a reaction-formation against the murderous im-

pulses they’re acting out. 

This defense has played out on a global level, with Britain 

taking countries like India over by force and installing its own citi-

zens as the upper class.  They treated the people of the invaded 

countries as underlings.  While there was squalor around them, the 

British lived well and, they believed, in a very civilized fashion, 

taking afternoon tea and going to parties.   

British literature is testimony to the existence of this reac-

tion-formation.  Some of the most popular novels of the first half of 

the 20th century punctured myths about British civility and de-
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scribed the upper classes’ attempts to keep the veneer of their civili-

ty intact.  Lord Sebastian Flyte in Evelyn Waugh’s Brideshead Re-

visited (1945) was the complete opposite of civility: drunk, disso-

lute, angry, and bitter.  He rebelled against his mother, Lady 

Marchmain, and his brother, the Earl of Brideshead, who clung to 

family and religious traditions and observed all the social mores of 

the upper class.  Underneath that façade they were emotionally suf-

focating Sebastian and his sister Julia. 

Paul Scott’s The Jewel in the Crown (1966) detailed the par-

adox of British civility in a conquered land.  The Britons who set-

tled in India had lives of leisure, even luxury, with flower shows, 

equestrian games, and military parades.  While they lived in denial 

of the poverty and racism they helped perpetuate, a major character 

and the district superintendent of the police in the book, Ronald 

Merrick, persecuted a young Indian man who had a relationship 

with an Englishwoman.  Merrick wasn’t an anomaly.  He was 

Scott’s symbol of British sadism toward Indians and any other peo-

ple who were considered beneath the upper class. 

Even Jane Austen’s novels had an undercurrent that re-

vealed the misery behind the good manners and elegant parties.  

While many fans believe she wrote romantic drawing room come-

dies in which people followed the rules of British civility, her 

books were also social commentary on the plight of women who 

faced denigration and desperation if they were unable to find hus-

bands, preferably ones with good breeding, income, and estates.  

The wealthy estate owner Mr. Darcy in Pride and Prejudice (1813) 

dissuades his friend from marrying Jane Bennet and his aunt, Lady 

Catherine de Bourgh, later tries to bully Elizabeth Bennet into a 

promise that she wouldn’t marry Mr. Darcy.  The Bennet sisters 

spend much of the story facing an uncertain husbandless future un-

til the happy ending finds the arrogant members of the upper class 

either softened or taken down a few pegs. 

Of course, people know very well that the upper class is just 

one aspect of British society.  Charles Dickens’ novels portraying 

the tribulations of the lower classes, including Oliver Twist (1838) 

and its thieving juvenile delinquents, are well-loved.  So are the 

Beatles and Eric Clapton, who come from working class families.  

Sitcoms about the middle and lower classes are as popular as 
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Downton Abbey (2010-) and its predecessor about upper class life, 

Upstairs, Downstairs (1971-1975, 2010-2012).  Yet people persist 

in their embrace of the notion of British civility.  One might argue 

that it’s not much different from the public’s fascination with mov-

ie stars and athletes and their apparently glamorous lives.  Howev-

er, many Anglophiles are people who don’t care about pop culture.  

As I look at the question of British civility, I keep returning 

to the battle between the superego and the id.  As children are so-

cialized, or taught to be civilized, they learn consciously and un-

consciously to keep their id in check.  The superego, the internal-

ized parent or authority figure, is the force that tries to contain the 

id.  However, as we all find out to varying degrees, it can be a los-

ing battle, and we all get in trouble throughout our lives for a wide 

range of vices: overeating and drinking, breaking the speed limit, 

and cheating on our spouses, to name a few. 

The idea of British civility functions as a superego—

someone who lives and behaves according to upper class mores is 

better and superior to everyone else.  So that civility is something 

we aspire to, or at least admire.  We’re looking for ego ideals to 

model ourselves after; if we could only be like the British, we’d be 

so good, so refined! 

The truth is, the British are onto themselves.  The newspa-

pers, particularly the tabloids, are full of stories about the latest 

misbehavior by lords, ladies, and as we also know, Prince Harry 

and the former Duchess of York, Sarah Ferguson.  Their ids tell 

their superegos to “get stuffed!” 

Americans, though, may cling to the myth of British civility 

because of our own superego/id battles.  The stereotypical Ameri-

can personality is seen as more brash and aggressive than the Brit-

ish.  Many Americans see the British as far superior to us.  It should 

be noted that the same reaction-formation has existed among upper 

class Americans.  Henry James and Edith Wharton wrote about it.  

The wealthy in Edith Wharton’s The House of Mirth (1905) dressed 

well, observed all the right social customs, and turned like a pack of 

animals on Lily Bart, a young woman striving to be a member of 

that society.  
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Being Civilized: A Historical Perspective 

Peter W. Petschauer—Appalachian State University 

As rulers and states have come and gone, one might argue 

that people living in the midst of a rise of a civilization might well 

have thought that life was getting better, that human beings were 

becoming more civilized, or were more civil.  So it must have 

seemed—at least to the elite—in the period of Caesar Augustus, the 

Carolingians, and the early Muslim states in the Middle East.  Simi-

larly, middle- or upper-class people living in Europe before World 

War I thought that life could only become better; surely, no war 

could destroy their hard-won progress. So it was with my family 

whose members had no idea that their progress could be halted, 

even temporarily.  On the other hand, people living in the midst of 

catastrophe might well have thought that human beings are decrepit 

and that things will never improve again; that they are living in a 

most uncivil period with highly uncivilized people all around them.  

Even in the 20th and 21st centuries, one does not have to reach far to 

find such societies.  

Although things have become more civil or civilized, in or-

der to see the progress, one must step away from any current situa-

tion.  Let me emphasize several areas in order to speak to this phe-

nomenon.  I do so, realizing fully that they are so ordinary that one 

can easily overlook them in a world dominated in the media daily 

by one devastating event or other. 

First, there is writing.  It started out in most humble fashion 

in such diverse places as China, Catal-Huyuk in Turkey, Harappa 

on the Indus River, and along the Nile as the purview of leaders and 
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priests who employed scribes to record their exploits and trades.  

Even then, writing implied reading, and with time the two skills 

spread to people other than the small elites.  A huge leap came 

much later with the invention of the printing press and public edu-

cation in the Germanies, which spread the two skills there to all 

classes as early as the late 18th century.  Today, thanks to portable 

devices, millions upon millions of people can read and write; some 

professors maintain that their students are not up to the task of read-

ing a text or writing an essay, but the reality is millions upon mil-

lions across the globe write and read texts and e-mails.  As early as 

the late 18th century, information had created an eagerness to partic-

ipate in public discourse—an adventure that has led this country 

and France into major revolutions, as it did later in the 19th century 

in other parts of the world.  Most recently, the ability to handle in-

formation has brought about tremendous political changes, albeit 

perhaps temporary, and not all of them positive.  Reading and writ-

ing are but one “invention” that has spread across the globe and has 

almost forced more civil behavior.  An outburst in the media about 

this or that person being imprisoned for his or her beliefs alone is 

often sufficient to bring leniency for that individual.   

Similarly civilizing is the gradual improvement in health 

care.  From the first medical scrolls in ancient Egypt to the insights 

of the ancient Greeks, and from the Arabic scientists to the Europe-

ans much later, we have pushed our understanding of the human 

body into previously unheard of frontiers.  In addition, we have 

made possible, at least in the industrialized democracies, access to 

health care for most ordinary people.  Ever since Bismarck’s re-

forms in 1880s Germany, it is understood in almost all of these 

countries that it is a right of all members to have access to such 

care, and that provisions need to be made for it.  The very discus-

sion of medical breakthroughs, and the lack of coverage of millions 

of persons in this country, indicates that most people consider good 

medical treatment and coverage a right.  

One example within this massive improvement, and thus a 

major civilizational advance, is the reduction of deaths of women 

and children in childbirth.  When at one time women died all too 

often during this process, and additionally needed to produce dou-

ble the infants to attain a workable replacement crop, they can now 
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feel fairly assured in most societies that they will live to see each 

one of their small flock of children grow into adulthood.  

One of the banes of the past was that human beings were 

oppressed, enslaved, and indentured.  As a result of the concept that 

all people—men and women, the elderly and the children, and 

those who look and speak differently from the main social group—

are actually human beings, these forms of oppression have reluc-

tantly receded.  That is not to say that various forms of oppression 

do not continue, but in the more advanced areas of the globe many 

persons for decades now have frowned on such behavior and en-

deavor to root it out.  The further literacy rates and access to infor-

mation have spread, the more pressure has been placed on recalci-

trant societies to be more civil toward all of its members.  Some 

societies still enchain women behind clothing and housing, and 

hold them from the public eye and public discourse, but even in 

these societies an increasing number of women are speaking out 

against this oppressive—that is, uncivil—behavior.  

Along with the idea that we are all human beings, whatever 

gender or color, or even religious affiliation, came the concept that 

children and older persons are fully human beings.  Children are 

now understood as earlier versions of ourselves when we are full 

adults, and the elderly are understood as later versions of ourselves.  

Treating both ends of the human life experience with dignity has 

partially been a religious insight and partially a recognition that a 

human being is indeed a human being, whatever stage it happens to 

be in.  For children this has been particularly salutary.  As chil-

drearing modes improved to the point where today it is almost un-

thinkable in advanced societies to beat up children, recent examples 

in this country abound, when children grow into caretakers and par-

ents they are less likely to beat up or torture their own children.  

The less of this traditional behavior, the less likely solutions in in-

ternational affairs, for example, will be the use of war, or beating 

up others.  

Finally, music, dancing, and poetry have never been solely 

the purview of the upper layers of any society.  Stories were told, 

songs were sung, and poems were spoken on all levels of society as 

far back as the least explored moments of history.  It is supposedly 

an indication of having attained a certain level of civilization, 
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namely the more sophisticated the activity, the more civilized a so-

ciety.  The reality is somewhat different.  It is not necessarily that a 

society engages in a certain form of artistic endeavor and calls it 

civilized; rather, it is that we have come to realize as a group that 

we need to be open to all artistic expression, to allow it to course 

like a river through our civilizations.  

The point is that when we look at the progression of socie-

ties only through the lens of states and nations, wars and uprisings, 

we overlook the civilizational progress attained despite their ups 

and downs and seeming constant presence.  True, progress toward 

better understanding of each other as human beings has not been 

linearly progressive, as Freud pointed out long ago.  When a socie-

ty, or a group of them, move too quickly into openness and inclu-

siveness, the less civil side of many of its members reemerges, as in 

Central and Eastern Europe from the 1920s to the 1950s, and push-

es back to an earlier time.  However, in spite of such setbacks, hu-

man attainments have gradually moved in the direction of civilized 

behavior—behavior that allows increasing numbers of us to enjoy 

its benefits.  

Particularly impressive in this regard are two examples.  

WWII devastated Germany and Japan, with attainments in these 

areas seemingly demolished forever.  Nevertheless, both societies 

picked up once more where progress had taken them before the 

war.  My own family had practically lost everything during WWII, 

and yet the overall societal belief in the necessity for these essen-

tials allowed for meaningful recovery.  Not being beaten as a child, 

attending good schools, reaching excellent employment, covered by 

health insurance all along, and being able to enjoy art and music 

seem ordinary today…they were not in 1945 and could only be 

reestablished because of the strong traditions placed before the war.  

Peter Petschauer, PhD, is Professor Emeritus of History at 

Appalachian State University, a Research Associate of the Psycho-

history Forum, and a member of its Editorial Board.  In addition to 

holding a named professorship, he chaired the Faculty Senate at 

Appalachian and headed the Faculty Assembly for the University of 

North Carolina system.  In May 2014, he received an honorary 

doctorate from Appalachian.  Petschauer’s most recent book is In 

The Face of Evil: The Sustenance Tradition (2014).  He may be 
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contacted at petschauerpw@appstate.edu.  

A Belated Education in the Civilization of 

the Rest of the World 

Richard Lyman—Simmons College 

After a fine education at Bowdoin College and Harvard 

University, I had the credentials for an academic career in Medieval 

European history and culture.  I taught at Simmons College and 

post-retirement ended up at Brandeis for a decade teaching modern 

Japanese history—in which I had no formal credentials.  What I 

learned along the way about historical civilization, human nature, 

and the hubris of my original and narrowly based Western educa-

tion, will be illustrated by three short stories. 

In June 1988, my wife and I made a trip to Japan to visit 

some relatives.  Upon returning home, I wrote a 70 page typescript 

describing our experiences, reactions, and rapidly changing opin-

ions about Japan.  I provided copies to my dean and president, and 

they soon invited me to spend a semester studying Japan and then 

to offer a course in Japanese history.  At the time, there were only 

five new PhD’s in Japanese studies in the whole country, which 

opened the door to a middle-aged neophyte like me.  This opening 

grew into a series of grant-supported trips to Japan, so eventually I 

was invited to take part in creating a Japanese major at Simmons 

College.  After accepting early retirement, I was hired by Brandeis 

to teach a modern Japanese history seminar, which over the next 10 

years resulted in more opportunities, trips, and insights on the rest 

of the world. 

Deep into middle age, I had another chance to keep on 

learning and growing through a remarkable opportunity in 1991 to 

be part of a 30-person trip to Vietnam.  Since at that time there 

were only five U.S. citizens residing in Vietnam, we were heavily 

briefed by the U.S. Department of State, even strongly admonished 

to be wary of “hostile forces who do not want you in their country.”  

One professor and fellow-traveler had served in Delta Force before 

beginning an academic career, and therefore knew better than to 

listen to some bureaucrat.  The person following him while he 
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roamed the streets turned out to be a handsome woman who said in 

perfect English, “Hi Yank.  Welcome back.”  Soon enough we were 

roaming about the streets, interacting with the local people, in be-

tween the official and formal opportunities, such as to meet with 

General Trần Văn Trà (Commanding General of the Viet Cong) in 

Saigon and with the country’s cabinet when we were in Hanoi.   

To our amazement, ordinary citizens on the street greeted us 

warmly, with comments like “16 years you have been gone—too 

long—welcome back.”  When we observed the sidewalk rudeness 

of the Russians and the shoddy workmanship in their repairs of 

buildings and bridges, we began to understand that despite the hor-

rors of the war, many people had come to the conclusion that 

Americans were not all bad.  Often when we identified ourselves, 

the Vietnamese asked if we knew their relative; they were aware 

that we had accepted about two and a half million of their fellow 

countrymen, in their pursuit of a new life in America.  

In September 2014, my wife and I took a trip to Turkey.  On 

the streets, we were stunned with the cordiality of the people, the 

absence of hostility, and the variety of clothing.  The country is 

building new housing by the tens of thousands, all with solar hot 

water; the amenities of the hotels are world class; and we were 

awed by the deep antiquity of human civilization within Turkey’s 

boundaries.  We found that our whole perspective on this part of the 

world was skewed.  Turkey has been through seven major phases 

over the millennia and has a serious claim to be identified as an 

original site of organized human historical activity.  We encoun-

tered many friendly people.  I now look back on my old seminar on 

“The Ancient Near East” (really only Greece and Rome) as pitifully 

narrow in focus.  My old course would have to be fundamentally 

recast and configured to avoid the charge that it was narrowly 

skewed in favor of emphasizing the latter-day invaders and imperi-

alists. 

From these elements of a post-doctoral education, I have 

learned many lessons.  The real tragedy of 20th century Japan is that 

they had certainly lost the military aspect of the war by mid-1944, 

but their “honorable suicide ethos” prevailed until after the Nagasa-

ki bomb when Emperor Hirohito broke the tie vote in his privy-

council and opted for peace.  This peace arguably was due as 



Belated Education      Page 323 
 

 

much to the Russian incursion into Manchuria as to the atomic 

bombs.   

In 1945, traumatized by the horrors of the Pacific War and 

wishing to support France after their nightmares in Europe, the U.S. 

elected to ignore the fact that Ho Chi Minh wanted to model his 

postwar government on the American Declaration of Independence 

and Constitution.  Then, after our European ally’s military fiasco in 

1954, we chose to inherit its war.  So my generation lost thousands 

of lives in a war that perhaps was entirely unnecessary and that I 

had supported in public on several occasions.  Too often history has 

been used to justify warfare.  Today I am more aware of the tragedy 

than of the rationalizations.  Therefore, as scholars and especially 

as individuals sensitive to the subtler ranges of human emotion, ra-

tionalization, arrogance, and ignorance, it behooves us all to contin-

ue to learn and to admit mistakes as we progress through our lives.   

So, once again, this time returning from a recent trip to Tur-

key, I now see the contemporary horrors of the Syria-Iran-Iraq 

struggle in a very different light.  Just a few months ago, I would 

have explained with a certain air of authoritative assurance, Turkey 

and the area seemed irrelevant, even evil.  Although it is too late in 

my career to go back to graduate school and start all over, I now 

and ever-increasingly want to be more nuanced, subtle, and inclu-

sive in my pronouncements.  So should we all. 

Richard Lyman, PhD, received his degree in Medieval His-

tory from Harvard University, which led to a 45-year academic ca-

reer.  Among his New England-area appointments, he served as 

Chair of History and founding Director of Asian Studies at Sim-

mons; later, in a 10 year “retirement” coda, he served both as Lec-

turer in and Director of Asian Studies at Brandeis.  Dr. Lyman may 

be contacted at richard.lyman@simmons.edu.  

Upcoming Psychohistory Forum’s 2015  

Work-In-Progress Seminars 

These seminars will include a New York psychoanalyst on January 31st on early 

psychoanalysts Adler and Freud, and in March on the psychology of music.  
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Reminiscence of WWII Sets the Pace in the 

Ukraine Crisis 

Marc-André Cotton—www.regardconscient.net   

 The conflict raging in Eastern Ukraine showed a dramatic 

evolution with the downing of Malaysian Airlines flight MH17 that 

killed 298 people, including 80 children, last July.  The two warring 

parties immediately accused one another.  This tragedy proved that 

pro-Russian separatists were “barbarians” in the eyes of Ukrainian 

authorities on one hand and the victims of a “Machiavellian plot” 

for those of the self-declared republic of Donetsk on the other hand 

(Courrier International, No. 1238, 7/24/2014).  The Obama admin-

istration then declared Vladimir Putin “culpable” of the plane crash 

and imposed further sanctions on Moscow, an escalation reminis-

cent of the Cold War.  The intergenerational transmission of unre-

solved family grief can be a root cause of tragic reenactments in 

public affairs.  In relation to the Ukraine crisis, a better understand-

ing of such mechanism would bring a peaceful conclusion.  

Feeling Victimized 

 This rhetoric shows a common willingness to put blame on 

the adversary so as to justify military operations against the 

“enemy”—thereby rejecting any responsibility in the mise-en-

scène.  In this context, Ukrainian forces and rebel separatists blame 

each other for the atrocities committed in the Eastern Donbass area, 

where thousands have been killed.  Such a compulsive reaction is a 

psychological defense mechanism projecting on an external cause 

the sequel of traumatic events experienced in the past.  While locat-

ing the source of one’s suffering, we can avoid re-experiencing the 

painful repressed emotions associated with the original trauma.  

Undoubtedly, this tendency to feel victimized stems from a back-

ground of punitive parenting in childhood.  However, this defense 

mechanism can also ensnare adults in tragic reenactment in which 

they assume the role of “persecutor” by their deeds or tacit con-

sent—as seen in the Ukraine crisis and many other political con-

flicts. 

 In November 2013, Kiev’s Independence Square witnessed 

violent confrontations after the rejection of an association agree-
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ment with the European Union (EU) by former pro-Russian presi-

dent Viktor Yanukovych.  After Yanukovych’s dismissal, the new 

parliament rushed to remove the official status of the Russian lan-

guage within 13 of the 27 jurisdictions of Ukraine, ultimately lead-

ing to secession of the Russian-speaking republic of Crimea.  Other 

eastern republics soon declared independence and took up arms, 

triggering an ongoing cycle of violence. 

Reminiscence of WWII Traumas 

 These events have apparently stimulated traumas associated 

with World War II.  The Russian media regularly refer to the 

“fascists” who took power in Kiev, while Ukrainian authorities ac-

cuse Moscow-sponsored separatists of being “terrorists committing 

crimes against humanity” in Ukraine (Le Monde, 07/23/2014).  Un-

resolved grief of the war period could explain why protagonists 

worship the memory of traumatic events that have become symbols 

of a restored identity on both sides. 

 Though it appears overstated to call all western Ukrainians 

“fascists” in favor of a rapprochement with the EU, it cannot be dis-

puted that some of them are fanatics revering Nazi-allied ancestors.  

At the time, 250,000 Ukrainian nationalists were trained by the 

Wehrmacht and took part in the extermination of Jews, gypsies, and 

communists.  Not only were these crimes never prosecuted, but the 

Kiev government also authorizes neo-Nazi groups to parade during 

supposedly patriotic celebrations.  In January 2014, for instance, 

chief of the right-wing Svoboda Party led a torch-lit parade through 

the streets of Kiev in honor of fascist leader Stepan Bander, the 

most radical Ukrainian nationalist and collaborator with Hitler 

(Robert Thurston, “Ukraine’s Toxic History of Fascism and Ethnic 

Cleansing,” History News Network, 3/5/2014, http://hnn.us/

article/154906). 

 A decade before the war, forced collectivization of rural ar-

eas by the Soviets and Stalin’s terror campaign caused a major fam-

ine that claimed millions of Ukrainian victims.  Historian Omelian 

Rudnitsky recalls: “It was apocalypse.  In this kind of collective 

farm (kolkhozian) ghetto without access to the outside world, all 

food supplies had been confiscated.  There were acts of cannibalism 

on children” (Omelian Roudnitsky, quoted by Piotr Smolar, 

“L’Ukraine donne une dimension politique à la commémoration de 
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la famine des années 1930,” Le Monde, 11/11/2008). 

 In 2006, the parliament in Kiev formally denounced the 

genocidal nature of this artificial famine and morphed the trage-

dy—now commonly known as the Holodomor (“killing by hun-

ger”)—into a touchstone of national identity.  Moscow criticized 

Holodomor as a politically motivated act, arguing that other ethnic 

groups had also endured dire food shortages and that collectiviza-

tion didn’t target Ukrainians, but mainly the layer of better-off 

peasants known as kulaks.  For its part, the European parliament 

acknowledged the Holodomor “as an appalling crime against the 

Ukrainian people, and against humanity” without using the term 

genocide (“European Parliament resolution of 23 October 2008 on 

the commemoration of the Holodomor, the Ukraine artificial fam-

ine” [1932-1933]).  So on the one hand, Ukrainian nationalists are 

claiming to exist as a people freed from Russian domination, while 

pro-Russian Ukrainians see Kiev’s movement to the West as a re-

pudiation of the country’s historic ties to Russia.  Is this just a polit-

ical issue or are there deeper motivations at play? 

Intergenerational Transmission of Violence 

 In their respective books, psychotherapists Alice Miller and 

her son Martin Miller contribute to a better understanding of how 

childhood traumas are transmitted to the next generation through 

the reenactment of past violence.  As we know, the first author fo-

cused on the innocence of children and on the unwitting allegiance 

they pay to their former persecutors’ thinking patterns.  By recon-

sidering their painful mother and son relationship in a very recent 

book, the second shows how the abuse endured by young Alicia 

within a Polish family of orthodox Jewish obedience, and then in 

the turmoil of the Nazi occupation, led to the neglect of her own 

child, Martin, who came to experience similar sentiments of des-

pair. 

 In Martin Miller’s book The True ‘Drama of the Gifted 

Child’.  The Tragedy of Alice Miller—How Repressed War Trau-

mas Impact Families (2013), Alice Miller acknowledges that she 

projected onto her husband Andreas the sensation of being “trapped 

and continuously monitored” that engulfed her during war-time in 

Warsaw, as a blackmailer threatened to reveal her Jewish identity to 

the Nazi occupiers.  Seeking “scapegoats”—in this case a husband 
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she didn’t love—was a means to cope with her traumatic past, as 

well as part of an insightful self-analysis dedicated to unveiling the 

adverse impact of childrearing violence on our daily lives and on 

society as a whole.  This was a standpoint she developed in her 

groundbreaking works. 

 Thus, cruel as it might seem, the painful dynamics of reen-

actment can be viewed as an expression of our human nature seek-

ing a growing consciousness.  It holds an “unconscious grammar” 

by which our inner selves take precedence and disclose machina-

tions that nearly led to their annihilation.  That is possibly why our 

re-stagings sometimes call upon the world to act as a witness and 

why we shamelessly lure our children into them. 

 In the Ukraine, intergenerational transmission of violence is 

rampant.  In a recent assessment, the Committee on the Rights of 

the Child (CRC) expressed concern about “reports of widespread 

use of corporal punishment in the home” despite a general prohibi-

tion since 2001, and worried about “the low level of awareness” of 

the public (“Global Initiative to End All Corporal Punishment of 

Children, Ukraine—Country Report,” March 2013, http://

www.endcorporalpunishment.org/pages/pdfs/states-reports/

Ukraine.pdf ).  The latest statistics from UNICEF show that 61.2% 

of children aged 2-14 years are subjected to physical or psychologi-

cal punishment by adults (“UNICEF Launches New MICS Report 

in Ukraine,” UNICEF, 1/29/2014, http://www.unicef.org/ukraine/

media_25665.html).  Non-governmental organizations (NGOs) 

charge that torture and ill-treatment of children and teenagers are 

widespread in the juvenile justice system too. 

 Persistence of such “educational” practices is partly due to 

the influence of a popular religiosity largely unchallenged even un-

der communism because it supported social authority.  The Soviet 

regime encouraged families to leave their children in the care of 

state institutions to pursue their ideological indoctrination.  The 

same model applies today to disabled or socially maladjusted chil-

dren who form the vast majority of juveniles growing up in orphan-

ages, where they were abandoned by their parents.  Ukrainian soci-

ety ostracizes these “children of the devil”—as they are called us-

ing a Biblical term—who are confined to state institutions where 

they are abused in isolation from the rest of the world. 
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 Such a mixture of helplessness and repressed rage makes 

the western Ukrainian population particularly vulnerable to messag-

es of hatred voiced by nationalists.  While displacing their frustra-

tion on an easy target—in this case the Russian-speaking minority 

blamed for the current social unrest—people deprive themselves of 

a possible healing, which requires a long-term trauma processing.  

Indeed, as in other parts of the world currently in conflict, this 

might well be the only therapeutic option able to silence the clash 

of arms. 

 Marc-André Cotton, PhD, International Psychohistorical 

Association Vice President, is a teacher and co-director with thera-

pist Sylvie Vermeulen of the French website Regard Conscient 

(www.regardconscient.net), dedicated to exploring the unconscious 

motivations of human behavior.  He may be contacted at marc-

andre.cotton@wanadoo.fr.   

Civilization and Its Discontents:  

A Kleinian Re-View 

Don Carveth—York University 

 I write this on September 11, 2014, the 13th anniversary of 

the September 11 attacks on the World Trade Center.  It is im-

portant to note that the terrorists responsible for these attacks were 

superego-driven ideologues more than id-driven psychopaths—not 

unlike the Nazi doctors.  Most Nazi doctors, as Robert Jay Lifton 

(The Nazi Doctors: Medical Killing and the Psychology of Geno-

cide, 1986) discovered, were racist ideologues, no more psycho-

pathic than Truman and those who dropped atom bombs on Hiro-

shima and Nagasaki, or the so-called “counter-terrorists” waging 

our terroristic “war on terror.”  One of the main reasons that in The 

Still Small Voice: Psychoanalytic Reflections on Guilt and Con-

science (2013) I recommend distinguishing the superego from the 

conscience is that while the superego plays a central role in the cy-

cle of violence wherein the formerly terrorized come to terrorize 

others, the conscience represents our only hope of transcending it. 

 Freud’s merging of conscience into the superego (in The 

Ego and the Id, 1923) is regrettable: whereas the superego is about 
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punishment fuelled by aggression, mostly turned on the self, though 

often righteously displaced outwards via the superego onto scape-

goats, conscience is about caring, both for others and one’s true 

self—caring fuelled by attachment and love.  Without the distinc-

tion between superego and conscience, it is difficult to distinguish 

the two very different types of guilt each generates: persecutory 

guilt generated by superego, and reparative guilt generated by con-

science.  The superego wants to beat, the conscience to heal.  Those 

naïve psychologists who think guilt is something we need to rid 

ourselves of have only punitive guilt in mind.  Due to the fact that 

Freud himself was not alert to the distinction elaborated in 1948 by 

Melanie Klein (“A Contribution to the Theory of Anxiety and 

Guilt,” International Journal of Psychoanalysis 29: 114-123) and in 

1964 by Léon Grinberg (“Two kinds of guilt: Their relations with 

normal and pathological aspects of mourning,” International Jour-

nal of Psychoanalysis 45: 366-371), he failed to see that while in 

civilization we need less persecutory guilt.  We are in need of a 

great deal more reparative guilt.   

 In other words, in civilization we need less superego and 

more conscience.  Whereas the conscience is grounded in attach-

ment, concern, and love, the superego, as Klein understood, is 

grounded in pre-genital introjection of the persecutory other (the 

bad breast) part-object (object is the psychoanalytic term for a 

loved one—a significant other), together with later turning of ag-

gression away from the oedipal rivals back against the ego, to 

which is then added internalization of (often immoral) cultural val-

ues via the parents’ superegos.  

 Although in his clinical thinking Freud recognizes the su-

perego’s sadism, in his sociological contributions he views it in 

prosocial terms as the upholder of law and order, while projecting 

what is antisocial and perverse in human nature onto the id, the re-

pository of the alleged animal in man.  Despite our clinical aware-

ness of its sadism, this association of the superego with the proso-

cial and the moral has made it difficult for us to keep its destruc-

tiveness clearly in mind, including the antisocial ideologies (the 

racism, sexism, heterosexism, classism, childism, etc.) we internal-

ize in socialization (which, in this respect, might well be thought of 

as “antisocial-ization”).  



Page 330       Clio’s Psyche 
 

 

 In associating the id with our allegedly natural destructive-

ness and perversity we have been blinded to the loving, caring, and 

sympathetic inclinations grounded in the primary or unlearned at-

tachment systems we share with other primates.  Animal research 

(De Waal, F. Good Natured: The Origins of Right and Wrong in 

Humans and Other Animals, Harvard University Press, 1997) has 

revealed the positive, mutually supportive, and sympathetic capaci-

ties of other primate species, challenging the myth of “the beast,” 

which turns out to mostly be a projection onto animals of our 

uniquely human destructiveness toward ourselves, one another, oth-

er species, and the environment in general.  Growing evidence from 

infant research (Paul Bloom, “The Moral Life of Babies,” New 

York Times Magazine, May 3, 2010) indicates that children as 

young as three months of age distinguish right from wrong, good 

from bad, and prefer the former over the latter.  This is not evidence 

of an “innate” morality, for even three-month-old infants have had 

considerable opportunity to identify with the loving nurturance of 

their caretakers.  However, it does demonstrate the roots of con-

science in early attachment, quite distinct from the internalizations 

of cultural ideology at five or six years of age that Freud saw as 

forming the superego.  It is high time we deconstruct the false equa-

tions of the id with immoral nature when much of what is truly 

moral in us stems from innate attachment tendencies, and the super-

ego with moral nurture when a great deal of our immorality is cul-

turally acquired.    

For decades we have been living in a neo-liberal culture of 

narcissism, a culture in flight from guilt and conscience, and as a 

result we have until recently lost touch with our own best insights 

into the unconscious guilt and self-punishment underlying diverse 

symptoms that on the surface often appear to have little or nothing 

to do with moral conflict.  Most people who suffer from emotional 

pain and torment are self-tormentors, even when their self-torture 

has its roots in trauma.  Victims of abuse usually end up as abusers, 

at least of themselves if not also of others.  In the all too present 

historical cycle of violence we witness victimized people uncon-

sciously imposing their own victimization upon others and in this 

way bringing further victimization upon themselves.  Wilfred Bion 

in “The Differentiation of the Psychotic from the Non-Psychotic 
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Part of the Personality” (International J. Psychoanalysis, 38, parts 

III-IV, 1957) writes of the “bizarre objects” created when the bad 

object is attacked and fragments proliferate into a multitude of bad 

objects.  In seeking to destroy terrorism we create many more ter-

rorists, not least by becoming terrorists ourselves. 

 In order to understand how victims come to victimize them-

selves and others, the concept of the superego is essential.  Trauma 

generates rage that due to both love (ambivalence) and fear is 

turned on the self in the form of the superego.  In Civilization and 

Its Discontents (1930) Freud argued that civilized order depends on 

inhibition of our antisocial tendencies.  As most people lack the 

strength of character needed to restrain themselves without self-

deception and lack the talent for much sublimation, they are forced 

to resort to repression with the consequent disguised neurotic return 

of the repressed this involves.  The higher the civilization, the more 

aggression is repressed, and the more it is turned inward against the 

ego resulting in the build-up of neurotic guilt.  The superego is 

formed through an identification with the aggressors: Instead of re-

taliating against them, I identify with them and turn my aggression 

against myself.  Later, as a defense against such self-victimization, 

I identify with my persecutory superego and attack (scapegoat) oth-

ers instead.  Through projection these others come to embody my 

own aggression, a projection aided by evidence of their aggression, 

including that which mine has provoked in them.  In this way, the 

cycle of violence is perpetuated. 

 It is becoming ever clearer that there is only one way out: 

this is for victims to recognize the aggressor in themselves and to 

seek to disarm and make peace with the enemy inside, rather than 

continuing to project, provoke, and find it in the other and thus per-

petuate rather than breach the cycle of violence.  While Freud is 

right to point to the neurotic consequences of the build-up of puni-

tive guilt due to repression and turning against the self (superego), 

he fails to understand that authentic morality (conscience) is not 

something we learn from society but something that derives from 

both our primate heritage and our earliest experiences of life-giving 

nurturance that establish our need to nurture others in return.  Con-

science not only calls us to reject the immoral superego and the 

false societal values comprising it, it requires us to recognize that 
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“the enemy is us”—a “crucifying” experience that can happen on 

the individual level in the context of a deep psychoanalytic process. 

In Kleinian terms this is an advance from the paranoid-

schizoid to the depressive or reparative position.  I recently ob-

served a patient I’ve been working with for many years achieve this 

advance.  He had for a long time had a compulsion to visit “happy-

ending” massage parlors.  We analyzed this from every possible 

perspective.  It was only when I finally got around to asking him if 

he ever considered how his wife might feel if she knew of his activ-

ity that things began to shift.  He replied that he never allowed his 

mind to go there because if he did he might have to stop.  He subse-

quently reported that he had never considered what he was doing as 

going to prostitutes or as “cheating,” managing to view it instead as 

a kind of “health and relaxation” regimen.  Next he reported over-

hearing a group of men at work talking about a colleague who was 

having an affair.  He was stunned to realize they were not im-

pressed, but speaking of him with derision and contempt.  He 

stopped going to massage parlors and subsequently became much 

more empathic, kind, and loving toward his wife.  At the same 

time, he grew in confidence and responsibility in his work life, no 

longer needing to change his shirt three times a day due to sweat-

ing, and pretty much overcame the lifelong, chronic dysphoria, pes-

simism, and irritability that had characterized him. 

However, it is one thing to help bring about such healing on 

the individual level.  It is quite another to achieve it on the collec-

tive level.  He and I had developed a trusting mutuality over the 

years.  I liked him and he knew it, and he respected me.  I was, after 

many years, able to confront him with questions that did not initiate 

a superego attack but that, instead, evoked his conscience.  He did 

not feel morally attacked by me and he did not inflict useless puni-

tive guilt upon himself.  Instead he managed to shift into the repara-

tive position and began to be able to far more effectively love his 

wife and then love and respect himself.  The problem is that on the 

collective level the sort of intense, tested, tried, and true bond be-

tween therapist and patient that provides the context in which such 

healing can occur is largely absent.  Freud discovered the role of 

the transference in therapy.  Heinz Kohut elaborated the role of the 

mirroring and idealizing “selfobject” transferences in the healing 
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process.  Klein and Kohut are seldom mentioned in the same breath 

but they should be because the Kleinian advance from the paranoid-

schizoid to the depressive-reparative position is generally mediated 

by the presence of a therapist who provides needed “selfobject 

function” for the patient—the functions Donald Winnicott called 

“holding” and that Bion called “containing.”  In ordinary language, 

we can simply say that in a good therapeutic relationship the patient 

comes to value, trust, and respect the therapist, who through such 

trust and respect acquires the capacity to help the patient achieve 

developmental milestones previously unattained. 

Unfortunately, as Fred Alford has explained (in Melanie 

Klein and Critical Social Theory, Yale University Press, 1989, 

chapter three: “A Psychoanalytic Theory of the Large Group”), 

whereas in small groups where face-to-face contact occurs one can 

encounter and be affected by the other, in larger, more anonymous 

groups such feedback is unavailable.  Alford points out how in 

large groups personal identity is less supported and anxiety is gen-

erated.  For these and other reasons it is hard for people to find in 

large group settings the kind of “selfobject” responsiveness that fa-

cilitates personal growth and, as a result, regression rather than pro-

gression all too frequently occurs.  The trouble with abstract substi-

tutes for the therapist, such as a loving and forgiving God for be-

lievers, or a trusted theory of history providing political guidance, is 

that such abstractions are precisely that—abstractions—rather than 

living, breathing others with the heart and the conscience to con-

front.  Such abstract others are not really “other” and can as easily 

support fanaticism as personal growth.  Feeling that my trusted 

therapist is fundamentally on my side sometimes allows me 

(eventually) to tolerate him being “other,” thinking differently, even 

confronting my darkness.  An abstract significant other, such as 

God or my theory of the laws of historical development, is as likely 

to feed my madness as it is to help me overcome it. 

 Don Carveth, PhD, is Emeritus Professor of Sociology and 

Social & Political Thought and a Senior Scholar at York Universi-

ty, Director of the Toronto Institute of Psychoanalysis, and author 

of The Still Small Voice: Psychoanalytic Reflections on Guilt and 

Conscience (London, Karnac, 2013).  He may be contacted at 

dcarveth@gmail.com.  
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Baseball’s Love Affair with Derek Jeter 

Paul H. Elovitz—Ramapo College 

 Derek Jeter has been one of my all-time favorite athletes 

since his stellar qualities became apparent during his first full year 

as the Yankee shortstop in 1996 when he was selected as Rookie of 

the Year.  His remarkable athletic abilities and consistent play led 

to him getting more hits than all but five other men in the history of 

baseball in his two decade long Yankee career.  He was famous for 

his extraordinary fielding and hitting when it was most necessary, 

which in baseball is called a clutch hitter.  This is partly why he is 

often hailed as “Mr. September,” “Mr. October,” and even “Mr. 

November” for at the very end of the season or post-season he got 

crucial hits that greatly contributed to the Yankees becoming such a 

winning team during most of his tenure.   

Jeter was celebrated, along with his former teammate 

Mariano Rivera, as much for his extraordinary performance as for 

how he represented excellence and character in an age of self-

celebration and steroids.  He embodied the older ideal of the team 

comes first and self-restraint in professional sports in an era when a 

player celebrates a good play by “showboating”—getting the cam-

eras to focus on him through narcissistic celebrations of going into 

a dance or another eye catching action.  In an earlier period this 

would have been considered disrespectful of opponents.  Similarly, 

failure is increasingly expressed by succumbing to childlike expres-

sions of emotions in the smashing of water coolers or other objects.  

In contrast Jeter and Rivera stood out though their self-restraint and 

hard work. 

 Upon becoming Yankee captain in 2003, Jeter led by exam-

ple.  More than his considerable abilities as a hitter and fielder are 

his qualities as a clean-living, consistent, uncomplaining player in 

an era of prima donnas and highly paid athletes who spend much of 

their time on the injury list.  He made his career as a singles hitter 

who “sets the table” for those who hit doubles and home runs.  His 

teammates report his uncomplainingly playing while hurt.  Injuries 

finally caught up to Jeter last year, causing him to miss most of the 

season and to announce that he would be retiring at the end of this, 
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his 20th year as the shortstop for the Yankee.   

 Although Jeter is clearly my favorite player, as I watched  

game after game I became increasingly annoyed that Yankee and 

other announcers ignored the details of the game itself and focused 

on his impending retirement.  As a psychohistorian interested in 

group phenomena I’m puzzled by the incredible focus on Jeter 

throughout baseball as well as among Yankee fans.  Wherever 

Derek Jeter has played in the latter part of this season he was her-

alded in the stadiums of opposing teams with large checks being 

written to his Turn 2 Foundation, which seeks to motivate young 

people to turn from alcohol and drugs to a healthy life style.  The 

commissioner of baseball recently called him the “face of baseball” 

and gave a check for $22,222.22 (the 2s to honor Jeter’s number 2) 

to the Foundation.  In baseball, Jeter is far from alone in having 

such a foundation. 

 I joked that if the messiah of all humankind should come 

and be recognized as such, then there couldn’t be much more fan-

fare than that which has been given to Derek Jeter, especially in the 

latter part of the baseball season.  Why?  When Ty Cobb, Babe 

Ruth, Stan Musial, Hank Greenberg, and Joe DiMaggio retired 

there was fanfare, but nothing like this.  It is true that so many of us 

remember Lou Gehrig’s famous “The luckiest man on the face of 

the earth” speech on July 4th, 1939 made famous by the movie The 

Pride of the Yankees (1942).  However, there was the drama in 

Gehrig’s case that this superb athlete was losing control of his body 

due to amyotrophic lateral sclerosis (ALS), which is popularly 

known as Lou Gehrig’s disease.  There has never been a send-off 

like Jeter’s in major league baseball.  Indeed, on the night of his 

final Yankee home game, Jeter said that it partly felt like he was at 

his own funeral because of the way people were speaking of him in 

such idealized terms.   

 Jeter illustrated his clutch hitting in his final game at Yan-

kee stadium.  This was despite the fact that he was so nervous he 

almost asked his manager to take him out of the game since he 

feared he would not be able to perform and told reporters that he 

made several mental mistakes that fortunately did not affect his per-

formance.  Despite his enormous anxiety he got two hits, including 

one in the bottom of the ninth inning that drove in the winning run.  
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This sent the fans, his teammates, and many of his retired team-

mates who had come to honor him, into an even greater frenzy of 

appreciation.  After the game, instead of rushing for the exits to 

beat the traffic home, most of the packed Yankee stadium crowd 

stood in awed appreciation, waiting for a final look at their hero, 

who walked around the stadium acknowledging them with a wave. 

 Nostalgia is certainly a major force in this idealization of an 

excellent baseball player who has served among many other fine 

baseball players.  Jeter has always been incredibly respectful of the 

sport he has loved and played since he was four or five years old.  

He respects teammates, managers, owners, opponents, the media, 

and his fans, and has been unwavering in carrying out his responsi-

bilities to one and all.  Jeter would speak to the reporters even when 

he had a terrible day on the field by striking out consistently, mak-

ing errors, and hitting into double plays (causing two of the three 

outs allowed in an inning).  He always assumed responsibility for 

what he did not do well and for losses.  This is very unusual in a 

game in which the best hitters are likely to fail 70 percent of the 

time.  When A-Rod (Alex Rodriguez), an ego-driven prima donna 

teammate whom he had called a friend, betrayed him, Jeter quietly 

removed himself from that relationship as best he could.  To the 

frustration of the media, who love open conflict, he avoided the 

subject as he went about doing his job.   

In addition to lauding his qualities as a player and human 

being, this idealization of their retiring shortstop may also represent 

nostalgia for the glory days of victory when the Yankees went to 

the playoff every year and won the World Series five times during 

his service.  To a lesser degree, an unprecedented focus on a retir-

ing player began last year with the retirement of the great Yankee 

pitcher, Mariano Rivera, who closed out games.  These were the 

only two years that Jeter played that the Yankees did not win 

enough games to go to the playoffs.  Could nostalgia be a distrac-

tion from the game, resulting in a poorer performance, or be a sub-

stitute for victory? 

 To Jeter, playing the game is what it has always been about, 

not the hoopla of modern sports.  He represents the values of the 

old time baseball player from when the sport was so much less 

commercialized and it was mostly about the game, rather than the 
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personality of the player.  He was unusual in staying on the same 

team and playing the same position throughout his entire career.  

His traditionalism was shown by always being announced at bat in 

Yankee stadium by the dignified voice of Yankee announcer (from 

1951-2007) Bob Sheppard.   

 Jeter represents the middle-American player, in his case 

raised in Kalamazoo, Michigan.  Although he has never married or 

had children (saying it would be irresponsible to have children 

when he was away from home so much as an active player) and 

kept his private life quite private, Jeter symbolized both the clean-

cut all-American boy grown to responsible manhood and racial har-

mony.  His Caucasian mother, African-American father, African-

American-appearing sister and nephew would watch him play game 

after game, enthusiastically cheering him on as the family always 

had since he was a boy in Little League.   

 Derek’s success in baseball was a family affair.  As a skinny 

little green-eyed eight-year-old with “twigs for arms and legs,” he 

fell in love with baseball and dreamed of becoming the shortstop on 

the New York Yankees.   This dream was not treated casually by 

his family.  His parents had met in the U.S. Army in Germany and 

their parenting stressed setting and achieving goals through hard 

work and self-discipline.  Jeter reports that “they were relentless 

about their involvement in their children’s lives and in what we 

dreamed of doing with ourselves” (Derek Jeter with Jack Curry, 

The Life You Imagine: Life Lessons for Achieving Your Dreams, 

2000, 9).  His father is a substance abuse counselor, psychothera-

pist, and a professor of sociology with a master’s degree in social 

work and a PhD in sociology.  He idealizes his father, who he de-

scribes as “soft yet stern as a dad, but…tough when it was time to 

compete” and said that, “I knew that my parents would give me 

positive and honest feedback” (Life You Imagine, 7-8).  The family 

made contracts with their son, holding him to high standards of per-

formance and not letting him take playing ball for granted.  “Can’t” 

was not an acceptable word in his family.  Jeter played shortstop, as 

his father had in college, and refused to move to the less physically 

taxing outfield, where Yankee management wanted him to move 

because they thought that would extend his career.  

 Growing up in a biracial family put a spotlight on him and 
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proper middle class standards had to be maintained.  Unlike Barack 

Obama, who starting at age 12 didn’t want his mom to come around 

when he was playing basketball with the other kids because he 

would face the complexity of having to explain a white mother, 

Jeter’s biracial family has been a consistent presence.  His closest 

friends appear to be diverse: black, Hispanic, and white.   

Even during his final Yankee Stadium game, Jeter had a 

great ability to keep playing and proving himself on the field even 

when he felt a “weird range of emotions.”  This probably evoked 

feelings he had as a child when parents stared and kids used the “N-

word” due to their discomfort around a seemingly white child with 

biracial parents.  While Barack Obama’s mother taught him to just 

keep walking when kids in Indonesia used racial slurs and threw 

rocks at him, the Jeters taught their son to just keep playing the 

game he so loved when confronted with America’s racial ambiva-

lence and hatred.  In his last game at Yankee Stadium when it felt 

“like an out of body experience,” he just kept playing and drove in 

both the first and the winning run.  He always seemed to know his 

own emotions but he was most comfortable speaking with his 

glove, bat, and accurate throws to first base.   

 Dignity.  In a sport where the reporters, including women, 

get to go into the locker rooms, the players are denied the oppor-

tunity to simply unwind and express their sense of glee or frustra-

tions to their teammates and friends unobserved.  Before the camer-

as, the sport has become less and less dignified.  During the post-

game Yankee Stadium interview of the game’s star, teammates 

sneak up and hit him with a pie in the face or, more recently, empty 

a huge tub of Gatorade on the hero of the game.  Jeter’s teammates 

knew not to do this to their captain since it would be a betrayal of 

the dignity in which he held himself and the game.  However, on 

the last evening Jeter played, he was given the Gatorade shower—

with knowledge beforehand that it would happen.   

 As the fever pitch of “Derek Jeter Mania” heightened, it 

seemed stranger and stranger to the boy from Kalamazoo.  “With 

everyone chanting thank you Derek, I am thinking for what?  I’m 

just doing my job!  These last few weeks have gotten tougher and 

tougher.”  He was so afraid “I would breakdown [cry],” that “This 

was my last game at shortstop,” it brought forth “a weird range of 
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emotions….”  “This year was special, at times difficult, almost like 

watching a funeral like you are about to die.  I appreciate it [the 

fans’ honoring of him]” but it “feels like a part of you is dying.  

The baseball side.”  Clearly, Jeter is somewhat psychologically at-

tuned, causing me to wonder if his psychotherapist father, who he 

so respects, had encouraged him to go into therapy to deal with the 

pressures of being a celebrity.  

In his final New York City game, Jeter not only struggled 

mightily to control most of his emotions that were not associated 

with doing his job as well as possible, but he even spoke about his 

suppressing them, reporting that “I almost started crying driving 

here today which is what the announcers were looking for.  I think I 

did a pretty good job of hiding my emotions.  Like when I’d be 

hurt.  A couple times I almost broke down [cried today].  I’m just 

doing my job.”  He questioned why everyone is making so much of 

his retirement and implicitly why they may want to see him cry for 

their own reasons, but he’s here about baseball and he keeps his 

emotions private and within his family.  He repeatedly referred to 

his “tricking” himself so that he would not break down, cry, or ex-

press emotions he did not see as dignified for the game.  Playing 

“was a lot of fun.  These guys are like brothers.  Mr. T. [Joe Torre, 

his longest serving manager] was like a father.”  He then in his talk 

congratulated the Baltimore Orioles, declaring “They should win 

[the pennant and the World Series].  They deserve it.”     

 Baseball has been displaced by the much more violent game 

of football as America’s favorite sport.  However, football is torn 

by the scandal of managerial cover ups of players beating their 

wives and children precisely at the time when there is such adora-

tion of the Yankee shortstop who has never been involved in scan-

dal.  Jeter symbolizes the American ego ideal of yesterday, as the 

country looks for imperfections and the Achilles heels in those it 

raises to stardom.  

 Paul H. Elovitz, PhD, is a Yankee fan who seldom misses a 

game on television and who may be contacted at pelovitz@aol.com. 
 
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Jeff Koons and the Channeling of the 

American Soul 

Tom Ferraro—Private Practice 

Gifted artists are conduits that express their culture’s identi-

ty and its unconscious state of mind.  This channels the collective 

unconscious of the society they live in.  When they do it well, they 

obtain an impressive amount of fame.  Jackson Pollack channeled 

the arrival of the ‘60s in his violent drip paintings.  We are far from 

the ‘60s and America has survived the sexual and the drug revolu-

tions.  So who are we now?  What can we say about America in 

2014, and who is most accurate in describing it?  Say hello to ce-

lebrity artist Jeff Koons. 

 Jeff Koons is unmistakably our man.  He has achieved pop 

culture supremacy and was given a major retrospective at the Whit-

ney Museum of American Art from July to October 2014.  There is 

much to admire about Koons, but there is much to worry over as 

well.  His Balloon Dog (Orange) recently sold for $58.4 million, 

which is the largest amount ever given for a piece of art by a living 

artist.  His factory has produced five of them so far.  However, this 

is merely one of his ideas.  His staff of craftspeople produce works 

which include larger than life-size stainless steel casts of blow up 

rabbits, Popeye the Sailorman statues, stainless steel replicas of bal-

loon toys of the Hulk, huge mounds of Play-Doh cast in aluminum 

and painted to look more real than the original, and more.  

 Jeff Koons is a supreme surrealist, master salesman, crafts-

man, and perfectionist.  He has the youthful good looks of a well-to

-do Wall Streeter, a place where he once worked as a bond sales-

man.  He has expressed the shiny façade which hides all the despair 

in American life.   

The only collectors able to afford any of Koons’ works of 

art are the very rich, the “one percenters.”  It may be proper to say 

that Jeff Koons is a one percenter with crayons.  He describes all of 

his work as large scale efforts to make people feel good about 

themselves and to make art understandable to the masses.  He lik-

ens Popeye’s can of spinach to his art, whereby you ingest it and it 
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will make you powerful.  He says all that with a straight face.    

 His most famous series are the five Balloon Dogs, which are 

360 cubic feet, are made of stainless steel, and are then painted and 

buffed so that they are perfect mirrors.  On the most obvious level, 

these perfectly blown up, puffed up, and shined objects serve as the 

quintessential image of America’s narcissism.  Like all narcissists, 

the shiny exterior hides a troublesome emptiness on the inside.  

These balloon pieces seem ready to burst at the slightest touch, yet 

another allusion to the narcissist and their tendency to explode in 

rage if insulted.  Jeff Koons’ first series back in 1981 was called 

New Hoover Convertibles, which contained groups of brand new 

Hoover vacuum cleaners encased in clear Plexiglass and lit from 

below with fluorescent lighting.  By the way, if that appeals to you, 

each set sells for about $11.8 million.  The vacuum cleaner is an-

other symbol of the narcissist, with endless amounts of emptiness, 

hunger, and a need to keep on eating in order to fill up.  In an over-

worked, depleted, and valueless society we all need a daily fix of 

something to feel alive.   

 His large sculpture of Popeye the Sailor Man with his over-

sized muscles, limited IQ, and a can full of spinach is a true won-

der.  After all, who doesn’t love Popeye?  Koonsian use of cartoon 

figures, blow up toys, and gargantuan sculpture of a pile of Play-

Doh all produce a childlike air of fun and merriment.  The show 

from first floor to last has that “always merry and bright” feeling 

along with a sense of shallowness.  Koons brings with him the idea 

that playtime is here for good.  Oh, if that were only true.  

 Koons has wittingly and unwittingly become the standard 

bearer of American culture, expressing the optimistic, childlike 

quality of America.  So what about the darker emotions?  What 

about our angst, anxiety, despair, or emptiness?  Is art obligated to 

point all this out?  Maybe Koons has it right.  “Always merry and 

bright.”  

Freud made us aware that dream images and the work of the 

unconscious typically served as a defense function so that the imag-

es that emerge from the unconscious were often the opposite of 

what they once were.  If you dream of a defenseless baby bear at 

the door, this theory suggests that you were actually dealing with a 
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ferocious animal that was ready to eat you alive.  Koons iconogra-

phy gives us a multitude of “merry and bright” objects.  What is 

clearly not being expressed is what is inside these big shiny objects: 

rage, despair, and deadness. 

 Works by economists like Thomas Piketty’s Capitalism in 

the 21st Century (2013) and George Tyler’s What Went Wrong: 

How the 1% Hijacked the American Middle Class (2013) have de-

scribed how American capitalism has created a serious imbalance 

of wealth and how the Occupy Wall Street Movement failed.  The 

result is that the American middle class has been fully vanquished 

and hollowed out.  The final proof of that came with the global 

meltdown of 2008 and the triumph of the one percenters.  The dark 

and desperate American life has become the brighter, bigger, and 

more popular image of Koons’ objects.  His larger-than-life Split 

Rocker, now on display in Rockefeller Center, is a huge replica of 

the head of a child’s rocking horse, an apt image of the middle class 

rocking away but not getting anywhere.  

 Alexis de Tocqueville once described Americans as opti-

mistic, hardworking, down to earth, and not inclined to either litera-

ture or the arts.  Like a happy-go-lucky child, we have proudly giv-

en the world our Popeye, our Play-Doh, our basketballs, our Hoo-

ver vacuum cleaners, and our Incredible Hulk.  Who would have 

guessed that an artist would come along, love all these things so 

much that he would shine them up, enlarge them, and give them 

back to us?  If you thought Andy Warhol was odd and cunning and 

clever, this guy is Warhol on steroids.  

 We are a great big, youthful, naïve, immature, beautiful, 

happy, shallow, fun-loving nation.  Koons has shown us that there 

is much to admire about us, but the thing that is lying dormant 

within one of those stainless steel balloons and vacuum cleaners 

and basketballs is America’s worry and rage.  All of our loneliness, 

lack of meaning, overwork, and depletion is the hidden story that is 

nowhere to be found on all these pretty surfaces.  The economic 

balloon burst on us six years ago, and I for one sure hope it doesn’t 

burst again anytime soon.  In the meantime, I will spend my time 

wading around in the kiddie pool using one of Koons’ aluminum 

cast or bronze pool toys and praying to God that I don’t sink to the 

bottom.  
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 Tom Ferraro, PhD, is a psychoanalyst, sports psychologist, 

and commentator on contemporary society who lives on Long Is-

land and may be reached at DrTFerraro@aol.com.  

Nikolay Chernyshevsky’s Novel  

as a Psychological Profile 

Anna Geifman—Boston University 

Stanislav Repinetskiy—Moscow City Pedagogical U. 

In April 1863, Russia’s leading literary journal The Contem-

porary (Sovremennik) published a novel entitled What Is to Be 

Done?  Its author, Nikolai Chernyshevsky, was a journalist and 

staunch opponent of the imperial regime.  He belonged to a cluster 

of the notorious nihilists, as rowdy and offensive for the traditional 

setting as they were politically harmless.  The government of Tsar 

Alexander II did not share this opinion: Chernyshevsky wrote his 

novel while awaiting trial for seditious activity in the solitary con-

finement of the Peter and Paul prison in St. Petersburg.  What Is to 

Be Done? underwent a thorough official read-through before publi-

cation was allowed, and the censor’s verdict was that it was a harm-

less love story.  Chernyshevsky’s work was an obvious rejoinder to 

Ivan Turgenev’s world-famous Fathers and Sons, which had coined 

the term “nihilists” and caused a cultural and social uproar only a 

year earlier.  To overlook this connection was the censor’s major 

faux pas.  On the other hand, no one could predict that the less-than

-mediocre fiction would become an instant literary sensation and, 

for many among the Russian radical youth, no less than “a bi-

ble” (W. Bruce Lincoln, In War’s Dark Shadow, 1983, 140). 

The novel is of woeful quality indeed: the plot aspires to be 

entertaining and is not; its development is forced and overtly di-

dactic; dialogues are rambling and monotonous to a yawn.  Yet, 

instead of being thrust aside as bluntly weak prose—“from the ar-

tistic point of view beneath any criticism and simply laughable”—

Chernyshevsky’s work suddenly metamorphosed into a topic of 

impassioned debates, with opinions ranging from “disgusting” and 

“abominable” to “charming” (Nikolai Leskov, Sobranie sochineny, 

Vol. 3, Moscow: Terra, 1996, 175-176).   
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The Russian reader of the era was not easily impressed: typ-

ically well-acquainted with the European classical literature, also 

witnessed its creation at home by a legion of celebrated contempo-

raries, such as Gogol, Nekrasov, Saltykov-Shchedrin, and Tolstoy.  
Exhilaration over What Is to Be Done? was obviously not due to its 

literary merit, but “for the young people of the time, it was a revela-

tion…” (P.A. Kropotkin, Idealy i deistvitel’nost’ v russkoi litera-

ture [St. Petersburg, 1907], 306-307).  A contemporary confessed 

that he and others “read the novel practically on bended knee, with 

the kind of piety that does not permit the slightest smile on the lips, 

the kind with which sacred books are read” (Irina Paperno, Cher-

nyshevsky and the Age of Realism: A Study in the Semiotics of Be-

havior [Stanford University Press, 1988], 27). 

The revelation of Chernyshevsky’s “sacred text” was a col-

lective portrait of the “New People”—young, progressive men and 

women in the stagnating society of retrogrades and philistines.  

Characters that represent the idealized archetype accentuate strictly 

rational decision-making and behavior, integrity, good intent, and 

unyielding determination.  Chernyshevsky’s obvious goal was to 

show the new breed of men capable of building a beautiful new life 

for themselves and others.  

What Is to Be Done? was a pamphlet on how to build a uto-

pia; yet, it did not contain a single direct reference to the revolution.  

The writer’s only option, if he wished to bypass censorship, was to 

count on his readers to interpret hints between the lines—an estab-

lished practice in Russian literature.  In fact, the book was “a pro-

gram...a banner of sorts” (Kropotkin, Idealy i deistvitel’nost’ v  

russkoi literature, 306-307), and its protagonists were but mediums 

to delineate an assortment of qualities which, according to the au-

thor, were required for success.  It mattered little that these ideal 

types were generic and psychologically underdeveloped to the point 

of appearing flat and lifeless.  Had Chernyshevsky not been forced 

to disguise his objectives between the two covers of a would-be 

love story, he could have easily bypassed altogether the character 

interplay, clumsily superimposed on an ideological message.  These 

relationships were artificial and unessential, serving solely to un-

derscore for the reader the general image of the “new person.”  

Thus, Chernyshevsky acknowledged that his key hero Rakhmetov 
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was irrelevant to the plot; his purpose was merely to exemplify the 

iron-willed revolutionary ascetic—to be immortalized for his abso-

lute commitment to the people which Rakhmetov proved by sleep-

ing on a bed of nails.   

 “I grew up on Chernyshevsky,” recalled a member of the 

underground movement, and Rakhmetov “was my ideal” (Paperno, 

Chernyshevsky and the Age of Realism, 30).  The “revolutionary 

bible” provided an archetype to emulate.  It defined the sought-after 

yet elusive identity which, having rejected that of their fathers, the 

new generation had such troubles formulating.  “Manna from heav-

en never brought so much joy to the starving as this novel brought 

to the young people who had previously been wandering aimlessly 

around Petersburg.  It was just like a vision sent from on 

high” (Ibid., 27)—was a visualization of the new persona they 

could incorporate to fill the void of their barren selves (S. A. Re-

penetsky, “K voprosu ob otnosheny obshchestva k romanu N. G. 

Chernyshevskogo ‘Chto delat’?,” Klio, No. 2, 2014, 46-50). 

Emulation of poorly-drawn fictional models is hardly suffi-

cient for developing a strong identity, even if one goes so far as to 

sleep on nails, as some radicals tried.  Clearly, something deeper 

than the lifestyle and actions of Chernyshevsky’s ghost-like charac-

ters connected them to the young men and women who came to see 

his novel as a blueprint for real life.  If only for the absence of a 

compelling aesthetic or intellectual value of the novel, the genuine 

connection must be in the realm of psychology.   

It is a psychological truism that when a person responds 

strongly to another human being, he bares the essential emotional 

attributes similar or identical to those revealed by his counterpart.  

Rational considerations will consequently come into play, often as 

justification, but one needs to have the same emotive characteristics 

in order to respond to them in another, be these traits attractive or 

repelling.  To relate, a person has to have in his personality that 

very feature which recognizes its mirror image in somebody else.   

Perhaps this axiom may be applicable in the analyses of the 

fictional images, such as the protagonists in What Is to Be Done?  

Knowing the extent to which Chernyshevsky’s make-believe char-

acters mesmerized the young Russian radicals, examination of his 
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icon-like archetypes could open a new way of understanding the 

bona fide revolutionaries.  The method presupposes inverse analy-

sis, stemming from the make-believe to the authentic and projecting 

the mentality of the invented heroes to real-life individuals.  Scores 

of young people related so passionately to the bleak, feeble, psy-

chologically immature selves of the novel’s images because they 

recognized themselves and, following Chernyshevsky-the-prophet, 

discovered “what is to be done.”   

Comrades considered it bizarre that “such a hazy, tedious, 

toothless” book could have turned Lenin “inside out,” and, accord-

ing to his own words, “charged him” for the rest of his life, as it did 

hundreds of other would-be revolutionaries, and caused Lenin to 

adopt the same title for his own seminal programmatic work  

(Nikolai Valentinov, Vstrechi s Leninym, 73).  On the contrary!  It 

was understandable that the novel’s characters would have irresisti-

ble appeal for Lenin; indeed, they “mimicked” his arid and calculat-

ing self; his detail-oriented and goal-driven personality; his single-

mindedness and inability to empathize; his emotional deficiency 

and detachment, bordering on disgust, from anything “impractical.”  

In his own way, he emulated even the moral fortitude of Cher-

nyshevsky’s characters—only his ethics would be more rigid than 

those of the earlier generation radicals: any action that advanced the 

Bolshevik party was justifiable; anything that impeded its victory 

was depraved.  What Is to Be Done? has turned Lenin’s seemingly 

repulsive traits into revolutionary virtues; it outlined a prototype of 

a new man, whom he recognized.  Having read it, a 17-year-old 

Lenin was thrilled to enter the newly-found framework suitable for 

a professional revolutionary, in which there was no place for confu-

sion or vacillation—states of mind he so poorly tolerated (Anna 

Geifman, “Lenin’s Personality Profile,” Clio’s Psyche , vol. 11, no. 

2 [September 2004], 33-40).    

Not everyone in the antigovernment movement was enthusi-

astic about Chernyshevsky’s literary prophecy.  Still, many related 

to the psychological parameters of a new radical identity, which his 

characters represented.  Mirroring the new revolutionary genera-

tion, these images provide its collective portrait.     

Anna Geifman, PhD, is the author of Thou Shalt Kill: Rev-

olutionary Terrorism in Russia, 1894-1917 (1993); Entangled in 
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Terror: The Azef Affair and the Russian Revolution (2000); La mort 

sera votre dieu: du nihilisme russe au terrorisme islamiste (2005); 

and Death Orders: The Vanguard of Modern Terrorism in Revolu-

tionary Russia (2010).  Geifman is Professor of History Emerita at 

Boston University and a Senior Researcher at Bar-Ilan University 

in Israel. She may be reached at annageifman 

@hotmail.com.  Stanislav Repinetskiy, PhD, is the author of The 

Formation of Russian Liberal Ideology during the Debate of Aboli-

tion Question in Journalism in 1856 –1860 (2010).  He is the editor 

of Civil Society vs. Corruption (2007).  Repinetskiy is a doctoral 

student at Bar-Ilan University in Israel and honorary President of 

the Samara Union of Young Scientists in Russia.  He may be con-

tacted at stasre@gmail.com.  

Funny Bones and Cracked Ribs 

Burton Norman Seitler—Psychoanalytic Practice 

In the 17th century, Thomas Hobbes, in what has been de-

scribed as his characteristically cynical manner, regarded most hu-

mor as a means by which one exalted oneself over others by mak-

ing fun of their shortcomings.  Freud wrote in Jokes and Their Re-

lation to the Unconscious (1905) that it not only served that pur-

pose, but also much more, namely, the reduction of tension emanat-

ing from the unconscious via satisfaction of the pleasure principle.  

By that, he meant that the unconscious, particularly id and superego 

conflicts, could be expressed and satisfied safely through the dis-

guised medium of humor.  

According to Elliot Orring, in his book, Jokes and Their Re-

lations (1992), by the end of the 19th century, the capacity to appre-

ciate humor and the talent to be able to utilize it constructively were 

now felt to be signs of a civilized society.  In his book Sex and 

Character (1903), Otto Weininger recognized the transcendent 

qualities of humor.  He made a keen differentiation between humor 

and satire.  For him, humor was essentially tolerant, while satire 

was intolerant.  Others have described how humor helps us endure 

hardship.  An example of this is seen in the following humorous 

vignette, which I call “The Messiah”:  
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Far off the beaten path, practically in the middle of 

nowhere, a small town exists.  In fact, it is so re-

mote that it does not appear on any map.  Because 

of this, the Jewish congregation, who make up a ti-

ny portion of this obscure town, was concerned that 

if the Messiah were to come, he would not find 

them.  Accordingly, they built a huge tower from 

which a watchman that they had appointed could 

intercept the Messiah and direct him to the towns-

people.  Years pass and nothing happens.  Finally, 

one day, a stranger happens upon the tower, where-

upon the watchman rapidly descends from his post 

to speak with this visitor.  “Why are you here and 

how did you find us?” asks the watchman.  The 

stranger deftly evades the question and asks some of 

his own in return.  “Why is this tower here and why 

are you on top of it?” adding, “I doubt that this kind 

of a job pays very much.”  The watchman replies, 

“It’s true.  The job pays very little, but you know, 

it’s a job for life.”  In waiting whether it is for the 

arrival of the Messiah, Savior, or Redeemer, there is 

hope, and it is the hope that allows humans to find 

both purpose and reason to go on.  Laughter serves 

both of these aims. 

Can one better overcome gnawing pain, sorrow, and despair 

than by laughing them away?  This is based on various conceptuali-

zations about the function of humor as being transcendent, defen-

sive, or pathological.  The latter is related to the illogicality and im-

probability to be able to laugh after having experienced pain, mis-

ery, persecution, and so on, and still find something comical in the 

face of all that.   

Another example of how humans deal with ennui born of 

the conflicts between hopelessness and hope, powerlessness and 

power, isolation and companionship, not knowing and knowing, 

and forgetting and remembering is seen in Samuel Beckett’s re-

nowned play, Waiting for Godot (first performed in 1953).  In this 

deceptively uncomplicated, seemingly simplistic drama, the human 

existential dilemma is depicted in all its mundaneness, tedium, and 
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drudgery.  Men sit with each other as their lives pass before them.  

Why do they not leave after waiting so long, especially when it be-

gins to appear unlikely that Godot will show up?  They stay for no 

obvious purpose other than to wait for the arrival of Godot—who 

never puts in a physical appearance.  Yet the characters wait, none-

theless.  Much like anticipating the Messiah, they sit, they talk, they 

joke, they relate, even if only reluctantly, and they try to devise 

games to pass the time, time which represents their all too common 

lives.  Through this, they are able to transcend the seemingly infi-

nite monotony of their existence.  

As an audience, we are able to shake off their pedestrian 

state of survival by being able to laugh—not at them—but at their 

circumstance, which also is our own.  Our ability to empathize with 

their condition is reminiscent of how a good grandparent is able to 

sit with—and yes, smile at—the discomfort a child may be experi-

encing, not out of sadistic enjoyment, but rather, from a deep, com-

passionate understanding of what it is to be a child.  Although not 

identical, this is similar enough to the transcendent process derived 

from humor to be mentioned here as an example of humor’s capaci-

ty to achieve transcendence.  To this end, Sholem Aleichem, in The 

Old Country (1911), wrote, “I tell you it is an ugly and mean world 

and only to spite it one mustn’t weep!  If you want to know, that is 

the real source, the true cause of my constant good spirits, of my, as 

it is called, ‘humor.’  Not to cry out of spite! Only to laugh out of 

spite, only to laugh.” 

For some, humor is seen as a weapon, which allows one to 

survive in the intense battle against extinction.  Freud’s psychody-

namic theory of wit regarded jokes as playful facades that often be-

trayed serious purposes—including defensive, even retaliatory 

measures in the context of an oppressive environment.  The patho-

logical aspect of the joke, some have said, is when the intended re-

bellious criticism inherent in a particular type of joke is leveled 

against the joke-teller.  Martin Grotjahn in Beyond Laughter (1957) 

and Theodor Reik in Jewish Wit (1962) both pointed to Jewish wit, 

in particular, as exemplifications of masochistic tendencies, despite 

having some adaptive value.  Grotjahn sees this as a sign of victory 

by defeat.  That is, the joke teller, by telling a joke about him/

herself, is essentially saying, “you need not attack us, we can do it 
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ourselves—even better.”  The covert psychodynamic meaning is 

that the ostensible self-directed hostility is, in fact, a disguised as-

sault on the intelligence and competence of the perpetrator.  In the 

latter regard, jokes that appear on the surface to be self-effacing, 

underneath it all may be deflections onto themselves of the perilous 

persecutory hostility of their oppressors as well as the conditions 

underlying their negative situation.  

Then there is the one about the “Final Wish.”  In this joke, 

two men have been sentenced to be executed.  Faced with the firing 

squad, they each are granted one final wish.  Bill asks for a ciga-

rette.  The other says, “Cool it, Bill.  Don’t make no trouble.”  This 

joke portrays a dynamic which illuminates and mocks the absurdity 

of passivity taken too far, while at the same time either reduces or 

completely obscures the executioner’s imminent threat.  Thus, the 

ego is allowed a momentary respite from, and simultaneous mas-

tery over, the humiliation inherent in its impending demise.  It does 

more than make the best of its doomed fate; it provides a moment 

of redemption, a tiny, but not trivial instant of restoration.  

Theodore Reik added that when humans are turned into the 

“marionettes of history,” made to feel helpless about what is to be-

come of their children’s lives and their own, they need some other 

outlet, one that fits with their sense of dignity or proper decorum.  

He felt that joking transforms puppets into human beings.  This is 

why, declared Reik, wit was created.  

Jokes also allow us to break with reality by what I call 

“inventive absurdity.”  This is where we indulge in word play by 

creating a word that makes no sense and has no linguistic basis.  In 

fact, its lack of a logical linguistic etymology is what allows us to 

regress to early levels of verbalization where sense and nonsense 

were equivalent in the primary process of the unconscious.  For ex-

ample, logic holds that if the plural of host is hostess, then the plu-

ral of ghost must therefore be ghostess.  By the same “logic” (or 

lack thereof), Yogi Berra-isms are so popular.  For example, “if you 

come to a fork in the road take it!” or, better still, “If your eyeball 

falls upon a bargain, pick it up” (author unknown).    

Burton Norman Seitler, PhD, a clinical psychologist in pri-

vate practice and Director of Counseling and Psychotherapy Ser-
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vices (CAPS-R) in Ridgewood and Oakland, New Jersey, is also the 

former Director of the Child and Adolescence Psychotherapy Stud-

ies program of the New Jersey Institute for Training in Psychoanal-

ysis and Psychotherapy in Teaneck.  Dr. Seitler serves on the Board 

of Directors of the International Society for Ethical Psychiatry and 

Psychology, and is on the Editorial Board of the journal, Ethical 

Human Psychology and Psychiatry.  He is also a Research Associ-

ate of the Psychohistory Forum and may be contacted at bin-

sightfl@gmail.com.  

Our Henry Lawton 

Howard Stein—University of Oklahoma 

He was a Presence 

even when we could not see him -- 

on-stage, off-stage, 

behind-the-scenes, seemingly everywhere. 

He was diligent, wise, funny, 

always quietly reliable. 

He was soft-spoken, 

but resolute in pursuing 

the hidden, unwanted story 

behind the apparent, desired story. 

His unyielding refrain: 

“Think about it,” he would wryly admonish. 

Some of us are too young 

or too new to have known him, 

but his presence will be felt 

even when we won't know 

it is his. 

Still, his footsteps are silent now, 

and we must walk a path without him -- 

his legacy, our debt, 

his absence, our grief. 

Howard Stein, PhD, may be contacted at hfstein46@ 

gmail.com.  

[Editor’s Note: This poem was written for presentation at 
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the Henry Lawton Memorial panel at the International 

Psychohistorical Association convention, New York City, 5 June 

2014 and should have been published in the Lawton Memorial Is-

sue.] 

Book Review 

The Melancholy Self in Art History 

Daniel Rancour-Laferriere—U. of California at Davis 

 Review of Donald Capps, At Home in the World: A Study in 

Psychoanalysis, Religion, and Art (Eugene, Oregon: Wipf and 

Stock, 2013), ISBN 13: 978-1-61097-969-6, xxiv + 188 pages, with 

illustrations, paperback, $23. 

 Donald Capps is an emeritus professor of pastoral psycholo-

gy at Princeton Theological Seminary and the author of numerous 

books and articles on psychology and religion (see the Wikipedia 

website http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Donald_Eric_Capps).  At 

Home in the World may be characterized as a psychohistory of se-

lected moments in the unfolding of what the author terms the 

“melancholy self” in Western art.  The chief theoretical inspirations 

for this idea are Sigmund Freud’s papers “Mourning and Melancho-

lia” (1917) and “The Uncanny” (1919), and Erik H. Erikson’s no-

tion of the “composite Self” (in Identity: Youth and Crisis, 1968).  

Basically, the “melancholy self” may be defined as that part of the 

Eriksonian composite Self, which is preoccupied with loss and 

longing, and its point of origin in ontogeny is emotional separation 

from the mother in the second and third year.  What has been lost in 

this process is precious, writes Capps, and the “sense of having lost 

something precious remains with us throughout our lives” (p. xii).   

 Having already studied manifestations of the “melancholy 

self” in other historical figures like Saint Augustine and William 

James, Capps turns here to artists as diverse as Leonardo da Vinci, 

James McNeill Whistler, Norman Rockwell, Jan Vermeer, Sanford 

R. Gifford, and George Inness.  Capps is also concerned with view-

er responses to artists, in particular how works of art “help us to 

recover through the imaginative process that which we have lost” 
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and how such works “help us experience the world that is external 

to the maternal environment as a place in which we can be at 

home” (p. xx, italics added). 

 Two opening chapters deal with Leonardo da Vinci’s 

“maternal icon,” the Mona Lisa, and the “melancholic appeal” of 

that icon.  For Leonardo, who was the illegitimate child of a peas-

ant woman named Caterina, this unfinished painting was a repre-

sentation of the mother whom the future artist lost when he was 

taken from his mother’s home to his father’s household before the 

age of five.  What Capps (following Freud) terms the “uncanny” 

smile of the Mona Lisa was a revelation of the origins of Leonar-

do’s melancholy self, “the visual representation of that heimlich 

place that has since become unheimlich” (27), namely, the mother’s 

body.  Not only the smile, but the eyes of this portrait are a mystery 

as well: “Could it be, then, that melancholy feelings originate in the 

boy’s perception that he has failed to make his mother’s eyes dance 

with joy…?” (25).  Leonardo was very reluctant to declare his com-

missioned portrait of Lisa finished: “to hand it over to Lisa’s hus-

band, Francesco, would replicate the loss of the mother that oc-

curred when his father took him away from Caterina and installed 

him in the house occupied by his father and his stepmother” (35).   

 Francesco never did receive his painting from the artist.  By 

a circuitous route it ended up in Paris, at the Louvre. 

 As for the responses elicited from viewers of this most fa-

mous painting in the world, Capps speaks of an “iconoclastic back-

lash” starting in the 19th century which included humorous literary 

and artistic assaults, a number of physical assaults, and a famous 

theft of the painting.  Capps views these acts of aggression as ex-

pressions of melancholy striving analogous to the melancholia Leo-

nardo himself experienced.  For example, Vincenzo Peruggia, an 

Italian painter-decorator living in Paris who believed (mistakenly) 

that the portrait had been stolen by the French as war booty, stole 

the Mona Lisa from the Louvre on August 11, 1911.  This theft pro-

voked the French press to respond with exaggerated expressions of 

regret about “the dear departed,” as if the famous painting had been 

some distinguished lady.  Capps suggests: “…the thief was attempt-

ing, in a symbolic manner, to reverse the loss that he and other 

young boys experience in early childhood when they are emotional-
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ly separated from their mothers.  As if to acknowledge that this act 

was symbolic – that he really couldn’t have his mother back – Pe-

ruggia put the painting at the bottom of an old chest….”  Mean-

while, he was satisfied to have just a postcard of the painting on his 

mantel nearby, for “the melancholy self has learned to be content 

with replicas and vestiges of the lost object” (37).  In the end, Pe-

ruggia was willing to part with the painting, arranging to have it 

turned over to an Italian art dealer in December of 1913.  The now 

even more famous lady was returned to the Louvre, and Peruggia 

got off with a light prison sentence of a little over one year. 

 Capps also proposes some very interesting interpretations of 

the creation and reception of other specific art works, including 

Whistler’s The Artist’s Mother, Rockwell’s Shuffleton’s Barber-

shop, and Gifford’s Kauterskill Clove.  Here, however, the com-

plexities of each case preclude attempting even a schematic sum-

mary.  Suffice it to say that Capps consistently and imaginatively 

brings his notion of the melancholy self to bear on quite heteroge-

neous kinds of art; for example, landscape as well as portraiture, 

modern as well as renaissance works, and caricature as well as seri-

ous (especially religious) art. 

 Capps is most attentive to the potential religious elements in 

art, for very often the melancholy self finds a home which might be 

defined with equal validity as art or as religion.  Concluding a sec-

tion of his chapter on George Inness’s landscape painting Sunrise, 

Capps writes: “…landscapes portray the fact that there has been a 

displacement of feelings toward the original love object onto the 

mother we call earth.  Thus, landscape art reflects and replicates a 

psychological reality – the birth of the melancholy self” (156). 

 What, then, is a landscape—a work of art, or a work of reli-

gion?  A painting, or “the mother we call earth,” i.e., that old-

fashioned goddess Mother Earth?  From the viewpoint of Capps’s 

melancholy self, it does not seem to make much difference which 

label is applied, as long as the beholder ends up feeling “at home in 

the world.” 

 Donald Capps writes in a dense yet evocative style.  His 

central psychological concept of the melancholy self is supported 

time and again in the analyses of specific works.  His new book 
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will be of considerable interest to scholars in religious studies, art 

history, and psychohistory. 

 Daniel Rancour-Laferriere, PhD, is Emeritus Professor of 

Russian at the University of California, Davis.  Author of a dozen 

books and numerous scholarly articles, his current book-in-

progress on the perceived relationship of Christ and the Virgin 

Mary is tentatively titled A Child is Being Sacrificed.  He may be 

reached at darancourlaferriere@comcast.   

Meeting Report 

Brainstorming about the Civilizing Process 

Paul H. Elovitz—The Psychohistory Forum 

What makes us civilized, how do we maintain civilization, 

and what should we aspire to be doing as “civilized” human be-

ings?  These are vital issues very much in need of examination.  

The Psychohistory Forum’s September 20, 2014 discussion of the 

complexities of civilization drew an interesting group of partici-

pants.  Nine psychoanalysts, six historians, three psychologists, one 

social worker, and one political scientist participated in a very live-

ly exchange.  As is always the case, some participants had dual 

identifications, as in the instance of David James Fisher, a Los An-

geles psychoanalyst and modern European intellectual historian.   

After the usual announcements of upcoming events, seminar 

participants identified themselves (there were two male colleagues 

for every female present) and asked a question that the presenters 

would later have an opportunity to answer.  Among the questions 

stated or implied at this stage of our process were: Why list civili-

zation as starting 5,000 years ago?  Are we today more or less vio-

lent than in the past?  Why is there so little violence in Switzerland 

(where every citizen is expected to have a weapon in his home as 

part of the country’s system of national defense)?  Can you separate 

civilization from barbarism or are the two necessarily connected? 

How do you define the other?  What cultures don’t have war?  How 

do we deal with the idea of Progress that is so embedded within us?  

Why are we so buried in the statistics of sadism in our society?  Is 
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aggression necessary for the survival of our species?  What is the 

spectrum of violence?  

One colleague noted that our discussion was far more psy-

choanalytic than the two papers were and that there had been no 

discussion of narcissistic rage.  He recommended Russell Jacoby’s 

Bloodlust: On the Roots of Violence from Cain and Abel to the Pre-

sent (2011).  A newcomer to the group, who is the president of the 

International Society for the Comparative Study of Civilization, 

made valuable points and invited participants to come to the June 

10-13, 2015 conference, Civilizations at the Crossroads, in Rio de 

Janeiro with a panel on Freud’s Civilization and Its Discontents.  

One of our members-at-a-distance who lives in Florida spoke about 

the importance of relational aggression.  Another colleague made 

the point that it’s important in understanding violence in the United 

States to think in terms of it being a tale of two nations: the less vi-

olent “blue states” and more violent “red states.”  Someone else 

thought that we might face a bloodbath due to the enormous popu-

lation increase over competition for natural resources.   

Two psychologists/psychoanalysts raised the issue of men 

being far more associated with aggression than women, who are 

more connected to love and nurturance.  This brought up the issue 

of women as leaders in the world and the possibility that Hillary 

Rodham Clinton could win a bid for the American presidency.  I 

raised the issue of the first woman president in a country with a 

strong military tradition and the status of a world power having to 

deal with a special burden.  A woman leader in this situation is ex-

pected to be tougher than any of the men and tested by war as in the 

case of Indira Gandhi, Golda Meier, and Margaret Thatcher.  Hilla-

ry as president would be in the unique situation of having as an ad-

visor a former president in her husband, a man who was so well 

known for getting out of situations that he was called “Slick Willy” 

when he was Arkansas governor.   

Much of the discussion was organized around Ken 

Fuchsman’s more critical response to Steven Pinker’s The Better 

Angels of Our Nature: Why Violence Has Declined (2011) and my 

positive approach to this volume.  I usually see my role in the group 

as a nurturer of knowledge, but in this instance I took on a more 

confrontational approach to contesting Fuchsman’s critique of 
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Pinker.  For his part, Ken Fuchsman did a good job supporting his 

argument that the 20th century was the most violent century in his-

tory and that there has been enormous violence since World War II, 

mainly in Africa and Asia.  One participant, Allan Susser Mohl, 

was inspired by the discussion of Pinker during the last year to 

write and publish the following poem “Steven Pinker’s ‘Good 

News,’” which he shared with the group: 

A noted psychologist, Steven Pinker, 

Maintains that humanity 

Is becoming less violent 

On the gut level, I can’t buy it. 

But even if true, it’s somewhat hard to believe, since 

In the 20th century, millions of civilians died 

In a multiplicity of wars and genocide. 

The “us vs them” mentality prevailed. 

The victims included among others the Armenians, 

The Kulaks, the Chinese, the Muslims, the Russians, 

The Poles, the Vietnamese, the Koreans, 

The Congolese, the Shias, the Tutsis, the Liberians,  

The Somalis, the Afghans, the Communists, 

The African Americans, the Palestinians, 

The gays, the handicapped, 

And of course, last, but, not least, the Jews, 

Always the Jews. 

Violence may increase because climate change 

Will allow us not to escape the fear and loathing….  

Steven Hawkings, the…astrophysicist, believes that 

Humans must travel to other planets and settle them 

In order to survive and ultimately to thrive. 

But…when one travels one brings one’s baggage with one. 

(In Cummins Starr-Joyal, ed., Fifty Great Modern Poets: The  

Best Poetry of Our Times, 2014, 20).   

 Fuchsman consistently supported the notion that humans are 

very dual creatures with enormous capacity for both love and de-

struction.  It was mentioned that despite its great importance, there 

was no real discussion of dramatic reenactment.  Christopher Bol-

las’ idea that there is no love without hate was one of the final 
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thoughts expressed in what was an exciting discussion.  Before go-

ing to a most enjoyable lunch at the Hilton Fashion Center Hotel, 

appreciation was expressed to Jacques Szaluta, our fine moderator, 

for his dozen years of service.  He has now been freed to be a more 

engaged participant in the group.    

 Paul H. Elovitz, PhD, is convener/director of the Psycho-

history Forum and may be contacted at pelovitz@aol.com.   

BULLETIN BOARD 
CONFERENCES: The Psychohistory Forum’s 2015 Work-In-

Progress Seminars will be announced as details are finalized.  On 

January 31, 2015 Michael Clifford (private practice) will speak 

on Adler, Freud, and Winnicott.  Additional proposals are welcome 

and will be vetted by a committee once a presentation paper is sub-

mitted.  In March we are scheduling The Psychology of Music, led 

by Ken Fuchsman (UConn) with several presenters including Su-

san Gregory.  Announcements and papers are sent out electronical-

ly to Psychohistory Forum members.  We want to thank Larry 

Friedman (Harvard), Ken Fuchsman, and Paul Elovitz (Ramapo 

College) for their fall 2014 presentations, as well as Jacques Szalu-

ta (Merchant Marine Academy) for serving as moderator. Upcom-

ing conferences include the Division 39 (Psychoanalysis) meetings 

of the American Psychological Association (APA), which will be 

held in San Francisco on April 23-26, 2015; the International Psy-

chohistorical Association’s (IPA) conference will be on June 3-5, 

2015 at New York University; the International Society for the 

Comparative Study of Civilizations is forthcoming on June 10-13, 

2015 in Rio de Janeiro; and the International Society for Political 

Psychology’s (ISPP) conference will be on July 3-6, 2015 in San 

Diego.  We welcome new members Michael Clifford and Arlene 

Steinberg. CONGRATULATIONS: To Judy Gardiner who on 

September 12, 2014 at the University of Gdansk Interdisciplinary 

Conference in Poland co-conducted an Ullman dream workshop 

and to Hans Bakker who is serving as “Stanley Knowles Distin-

guished Visiting Professor” at Brandon University in Manitoba dur-

ing the fall 2014 semester.   NOTES:  In the September issue Irene 

Javor’s degree and certification should have been listed as MEd 

and LMHC.  OUR THANKS: To our members and subscribers for 
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the support that makes Clio’s Psyche possible.  To Benefactors 

Herbert Barry, David Beisel, Peter Loewenberg, David Lotto, Jam-

shid Marvasti, and Mary Peace Sullivan; Patrons Fred Alford, Bill 

Argus, Tom Ferraro, Eva Fogelman, Ken Fuchsman, Alice Maher, 

Peter Petschauer, and Jacques Szaluta; Sustaining Members Peter 

Barglow, Dick Booth, George and Carolyn Brown, David James 

Fisher, Ruth Lijtmaer, Alan Mohl, Joyce Rosenberg, Burton Seitler, 

and Arlene Steinberg; Supporting Members Michael Clifford, Paul 

Elovitz, Susan Gregory, John Hartman, Bob Lentz, Joel Markowitz, 

Sandra Parness, Billie Pivnick, Mina and Dominic Potts, Hanna 

Turken, and Duke Wagner; and Members Michael Brinton, Heider-

ose Butscher, Geoffrey Cocks, Ted Goertzel, Marvin Leibowitz, 

Judith Logue, Richard Lyman, Geraldine Pauling, Merle Molofsky, 

Ruth Neubauer, and Howard Stein.  Our special thanks for thought-

provoking materials to Matthew H. Bowker, Don Carveth, Marc-

André Cotton, Aaron R. Denham, Paul Elovitz, Tom Ferraro, Ken 

Fuchsman, Jay Y. Gonen, Irene Javors, Judith Logue, David Lotto, 

Richard Lyman, Peter Petschauer, Phillip Pomper, Daniel Rancour-

Laferriere, Joyce M. Rosenberg, Dzmitry Samakhvalau, Burton 

Norman Seitler, Norman Simms, John Snow, Frederick Stecker, 

Howard F. Stein, Christina Stern, and Lawrence Tritle.  To Nicole 

D’Andria for editing, proofing, and Publisher 2013 software appli-

cation, Caitlin Adams for editing and proofing, and David Cifelli 

and Professor Paul Salstrom for proofing.  Our special thanks to our 

editors as well as to our diligent, overworked, anonymous referees. 
 

 Clio’s Psyche 2015 Call for Papers 

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

psychology of the following: 

 The impact of celebrity culture on psychological development 

 The denigration of presidents, especially in their second term 

 How psychoanalysis has changed your view of the world 

 Contagion, terrorism, and the globalization of fear 

 Dependency and individuation in the family and society 

 Poems relevant to our Special Issues and psychohistory 

 Contact Paul H. Elovitz. PhD, at pelovitz@aol.com for details 
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Clio’s Psyche Call for Papers 

How Electronics are Changing Our Lives 

For the March 2014 Issue the Deadline is 
January 1, 2015 

 

 Clio's Psyche is looking for articles on a variety of subjects 

including the psychoanalysis/psychology of the following: 
 

 Developmental changes in children based on early exposure 

 How electronics empower the young 

 How the “digital generation” differs from your generation 

neurobiographical changes based on electronics 

 Changes in attention span or intimacy based on electronics 

 The impact of electronics on the experience of the “other” 

 How technology influences our metaphors and thinking 

 The impact of texting on the family: dependence/individualization 

 Electronics and the sense of self 

 The impact of electronics on impulse control  

 How electronics have improved or deteriorated your life and world 

 Electronics and the democraticization of society 

 The danger to civil liberties from electronics 

 Humor in the electronic world 

 Electronic cocoons and echo chambers 

 Anthropomorphizing electronics, including robots 

 Using Skype for therapy, education, romance, or teaching 

 Psychobiographies of futurologists and innovators: Asimov, Edison, 

Gates, Jobs, Khan, Kurzweill, Wales, Zuckerberg, et al. 

 Reviews of recent books and films 

 Poems relevant to our Special Issues, major subjects, or 

psychohistory 

We seek articles from 500 to 1,500 words—including your brief  
biography.  Some 2,500-3,500 word essays are also welcome provided 

they are outstanding scholarship and well written.  We do not publish 
bibliographies and have citations only for direct quotes.  Articles, 

abstracts, and queries should be sent to  
Paul H. Elovitz, PhD, at pelovitz@aol.com.  
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