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The Psychoanalysis of Antisemitism 

Antisemitism: A Psychohistorical Enigma  

Inna Rozentsvit—Object Relations Institute  

Abstract: Antisemitism as prejudice and discrimination against Jewish 
individuals and communities, a deeply troubling phenomenon, has existed 
since ancient times while constantly changing its expressions.  This arti-
cle attempts to examine the psychohistorical context of antisemitism, 
which is crucial in combating it as well as fostering a more inclusive and 
tolerant world. 

Keywords: antisemitism, antisemitic-tropes, Holocaust, Israel, Jew-
hatred, Jewish-history, psychohistory 

Introduction: Why Do We Need to Talk about Antisemitism  
Today? 

“Antisemitism is on the Rise!”  “Stop the Hate!”  These slo-
gans dominate the demonstrations and websites in support of Jew-
ish people, usually only when another atrocity happens, such as 
beating Jews on the streets of New York City; killing Jews during 
their prayers or the baby-naming ceremonies; desecration of Jewish 
cemeteries; or vandalism of Jewish-owned properties.  But other 
slogans dominate the powerful Internet that propagates hate against 
Jews―daily.  For example, “Every time some anti-White, anti-
American, anti-freedom event takes place, Jews are behind it.”  An-
other one that contradicts it is still antisemitic: “Jews own Wall 
Street!  They are White colonizers/occupiers!”  

Even Voltaire’s name was called upon to misattribute what 
one of the American White nationalists said: “To learn who rules 
over you look to those you cannot criticize.”  This quote was fea-
tured on a huge banner posted a couple of years ago along the road 
from New York City to Philadelphia, supplementing a meme: the 
large fat hand (with a diamond ring on its pinky) of a person with a 
crooked nose that is pressing down on a crowd of little people.  
This was intended to assure travelers that some of the anti-Jewish 
tropes are correct: Jews are rich, powerful, and against freedoms. 

Why should we care?  Because, as Adam Milstein (July 27, 
2023) said in his Jerusalem Post article, “Normalized and tolerated 
antisemitism is both a catalyst and a warning sign” (a subtitle of the 
article; italics added by author).  The late Rabbi Jonathan Sacks lik-
ened antisemitism to the canary in a coal mine: “when unchecked, 
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it’s followed by broad social upheaval, economic destruction, and 
cultural stagnation – throughout history and today” (Milstein, 2023, 
para 1).  His warning prediction is unraveling in real time now.  On 
October 7, 2023, over a thousand civilian Israelis and their guests 
were beheaded, raped, killed, and burnt alive (and a baby roasted in 
an oven!)—just because they were (or assumed to be) Jews.  Hun-
dreds were taken hostages and used as human shields by the terror-
ist group Hamas.  As much as this barbaric attack was a shock to 
Israelis, the whole Jewish world, and many of the world’s leaders, 
the most shocking reaction became the pro-Hamas protests on 
many college campuses (e.g., Harvard and Columbia universities) 
and in American cities (like Atlanta, Chicago, New York, Washing-
ton DC, and others), as well as in the media.  The terrorists were 
framed as the pro-Palestinian “freedom fighters,” not acknowledg-
ing (or being ignorant to the fact) that everything Hamas wants is 
the obliteration of Israel—from “the river” (Jordan River, the east-
ern border of Israel) to “the sea” (Mediterranean Sea, the western 
border of Israel).  Without any fact-checking, these protesters re-
peated what they were told to believe: Israel/Jews are occupants 
and colonizers, who use their “White privilege” to commit the 
crime of apartheid against Palestinian people.  

Antisemitism is a Personal Matter 
I was born in the former Soviet Union, in a Jewish family, 

to a physician mom and an engineer and architect dad.  As a child 
of the 1960s-1970s, I did not feel like I was experiencing antisemi-
tism.  My parents were well-respected professionals; they were able 
to build a house of their own, have a car (a big deal in those days), 
and participate in social life without restrictions.  Of course, being 
subjected to a “Jewish quota” during medical school admission was 
not fair—at 16, I had to fly about 900 miles away from my family, 
who lived in Ukraine (with a 0/100 quota for Jews), to attend medi-
cal school in Russia proper (with a 2/100 Jewish quota). 

There was a “funny” story that my mom told me when we 
lived already in the U.S.  When I was a little over one, we traveled 
for three days by railroad from Volgograd to Ukraine.  Two women 
engaged me in a conversation, guessing if I was Armenian or 
Greek.  When my mom said that we were Jews, they started check-
ing my head (for horns?) and my back (for a tail?).  They did not 
believe I was Jewish.  While some people would say it was anti-
semitism, my thought is that it was ignorance talking, colored by 
antisemitic tropes.  
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My personal account of antisemitism is a transgenerational 
one, and it is felt as heartache and sorrow.  This transgenerational 
wound is about my parents and grandparents.  My dad’s parents 
perished in the Dniester River trying to escape from Nazi-occupied 
Romania to the former Soviet Union.  My mom’s parents suffered 
from Petlyura’s pogroms during the Russian Civil War: My 
grandma’s three older brothers were quartered by horses, one by 
one, and the whole family had to watch.  Later in life, in 1940, dur-
ing Stalin’s purges, my grandma was sent to Siberia for keeping her 
beloved brother’s diary, a “Zionist” who was a part of a Jewish 
youth organization that wanted literacy for Jews.  (The words 
“Jews” and “Zionists” were used interchangeably, so now, when I 
hear “I am not an antisemite, I am an anti-Zionist,” I know better.)   

My grandma came home in 1946 with rheumatic fever and a 
broken spine.  Simple Russian people nursed her for over a year 
when the Gulag’s guards threw her outside of the work camp to die.  
They also collected pennies to send her home to Ukraine by rail-
road.  Although I never saw my grandma smiling, she was my hero, 
the most generous person I ever knew.  She shared everything with 
our Ukrainian neighbors, who had six children.  I did not know her 
story then, but I feel that we had always been connected on a differ-
ent level. 

When World War II started, the Soviets were evacuating 
Jews from Ukraine to the eastern republics—Uzbekistan or Tajiki-
stan, and their Ukrainian neighbors were throwing stones at the car-
riages, screaming “Die, Zhidans!” Germans established Jewish 
ghettos and left local Ukrainians in charge of them.  My grandfather 
decided to hide the family underground, right under the ghetto.  
Mom remembered that the politsays (volunteer police) were look-
ing for them, visiting their house often, but my family was lucky—
they survived.  My mom never told me about this until about a year 
before her passing. 

Unfortunately, I did not question my parents about their take 
on being Jewish or experiencing antisemitism.  I do remember that, 
on the one hand, Mom felt that the Soviets gave freedoms to Jews: 
literacy, professional education, and an ability to feel “equal.”  On 
the other hand, she was always saying that to be successful, I had to 
achieve five times more than non-Jews, so that my achievements 
could not be denied because of the “fifth (nationality) line” in our 
passports.  That “line” identified one’s ethnic origins, e.g., Geor-
gian, Ukrainian, or Jewish.  Being “Jewish” had nothing to do with 
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our faith but with being different.  All this was normalized.  Victim-
hood was never a part of my upbringing.  

After graduating from universities in 1982, my husband and 
I were sent to work in an underserved area in the Moldavian Soviet 
Republic.  In 1989, after specializing in neurology, I started work-
ing in the emergency department of a prestigious academic hospital.  
Three months into my work there, on one early spring morning, be-
fore the shift was over, I’d learned that it was a “revolution out 
there,” and that we couldn’t speak Russian anymore at work.  One 
of the slogans outside of the hospital stated: “We will drown Rus-
sians in the blood of Zhidans [aka dirty Jews].”  My transgenera-
tional button was pressed then, and six months later, we left, state-
less and penniless.  Our kids were three-and-a-half and four-and-a-
half.  Then, it was a year-and-a-half immigration process, all col-
ored by a perception of otherness. 

Antisemitism in academia is another personal matter for me, 
but that topic requires a separate paper.   

The Meaning of the Term 
The term “antisemitism” was coined in 1879 by Wilhelm 

Marr, a German journalist and political agitator who argued that 
Jews were conspiring to run the state and should be excluded from 
citizenship.  Marr’s term antisemitism meant Jew-hatred, and it was 
based on the idea of Jewish racial inferiority rather than religious 
differences (ADL, 2018).  Marr collaborated with Richard Wagner 
and founded the first “Anti-Semitic League,” which marked the dis-
tinction between religious (traditional Christian) anti-Jewish atti-
tudes and racist political hatred of modern antisemitism.  Antisemi-
tism’s modern definition is “the marginalization and/or oppression 
of people who are Jewish based on the belief in stereotypes and 
myths about Jewish people, Judaism, and Israel…” (ADL, 2018, 
paras. 1-2).  

Antisemitism is not a criticism of one person (or a group of 
people) who is Jewish and who is/was involved in some unlawful 
or amoral acts (e.g., the sexual predator Harvey Weinstein and 
George Soros who worked for the Nazis in his early teens).  It is an 
existential hatred toward the whole Jewish ethnicity, culture, or reli-
gion, as well as toward Israel, the only Jewish state. 

Some History of Antisemitism and the Antisemitic Myths,  
Conspiracy Theories, and Tropes  

Antisemitism’s origins can be found in ancient civilizations 

https://www.britannica.com/topic/anti-Semitism
https://www.britannica.com/topic/anti-Semitism
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where Jewish communities were often seen as “outsiders” due to 
their unique religious beliefs and practices.  In Egypt, Jewish slav-
ery during the time of Pharaoh Ramses II highlights Jews’ per-
ceived foreignness (as per the Book of Exodus in the Old Testa-
ment).  Similarly, in ancient Greece and Rome, Jews were often 
viewed with suspicion due to their monotheistic faith and reluc-
tance to adopt the local customs and beliefs. 

The rise of Christianity marked a significant turning point in 
the history of antisemitism: Jews were often blamed for the cruci-
fixion of Jesus Christ, leading to a widespread belief in their collec-
tive guilt.  As Christianity became the dominant religion in Europe, 
Jewish communities, branded as “Christ-killers,” faced persecution 
and discrimination.  They were accused of practicing dark rituals 
(such as using the blood of Christian children to make matzah). 

During the Middle Ages, antisemitism intensified, and dis-
criminatory policies were enforced by both secular authorities and 
the Church.  Jews were segregated in ghettos, restricted from own-
ing land or engaging in certain professions, and subjected to humili-
ating laws.  Jewish communities were violently attacked during this 
period. 

Some Jews were involved in moneylending and financial 
activities due to restrictions on Christians engaging in usury, which 
led to envy and resentment of Jews.  Even in recent history, one of 
the freshmen U.S. Representatives complained that U.S. policy to-
ward the state of Israel is “all about the Benjamins,” referring to 
$100 bills with Franklin’s image as “Benjamins,” also a popular 
name in Hebrew.  This “joke” had invoked a classic antisemitic ste-
reotype of Jews being in control of the world’s money.  

The Enlightenment era in the 18th century brought about sig-
nificant changes in Europe, but antisemitism persisted.  Jews were 
increasingly seen as a threat to national identity and societal cohe-
sion.  Pseudoscientific theories of Jewish racial inferiority emerged, 
laying the groundwork for modern antisemitism.  The Dreyfus Af-
fair in France in the late 19th century exemplified how antisemitism 
had become deeply ingrained in society when a Jewish officer, Al-
fred Dreyfus, was wrongfully accused of treason, which sparked a 
divisive national scandal.  

Like the Dreyfus Affair, there was a non-publicized harrow-
ing investigation of American Jewish physicist Robert Oppenhei-
mer, the “father” of the atomic bomb, who questioned the need for 
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an arms race and the use of weapons of mass destruction during the 
Red Scare.  He survived the two-month-long unofficial trial, and 
although he was not jailed as a traitor, he lost his security clearance 
and could not continue his lifework.  Fifty years after his passing, 
his security clearance was restored—50 years too late.  

The culmination of centuries of antisemitism reached its 
darkest point during the Holocaust when approximately six million 
Jews were systematically murdered by the Nazis and their collabo-
rators during World War II.  This unparalleled atrocity shocked the 
world and highlighted the consequences of unchecked hatred and 
prejudice.  In the aftermath of the Holocaust, there was a growing 
global awareness of the horrors of antisemitism.  International ef-
forts were made to combat discrimination, and the Universal Decla-
ration of Human Rights (1948) enshrined the principles of equality 
and freedom from persecution for all individuals, regardless of their 
religion or ethnicity.  

Some antisemitic myths are about Jews planning to take 
over the world through banking globalization and media propagan-
da, the propagation of communism (in America and the West), or 
the spread of capitalistic ideas (in the socialist/communist world).  
No matter what the problem, Jews became a great scapegoat fig-
ure—but why?  Maybe because Jews do not believe in the afterlife, 
valuing life “as is,” avoiding death, assimilating, and being dedicat-
ed to preserving their families and contributing to the communities 
in which they live?  

The history of the Jewish people represents a journey rich 
with many fascinating facts and miracles, as well as sorrow and 
mourning losses.  Unfortunately, in this short paper, I will not be 
able to even mention all of them, but I will continue here with the 
events that touched me and my family.  

Jews in Tsarist Russia and the Soviet Union 
Antisemitism in Tsarist Russia and the Soviet Union mani-

fested differently in each period.  Throughout the 19th and early 20th 
centuries, Jews in Tsarist Russia faced violent pogroms.  Between 
50 and 100 thousand people died and their property was ruined, 
leading to widespread fear and insecurity among Jews.  Most pog-
roms happened on the territory of modern Ukraine, Moldova, Po-
land, and a few in Belarus.  As per Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn (2001), 
40% of over 800 pogroms in Soviet Ukraine were perpetrated by 
Symon Petlyura’s Ukrainian forces.  The Tsarist government con-
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fined Jews to designated areas known as the Pale of Settlement, 
which further marginalized and isolated Jewish communities.  Most 
pogroms were perpetrated there.   

Discriminatory anti-Jewish laws in Tsarist Russia—limiting 
education, employment, and land ownership—perpetuated a cycle 
of poverty and restricted social mobility for most Jews.  The poli-
cies of Russification (aimed to assimilate ethnic minorities into 
Russian culture) often resulted in the suppression of Jewish cultural 
and religious practices.  During this period, the Church propagated 
an antisemitic blood libel trope, which fueled hostility and rein-
forced stereotypes.  

Traditionally, antisemitism in Russia was based on religion 
and religious tropes, but when it was turning more political, many 
Russian people stood up against Jew-hatred.  This included Anton 
Chekhov, a famous Russian writer and playwright, who broke off a 
long-lasting friendship with Aleksey Suvorin, a successful Russian 
publisher as well as the owner of a theater company, and the popu-
lar newspaper, New Time, because of a very militant antisemitic 
stance taken by Suvorin’s paper. 

Experiencing suppression of their freedoms and being in-
spired by the ideas of Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, many Jews 
participated in the Russian revolutions (February and October 
1917).  Some of them, like Leiba Bronshtein (known as Lev Trot-
sky) and Hirsch Apfelbaum (known as Grigoriy Zinoviev), de-
nounced (de facto) their Jewish identity, expressed their loyalty to 
the revolution, and became key leaders of the Bolshevik party.  

Any revolution is a bloody matter, but this one included the 
killing of the Russian Tsar, all his family, as well as other prominent 
figures in the Russian government and culture.  Also, some of the 
Jewish revolutionaries were “cosmopolitans” and pledged alle-
giance to the “world revolution.”  They were perceived as not 
minding ruining Russia in the process, if necessary.  For example, 
Trotsky supposedly said, “Let’s burn Russia in the fire of world 
revolution!”  Russian people did not appreciate such expressions.  
Stalin’s purges of the later years targeted a lot of Jews as being 
“rootless cosmopolitans.” 

In the late 1920s/early 1930s, the Soviets established the 
new “Jewish Homeland,” the autonomous oblast Birobidzhan, near 
the China-Russia border.  This geopolitical experiment was not suc-
cessful, as this area was already populated by Cossacks, Koreans, 
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Russians, and Ukrainians.  There were also no cultural ties to this 
area for Jewish people or adequate infrastructure.  The weather was 
difficult for Jewish settlers who, for generations, lived in Ukraine or 
Belarus, and were never involved in agriculture or fishing.  

During World War II, the Soviet government established the 
Soviet Jewish Antifascist Committee to gain support from Jewish 
communities abroad.  However, this committee was later disband-
ed, and many of its members were arrested during the Stalinist 
purges, leading to increased antisemitism. 

The “Doctors’ Plot” (in the late 1940s/early 1950s) involved 
famous Russian Jewish doctors (some of them served as Kremlin 
doctors) accused of conspiring to murder Stalin and other Soviet 
leaders.  Although the plot was later revealed to be fabricated, it left 
a lasting impact on Soviet Jews.  

Some Notes on the Psychology of Antisemitism 
To understand the psychological roots of antisemitism, we 

need to acknowledge not only the unconscious ego defenses of an 
individual (like projection, splitting, and denial) but also the psy-
chological processes that exist in groups.  This is based on 
“conscious and unconscious needs for identity, boundaries, allies – 
and enemies” (Avner Falk, 2006, Abstract, p. 1), as well as cohe-
sion, ideology, the group’s “self,” and the leaders.  

In his 1921 book, Group Psychology and the Analysis of the 
Ego, Sigmund Freud investigates psychological mechanisms exhib-
ited in mass movements, expanding upon the work of French poly-
math Gustave Le Bon.  In the introduction to this book, Freud re-
sisted the idea that one’s prior personal relationships and experienc-
es do not play a role in group psychology, as well as the idea about 
groups being guided by merely the herd instinct.  He wrote that 
group identification is related to the group members being connect-
ed by some ideas or purpose—usually, it is one’s race, religion, na-
tion, caste, profession, or institution.  (In the case of antisemitism, 
all these distinctions are obliterated, as people are united only by 
hating Jews.) 

Freud further wrote about the sense of infinite power and 
security experienced by an individual in a large group, and that he/
she can easily act on impulses, which otherwise would need to be 
repressed.  He concluded that each group member becomes highly 
suggestible and “hypnotic,” and is subjected to “mutual induction” 
and potentiation of one’s impulses and emotions (likened to being 
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infected by emotional contagion).  This way, the mass becomes 
“impulsive” and irrational, as it is controlled only by the uncon-
scious.  Freud also opined that the group leader serves as a binding 
element of the group and that two different processes are going on 
in each group member’s psyche: the idealization of the leader as 
well as the narcissistic libido displacement to this idealized object.  
This leads to more affinity and identification among the group 
members because they possess the same ego ideals. 

Investigation of psychological roots of antisemitism as a 
group phenomenon should also include John Duckett’s 1992 article, 
“Psychology and prejudice: An historical analysis and integrated 
framework,” in which he insisted that one of the main structural 
psychological elements of each group is prejudice, which is based 
on collective narcissism, and that the felt threat to the group’s ide-
ology can cause narcissistic rage.  This is also how David Terman 
explained the ancient and early Christian antisemitism in his 1984 
article, “Anti-Semitism: A study in group vulnerability and the vi-
cissitudes of group ideals.”  This narcissistic rage is fueled by a 
primitive, black-and-white, or good-or-bad (as in the Kleinian para-
noid-schizoid position) view of the “other” group as a “malevolent 
force” causing the narcissistic injury to the first group.  The collec-
tive injury is seen by Terman as primary, and the projection of 
one’s own (disavowed) evil on the other group as a secondary 
mechanism of antisemitic rage.  

In Conclusion 
Throughout history, Jews have faced discrimination, perse-

cution, and violence solely based on their identity, despite their sig-
nificant contributions to human civilization: Judaism is the oldest 
monotheistic religion that had a profound influence on Western eth-
ical principles.  Then there are contributions of Jewish individuals: 
scholars, thinkers, and philosophers (Moses Maimonides, Martin 
Buber, and Hannah Arendt); scientists (Albert Einstein, Niels Bohr, 
and Rosalind Franklin); writers, poets, and artists (Franz Kafka, 
Isaac Babel, Joseph Brodsky, Elie Wiesel, Marc Chagall, and Ca-
mille Pissarro); as well as musicians, entertainers, innovators, and 
philanthropes.  Of course, Jews are not foreign to the human condi-
tion, and they have their virtues and vices.  As Shylock said in Wil-
liam Shakespeare’s The Merchant of Venice (1596-1598), “If you 
prick us, do we not bleed?  If you tickle us, do we not laugh?  If 
you poison us, do we not die?” 

Engaging in psychohistorical research, fostering interfaith 
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dialogue, and advocating for tolerance and inclusivity are crucial in 
eradicating antisemitism and building a future based on mutual re-
spect, understanding, and acceptance for all.  Only through such 
efforts can we create a world that is truly free from the scourge of 
antisemitism and any form of discrimination. 

 Inna Rozentsvit, MD, PhD, MSciEd, is a physician-
neurologist, neurorehabilitation specialist, psychoanalyst, publisher, 
neuropsychoeducator, and medical/psychohistorical researcher.  She 
can be contacted at inna.rozentsvit@gmail.com. 
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Victory to the Victims! 

R. D. Hinshelwood—British Psychoanalytical Society 

Keywords: anti-Zionism, antisemitic, British-psychoanalysis, children, 
Gaza, Hamas, Inna Rozentsvit, Israel, Israel Defense Forces (IDF), Pal-
estine 

They say that those who are abused as children often grow 
up to become abusers.  The challenge of critiquing a victim’s ac-
count (as I might wish to do with Inna Rozentsvit’s piece) is that 
one inevitably becomes the victimizer.  I guarantee that my remarks 
here will be dismissed extremely quickly as antisemitic.  So, I want 
to start with a brief event that upset me and upset my daughter (who 
is in her mid-50s) even more.  She, as a teenager, had a romantic 
boyfriend who wanted her to accompany him back to his kibbutz (a 
community in Israel, usually rooted in agriculture).  As we are not 
Jewish, she felt torn and eventually decided she wished to begin 
adult life with the freedom to travel and explore.  Her ex-boyfriend 
returned to his kibbutz, and they have kept in touch ever since.  
Well, that was until October 7th when his kibbutz, close to Gaza, 
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was flattened, and he was killed with a shot to the head.  It brought 
us, the family, close to the Hamas/Israel Defense Forces (IDF) war.   

In connection with that incident, I would like to mention 
that many years ago, I was quite closely acquainted with Ghada 
Karmi, a woman who, at the age of six or so, had been expelled 
with her family from their home in Jerusalem in 1948, and they be-
came refugees in London.  The woman had nevertheless done quite 
well and became a doctor.  Recently, I discovered she had written a 
memoir of her exile, In Search of Fatima: A Palestinian Story 
(2002), which I read with fascination. 

My next relevant incident is that a couple of years ago, the 
Tel-Aviv Institute of Contemporary Psychoanalysis asked me to 
become an honorary member, which I felt honored me, and I 
agreed.  A month ago, at the end of October, seeing the pogrom be-
ing conducted by the IDF in Gaza, I decided to resign my honorary 
membership.  This, not surprisingly, called forth a hurt response, 
saying, “It’s a shame that to be seen as morally right among your 
anti-Zionist colleagues is not to act against the antisemitism in Lon-
don streets.”  I felt condemned, of course.   

I was subsequently talking to a good Jewish friend and col-
league who has close connections with Israel (I think he has a holi-
day home there) who said he believed that the Palestinians dying in 
Gaza were being killed by Hamas.  I was astonished by the recent 
discussions in newspapers about the exchange of hostages.  It ap-
pears that Israel is willing to exchange Palestinian prisoners who 
are women and children.  Astonishing.  Does Israel imprison chil-
dren?  It cannot be … can it? 

Inna Rozentsvit’s piece is straightforward “anti-
antisemitism.”  My own experience, as I have tried to convey, is 
painfully more complicated.  As a psychoanalyst, I have tried to 
reflect on this extraordinary emotional complexity that makes us all 
want to take refuge in some easy, one-sided commitment.  In the 
presence of such a powerful nation-to-nation blame game, how can 
one find ground on which to stand securely and realistically? 

There are powerful unconscious emotions at play—threat, 
terror, and murder.  They enslave our reasoning and devote it to 
high-volume self-justification and murderous responses.  My un-
derstanding of the response I got from the colleague in the Tel-Aviv 
Institute who condemned my anti-Zionism as antisemitism demon-
strates this.  I may be anti-Zionist, but certainly not antisemitic.  
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The conflation of the two speaks to how a desperate emotion can 
interfere with and overwhelm a rational appraisal of reality.  My 
actual reaction, so far as I can grasp it in my own mind, is that I am 
profoundly against Hamas whilst sympathetic to the majority of 
Palestinians and opposed to the Jewish punitive expedition in Gaza.  
However, I’m also sympathetic to Israelis with whom I have a lot in 
common—as well as enthusiastic about comrades and friends who 
are assimilated Jews in the UK. 

It points me to the psychoanalytic idea of the reality princi-
ple in which human beings have a mind that reaches beyond animal 
reflex actions in reality and can form representations in the mind.  
These are of inestimable use for genuine inquiry and experimenta-
tion, not least for accepting there are various alternative ways of 
looking at things.  Such an important use of the capacity to repre-
sent is in contrast to the reflex hard line, but easy, one-sided com-
mitment.  It is quite understandable in high-stress situations, as we 
currently have in Israel/Palestine, that the reality principle can be-
come a bit wobbly. 

In British psychoanalysis, it is familiar that under some cir-
cumstances, representations in the mind can cease to do their job.  
They become, in Hanna Segal’s (1957) word, an “equation.”  In-
stead of an idea being represented for inquiry and use, it becomes 
an installed element of one’s being, so that one is identified with it 
such that it is a veritable loss of identity to allow any questioning or 
critiquing.  That is the nature of an ideology; it is a part of one’s 
being, and one is one’s ideological belief system.  To lose some-
thing of one’s ideology is to lose one’s being, as suicide bombers 
could attest. 

In the blame game situation, it is essential to remain blame-
less and imperturbably in the right.  Rationality is mobilized solely 
to that purpose rather than to represent reality—and what greater 
aid to rationalizing one’s innocence is there than to be a victim (at 
least in one’s own unconscious mind)?  The conclusion: Beware the 
self-justifying victim, on either side; they can be dangerous. 

R. D. Hinshelwood, MB, BS, is a Fellow of the Brit-
ish Psychoanalytical Society, a Fellow of the Royal College of Psy-
chiatrists, and a Professor Emeritus of the University of Essex, UK.  
He has written widely on psychoanalysis, comparative methods be-
tween schools, and the relevance of the psychoanalytic uncon-
scious in social and political discourses, including racism.  His A 
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Dictionary of Kleinian Thought (1989) is well-known and has been 
translated into nine other languages, and he will publish a volume 
entitled Unconscious Politics in 2024.  He can be contacted at 
bob.hinsh@gmail.com.   
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Jews’ Peculiar Position:  
Responding to Hinshelwood 

Inna Rozentsvit—Object Relations Institute 

First, I wanted to thank Dr. R. D. Hinshelwood for his heart-
felt response to my article.  It allowed me to understand how my 
writing can be perceived in general, especially by non-Jews, and to 
notice how we humans can be sharp and analytical, as well as 
acknowledge and critique the biases of others while rationalizing 
our own.  For me, October 7th was a massacre, a barbaric and pur-
poseful killing of Israeli civilians and their guests, from few-months
-old babies to octogenarians.  It reminds me of the barbarism of 
Petlyura pogroms in Ukraine, even more so than the methodical and 
cold-blooded Nazi killing machine.  The unfortunate and horrifying 
killing of children in wars constitutes collateral damage, especially 
when Hamas uses them as predictable sacrifices of their own chil-
dren for their political cause. 

Hinshelwood describes the killing of his daughter’s ex-
boyfriend from the Kibbutz in a very cold way, accepting his death 
as what it is: killed by a shot to the head.  But he calls the response 
of the Israel Defense Forces (IDF), which is considered by observ-
ers to be well-calculated and reserved, a pogrom.  Are we assessing 
the same reality?  Neurobiologically, each of us has a different real-
ity, which is constructed from and filtered through our prior life 
experiences, ideals, ideologies, and biases.  So, it seems that we all 
have different realities; I described the origins of my reality in the 
symposium paper.  For a relevant example in current events, when 
judging the prisoner-hostages’ exchange situation, the reality is that 
the female and child prisoners in Israel are in prison for committing 
acts of terrorism, while the hostages kept by Hamas did not commit 
any crime—they are just Jews who (in Hamas leaders’ minds) do 
not have the right to live.  
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I will try to address each point of Hinshelwood’s paper here.  
First, it is unclear to me why Jewish “victimhood” is brought up, as 
I was very clear that I never felt I was a victim of antisemitism.  Or 
was he referring to something else or someone else’s perceptions?  
Talking about victimhood, it’s worth mentioning that although Jews 
constitute about .02% of the world’s population, they absorb (or 
they are the “victims” of) about 50% of all hate crimes (Angel, 
2023).  How is this possible?   

To perpetuate the hate with all its expressions, the anti-
Jewish propaganda machine utilizes antisemitic stereotypes that 
paint all Jewish people as one, having too much power (or money) 
or being too weak; two, being greedy; three, being disloyal; four, 
killing Jesus; five, using blood of Christian children for religious 
rituals or for making the matzah; six, inventing Holocaust; seven, 
being dirty/sub-humans and/or spreading diseases; eight, being 
White supremacists and racists; or nine, being the occupiers and 
colonizers.   

These antisemitic stereotypes are often used for political 
purposes, whether selectively or in concert with others.  For exam-
ple, the first through the sixth stereotypes are mostly used by the 
political far-Right; the seventh by Islamists and Nazis; and the 
eighth and ninth by the political far left.  No matter what, Jews are 
to blame, even for the Holocaust.  Here is a personal example.  
During my neurology residency in New York City in the 1990s, I 
overheard some explanations from otherwise well-meaning people 
that Jews are “weak” and can’t stand up for themselves; otherwise, 
they would not “stay in line to gas chambers.”  Like most Jews of 
my age, I was not shocked, nor did I get offended or take it person-
ally.  As one of the satiric Soviet songs goes, “If you don’t have wa-
ter in the faucet—know that Jews drank it all. / Jews, Jews, Every-
where are the Jews!”  

The last colonizers/occupiers’ stereotype is related to the 
mere existence of the Jewish state (aka Zionist state), painting it as 
a racist endeavor.  It applies double standards to its actions, com-
paring Zionists to Nazis and blaming all Jews for some hard deci-
sions made by the Israeli government at one time or another in a 
very hostile neighborhood.  Below are some facts about this new 
antisemitic stereotype of the Jewish state committing “ethnic 
cleansing” and about the “occupation” of Palestine. 

Just a historical note: In 1948, there were about 700,000 
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Palestinians, and today, there are six million of them in the Land of 
Israel.  It cannot be called ethnic cleansing.  Rather, in Arab and 
Muslim countries, the declining numbers of Jews support such a 
claim of perpetrating ethnic cleansing of the Jews.  For instance, in 
Libya, there were 38,000 Jews in 1948 and zero in 2018; in Iraq, 
135,000 in 1948 and less than 10 in 2018; and in Algeria, 140,000 
in 1948 and 50 in 2018 (Jewish Virtual Library, n.d.).  The numbers 
don’t lie.  

In May 1968, American social philosopher Eric Hoffer 
wrote an op-ed in the LA Times called “Israel’s Peculiar Position.”  
Almost 56 years later, it has not lost its relevance to reality—the 
reality principle to which Hinshelwood is appealing.  Hoffer wrote 
that the “Jews are a peculiar people: things permitted to other na-
tions are forbidden to the Jews.  Other nations drive out thousands, 
even millions of people and there is no refugee problem…” (quoted 
in Torossian, 2014, para 3).  In fact, Turkey expelled almost a mil-
lion Greeks in the 1920s and committed genocide against Armeni-
ans in 1915-1916.  Algeria expelled a million French because of 
winning the war in 1962.  Ethnic Germans were exiled from Euro-
pean countries (Czechoslovakia, Poland, and USSR) where genera-
tions of them lived before because of the atrocities committed by 
Nazis.  Dresden was bombed by the coalition forces for the same 
reason—just to show that they could.  Chinese Indonesians were 
discriminated against from the mid-1700s up until the 1960s.  In the 
same op-ed, Hoffer further wrote that “in the case of Israel, the dis-
placed Arabs have become eternal refugees” (quoted in Torossian, 
2014, para 4), and Israel is held to higher standards than any other 
country on earth.   

Arnold Toynbee, the “Western spokesman for the Arab 
cause,” even equated the displacement of Arabs by Israel to atroci-
ties committed by Nazis (Friedman, 1999, p. 73).  If we dig into the 
history of “why” the displacement of about 700,000 Arabs hap-
pened in 1948, we’ll find out that it was because right after declar-
ing independence, the Jewish state was attacked by their Arab 
neighbors (Egypt, Jordan, Lebanon, and Syria).  This was called the 
first Arab-Israeli War, the purpose of which was to wipe Israel off 
the face of the earth, as in “from the river to the sea” slogan.   

But Israel was victorious, and the agreement was drawn be-
tween these states, defining Israeli borders—the “green lines”—
which were in effect until the Six-Day War of 1967 (also started by 
“neighbors” and won by Israelis).  Any war is a bloody affair, so 
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some of the Arab population of Israel left the war-torn country with 
the intention of returning when Israel was no more.  Some were just 
scared of war and its brutalities.  Others stayed and became Israeli 
citizens with all human rights, including voting and serving in the 
IDF.   

It is interesting to note that the ones who left Israel to find 
citizenship in the surrounding Arab countries were not too welcome 
there.  At best, they were stuck in refugee camps and never gained 
citizenship (except in Jordan).  At the same time, 850,000 Jews 
were expelled from Arab and Muslim countries, such as Morocco, 
Algeria, Yemen, Libya, Tunisia, Iraq, Egypt, Turkey, and others.  
Israel accepted all of them.   

In The Meaning of Disaster (1948), a Syrian historian, Con-
stantin Zuryak, coined the term Nakba, the Catastrophe, which 
claims self-inflicting and humiliating shame of not being able to 
defeat Zionism, aka Israel, despite this one country fighting with 
seven Arab nations and winning.  The defeated Arabs started to 
spread lies about imaginary winnings, which Zuryak criticized.  He 
insisted that Zionism is rooted in Western life, which looks into the 
future, while Palestinians live in the “magnificent” past.  Palestini-
ans are not allowed to forget Nakba: In May 2023, Mahmood Abas, 
President of the Palestinian Authority, signed a decree that anyone 
who “denies” Nakba will be jailed for two years.  Now, the modern 
twist is that denying Nakba is interpreted as a crime against human-
ity. 

Let’s turn now more to displaced people, like Ghada Karmi, 
who is mentioned in Hinshelwood’s article.  Of course, being dis-
placed can become traumatic; however, it can also create an oppor-
tunity to find common ground and, despite everything, achieve 
peace.  This cannot be done unilaterally.  The Laurel Holliday 
book, Children of Israel, Children of Palestine: Our Own True Sto-
ries (1998), attests to that, retelling the stories of 36 Israeli Jews 
and Palestinians who grew up through this conflict.  They all long 
for peace. 

Of course, antisemitism as Jew-hatred is a complex phe-
nomenon, whether or not one is Jewish.  I would urge Dr. Hinshel-
wood to take an approach I proposed in my original symposium 
article: to focus on group rather than individual psychology (see 
Freud, Group Psychology and the Analysis of the Ego, 1921).  Col-
lective narcissism, narcissistic rage, and the wish to split off one’s 
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own (disavowed) evil on the other group are the mechanisms at 
play.  On a more spiritual level, we need to acknowledge that each 
of us carries opposites: good and evil.  It is up to us 
(neurobiologically) to choose one or the other and to process both 
the grief of loss and the joy of life.   

Inna Rozentsvit, MD, PhD, MSciEd, biography can be 
found on page 278. 
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Defining Antisemitism:  
Not for the Faint of Heart! 

Jerome A. Chanes—Baruch College  

Abstract: Defining “antisemitism” implicates religious, sociological, his-
torical, and political dynamics.  The history of antisemitism, from Chris-
tian religious anti-Judaism to modern pseudo-scientific racialist antisem-
itism, suggests a definition rooted in “hostility toward Jews as a group 
that results from no legitimate cause.”  Current definitions seek to link 
criticism of Israel to antisemitism. 

Keywords: anti-Judaism, anti-Zionism, antisemitism, definition-of-
antisemitism, history-of-antisemitism, IHRA, Israelophobia, Wilhelm 
Marr 

Defining antisemitism is and always has been a devilish 
thing.  Indeed, the word itself—“antisemitism”—is troublesome.  Is 
it about Jews?  Is it about “Semites,” whoever they might be?  Also, 
how is the word to be spelled?  “Anti-Semitism”?  “Antisemitism”?  
Let’s take a step back and understand the historical context of the 
term. 
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The History of Anti-Judaism and the Definitions of Antisemi-
tism 

The history of anti-Judaism can be telescoped into three pe-
riods: first, ancient antisemitism, which was primarily ethnic.  Sec-
ond, Christian antisemitism—regnant for two millennia—which 
was religious.  (There were instances in which Christian anti-
Judaism took on a racialist persona as well.  In the 14th-15th centu-
ries of Catholic Spain, the idea of limpieza de sangre [“purity of 
blood”] of Jewish converts to Christianity was an issue.  These new 
Christians did not have pure Spanish Catholic blood and were 
therefore suspected as Judaizers and worse.)  Third, modern anti-
semitism, which was (and still largely is) racialist.   

Indeed, in the 19th century, the religious basis of anti-
Judaism was considered old-fashioned; the new sciences of biology 
and anthropology provided a better, “scientific” rationale for hating 
the Jews.  Jew hatred was now “antisemitism.”  (Much of contem-
porary, present-day antisemitism is related to, and in some instanc-
es is derived from, the Arab-Israeli conflict, and moves beyond the 
racialist and the religious.  The question of antisemitism is often 
presented as: Is anti-Israelism or anti-Zionism antisemitism?  See 
below for a full analysis of this matter.) 

The locution “antisemitism” was coined in 1879 by a Ger-
man radical writer, politician, and antisemite, Wilhelm Marr.  The 
old term for anti-Jewish expression, “Jew-hatred,” had become ob-
solete.  “Jew-hatred” describes traditional Christian antipathy to-
ward Jews, hatred arising out of Christian theology going back 
many centuries, which did not suit the modern era.   

Those who spearheaded the new—or revised—ideology 
sought a neutral, sanitized term that did not contain the word “Jew.”  
The idea was to use a term that would sound as if it had come from 
the new social and natural sciences.  Marr’s neologism came from 
comparative philology, which had labeled a number of related lan-
guages—Hebrew, Akkadian, Aramaic, Arabic, and Amharic—as 
“Semitic.”  “Semitic,” of course, has nothing to do with race or ra-
cialist divisions or identification; it was and is pure philology.  A so
-called Semite speaks a Semitic language.  Period.  But to Marr and 
the Jew-haters around him, “Semitic” was a “scientific”—and con-
venient—way of saying “Jew,” and “antisemitism” conveniently 
replaced “Jew hatred.” 

The way the word is spelled tells us much.  The word is of-
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ten spelled as “anti-Semitism.”  The use of the hyphen and upper-
case “S” emphasizes a fictitious “Semitism,” characterizing a ra-
cially-defined (rather than linguistic) “Semitic” group.  Such usage 
gives the antisemites a victory right off the bat.  So—the word is 
properly spelled “antisemitism.” 

There have been many efforts, over many decades, indeed 
centuries, aimed at defining antisemitism.  Few things in human 
history have a history of 2,000 years; antisemitism is one of them, 
and defining it goes back that long.  In the Tanakh (the Hebrew Bi-
ble), a rabbinic historiographical extrapolation of the Jacob-and-
Esau narrative is “Esau hates Jacob”—antisemitism as a distinctive 
reality, an eternal part of the Jewish experience, almost normative 
in nature.  The traditional Jewish rabbinic formulation, “An estab-
lished normative principle: Esau hates Jacob,” is the classic repre-
sentation of antisemitism: Babylonia, Rome, and Christendom as 
Edom (the antisemitic descendants of Esau), antisemitism incar-
nate, antisemitism universal, antisemitism unending, antisemitism 
eternal, and antisemitism immutable.  Is antisemitism indeed immu-
table?   

Closer to home, in modern and contemporary times, other 
approaches commonly heard have emerged: “An antisemite is 
someone who hates Jews more than is absolutely necessary.”  
“Antisemitism is the dislike of the unlike.”  “Antisemitism is hatred 
of Jews, period.” 

Defining antisemitism is not entirely objective.  Perhaps the 
best approach—paraphrasing the United States Supreme Court Jus-
tice Potter Stewart in his famous comment about pornography—is 
the old, clichéd, “I can’t define it, but I know it when I see 
it” (Jacobellis v. Ohio), approach.  However, this poses a problem 
that makes it difficult to measure Jew hatred: All too often, inci-
dents or expressions are characterized as antisemitism when they 
are not.  Gut feelings are important; they tell us something about 
perceptions and that something may be going on out there.  But gut 
reactions are not the same as hard data.   

Then we have the following quoted from Lucy Dawidowicz 
(July-August 1970), a historian and writer: “With regard to anti-
semitism, I don’t really want to search for explanations or defini-
tions; I feel a strong inclination to surrender to my affects in this 
matter and find myself confirmed in my wholly nonscientific belief 
that mankind on the average and taken by and large are a wretched 
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lot.”  Are these the observations of a misanthrope or the rantings of 
a malcontent? No—it is none other than Sigmund Freud reflect-
ing—as have many—on the unpredictability and utter irrationality 
of antisemitism.  So, what is antisemitism? 

 My preferred definition is David Berger’s:  

 Antisemitism means either of the following: (1) hos-
tility toward Jews as a group that results from no 
legitimate cause or greatly exceeds any reasonable, 
ethical response to genuine provocation; or (2) a pe-
jorative perception of Jewish physical or moral traits 
that is either utterly groundless or a result of irration-
al generalization or exaggeration. (Berger, 1997, p. 
3)   

However one defines antisemitism, two points must be kept in 
mind: First, antisemitism presupposes that the Jews are radically 
“Other.”  This simple central point is a universal, timeless charac-
teristic of antisemitism.  Second, antisemitism is not a Jewish prob-
lem; it is a non-Jewish problem.  There is nothing that Jews can do 
about antisemitism, other than monitor it and do a little counterac-
tion. 

Connecting or Disconnecting Anti-Zionism and Israelophobia 
to Antisemitism and Various Resources 

Implicated by the definitional issue, especially resonant in 
contemporary events, is the matter of antisemitism, anti-Zionism, 
and Israelophobia.  The question stated starkly: Is anti-Zionism or 
Israelophobia antisemitism?  The analysis here is that this is a 
threshold question, and my threshold is a high one.  Criticism of the 
policies and actions of the government of Israel—indeed, harsh 
criticism—is entirely legitimate and, in fact, desirable.  The point at 
which attacks on Israeli policies and actions become antisemitism is 
when the legitimacy of the Zionist enterprise—and by extension, 
the legitimacy of the State of Israel—is questioned and denied.  
This, in my view, is tantamount to denying the legitimacy of Jewish 
peoplehood, which by definition is antisemitism.   

 Finally, in recent years there have been moves to politicize 
not antisemitism (that’s an old story) but the very definition of anti-
semitism; the defining of antisemitism has taken over the discus-
sion.  The conversation has been, at some level, not about antisemi-
tism but about how antisemitism is processed and defined.  How 
did this come to be? 
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 The International Holocaust Remembrance Alliance (IHRA; 
n.d.), a resource group on the Holocaust for educators, museum 
professionals, and policymakers, in 2016 adopted a definition of 
antisemitism: “Antisemitism is a certain perception of Jews, which 
may be expressed as hatred toward Jews.  Rhetorical and physical 
manifestations of antisemitism are directed toward Jewish or non-
Jewish individuals and/or their property, toward Jewish community 
institutions and religious facilities.”   

 So far, so good.  Not my definition, but satisfactory.  The 
problem began with a set of examples that the IHRA (n.d.) adopted 
“to guide it in its work.”  These examples, which came under the 
rubric of “targeting the State of Israel” (IHRA, n.d.), included some 
dozen bullet points, most of which are legitimately antisemitism.  
Some, however, would paint an overly broad picture, an indictment 
of anti-Israel rhetoric that critics say could result in the stifling of 
debate when it comes to Israel and the Palestinians.   

Analysts suggest that the unstated goals of those who cham-
pion the IHRA definition and would impose it on college campuses 
and legislatures are the silencing of Jewish groups and individuals 
on campuses and elsewhere advocating (for example) on behalf of 
Palestinian human rights and a two-state solution, as well as the 
obstructing of any discussion of the BDS (boycott, divestment, and 
economic sanctions as weapons against Israeli policies) issue.  This 
“weaponization of antisemitism” would have implications in terms 
of freedom of expression on the campus and elsewhere.  Many 
would want to “weaponize” antisemitism to counter BDS, effec-
tively saying, “BDS is antisemitism.”  This agenda—basically, 
“everything anti-Israel is antisemitism”—at the core of the exam-
ples accompanying the IHRA definition would be used by groups 
that are active on American campuses and could have a chilling ef-
fect on expression.  The ultimate problem with the IHRA definition 
is the danger that free speech will be impinged; the definition, if it 
becomes standard, would have an alarming impact on criticism of 
Israel—especially on the campus. 

 Additionally, there are objective consequences of fighting 
anti-Israelism at the expense of combatting other forms of antisemi-
tism.  Over many decades and until recently, White supremacists, 
radical Christians, and other extremist groups advocating virulent 
racist and antisemitic agendas had been relegated by the broad ar-
ray of Jewish groups to the sideshows of antisemitica, deemed tau-
tologically “extremist,” not possessing substantial numbers and 
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with limited impact.  Since 2016, however, license has been given 
to a new generation of extremists whose vicious antisemitic expres-
sions—by now well known—have become part of segments of the 
political mainstream.   

 Yet some new “definers” of antisemitism—including some 
Holocaust-survivors groups and Israel-advocacy organizations—
choose to emphasize anti-Israel expression rather than real threats 
from the White-nationalist extremist Right or other, classic, expres-
sions.  Political analyst Hank Sheinkopf captures the moment: “The 
IHRA definition, if widely accepted, will set a standard that will 
allow for only limited discussion, and will, in fact—
counterintuitively—permit more extremist action” (personal com-
munication, November 15, 2021).  Nonetheless, it appears that IH-
RA is here to stay.  It has been adopted by a number of national 
Jewish organizations, and many elected officials support the IHRA 
“package.” 

The definition of antisemitism must take place somewhere 
between the indifferent and the hysterical.  The biggest danger with 
respect to defining and assessing antisemitism is an internal danger.  
The “cult of victimization” is less attractive and more coarsening 
when viewed in one’s own community.  It was never true that ad-
versity was what held Jews together, that antisemitism was what 
kept Jews “Jewish.”  This fallacy has a long history.  In the tor-
mented history of the Jews, they did not instill their torments at the 
heart of their identity.  They were never reduced by their suffering.  
Vitality, not morbidity, has been the Jewish characteristic.  This 
dynamic should be the lead factor in defining antisemitism.    

Jerome A. Chanes, ABD, an adjunct professor at Baruch 
College of the City University of New York, is the author or editor 
of five books and more than 100 articles, scholarly papers, reviews, 
book chapters, and encyclopedia entries on a range of Jewish public 
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2023).  Forthcoming is a book setting a historical, political, and so-
ciological context for a hundred years of Israeli theatre (Academic 
Studies Press).  His scholarly work is in the arenas of Jewish com-
munal structures in the U.S. and internationally; performing arts, 
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Antisemitism is Oedipal 

Adam J. Sacks—University of Hong Kong 

Abstract: This essay uses tools of psychoanalysis to shed light on the Oe-
dipal roots of antisemitism and the family-like entanglements between 
Judaism and Christianity.  Repeated historical and psychological pat-
terns reveal mimetic competition and an underlying sacrificial logic be-
hind ancient animus.  These suggestive analytic reflections serve to pro-
vide additional layers of psychohistorical engagement with ongoing is-
sues of cultural resentment. 

Keywords: antisemitism, blood-libel, Christianity, historical, Judaism, 
Oedipal, psychological, supercessionism  

 The profound psychological roots of antisemitism in the 
West lie in family, Oedipal-like relations between Judaism and 
Christianity.  Antisemitism here, without the hyphen, is meant as a 
general catch-all for the historical animus toward Jews, rather than 
the specific racializing political movement of late 19th Century Eu-
rope from whence the term originated.  A psychohistorical reading 
of theology and doctrine is essential to uncover its roots.  For in-
stance, when the Catholic Church sought to create an authentically 
post-antisemitic relationship with Judaism, the older faith was 
framed not in parental terms but in those fraternal, as an older sib-
ling.  This phrase was uttered by Pope John Paul II in 1986 on the 
occasion of the first visit of any pope to a synagogue.  This move 
tacitly underlines that a parental framework was behind much of 
the grief and persecution.   

 Judaism has long denied a fraternal status as the “brother” 
role was so clearly claimed by the figure of Jesus.  Jesus is recur-
rently more fraternal than paternal in his relations, especially in the 
Passion narrative (the story of Jesus’ final week).  In brotherliness, 
he dwells in the middle of society, in and amongst the common, 
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even the marginal.  His age and state of maturity mark him as 
brother rather than as father in the human life cycle.  Cosmically, 
Jesus serves as a mediator, a meeting of the human halfway to the 
divine as divine brother-companion for all humankind.  The Vati-
can’s apologetic transfer of fraternal status onto Judaism is a way of 
revising the predecessor religion, rendering it more Jesus-like.   

 The conflict-ridden Gospels are very much a story of rebel-
lion by the younger generation.  The Band of Brothers Jesus move-
ment cleared a new plateau of equality, one scarcely imaginable 
beforehand in either Roman or Judaic society.  All conceivable stig-
matized outsiders and untouchables are welcomed in—Samaritans, 
lepers, prostitutes, and slaves—demonstrating compassion to the 
harassed and the helpless, scandalizing the caste system of the Jeru-
salem Temple cult, birth-determined and with strict laws of purity 
governing interaction between the castes (Kohanim, Leviim, Israel-
ites).  Though the Hebrew Scriptures record several relapses to pa-
ganism, hardly had there been such a direct challenge to the caste 
system of the Temple from a rising generation.   

 The list of Halakahic provisions (the Judaic legal corpus) 
that Jesus self-consciously violates is impressive in its length: from 
work on the Sabbath to touching lepers, and to the laws of purity 
while eating.  Jesus also repeatedly challenges the earthly dwelling 
place of the cosmic father, the Holy Temple in Jerusalem.  Though 
not a member of the priestly caste, he dares teach in the courtyard 
and infamously runs amok amongst the money changers there to 
facilitate the sacrificial cult.  The threat posed to parental authority 
is made abundantly and repeatedly clear: Jesus is ultimately a legit-
imizer of transgression and an architect of the reversal of the funda-
mental quality of superego demands.  Ultimately, Christianity ex-
changes a material burden of discipline (kosher laws, Sabbath ob-
servance, circumcision, and intermarriage controls) for one more 
psychic and emotional, specifically the injunction to love, for-
giveness, and kindness.  The outer discipline of the Law of the Fa-
ther, as handed down by the paternal-like Moses, is jettisoned al-
most in its entirety.  Jesus is then marked for death, a judgment 
stained with cosmic, Oedipal intensity.  Primal in human under-
standing is that first-born fruits are an unearned pure gift from the 
divine sphere to be willingly returned there.  Jesus’ story elevates 
this sacrificial logic onto the divine family.  His death evokes a par-
amount existential dread: parental abandonment by the father.   

Ritual sacrifice of the son harkens back to the very start of 
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the Abrahamic journey to faith.  The paradigmatic test of this faith 
involves a readiness for child sacrifice.  One of the most well-
known stories in the Hebrew Scriptures is the Akedah or binding of 
the miracle child Isaac.  This reveals violence at the heart of mono-
theist foundations, a binding in shared trauma.  Abraham passed the 
test by proving he was willing to sacrifice his son, having him 
bound and ready for slaughter.  The supernatural last-minute ap-
pearance of a ram caught in the bushes does not indict this resolve 
nor the logic of sacrifice itself.  The predecessor religion of the Ca-
naanites did indeed sacrifice children to their god Moloch, a shad-
ow undeniably cast on the Bible story.   

The specter of child murder reverses the natural order and 
threatens any promise of continuity.  Repressed after Abraham in 
the Israelite story, it cast a shadow that loomed large as a possibil-
ity, as an account outstanding that would one day require posting.  
Later Bible stories consistently loop back to the reaffirmation of 
parental authority.  The story of Moses and the giving of the Law 
ultimately boils down to a face-off between a primal cosmic father 
and an earthly ruler, Pharaoh, who erroneously claims an earthly 
god-like ultimate paternal authority.   

Sacrificial Logic as Enmity Generator  
Jesus’ murder by the father, read as a sacrifice, forces trau-

matic witnessing, compounding the psychological violence inherent 
in the removal of a prior regime of authority.  Jesus takes on this 
painfully immense burden to free future generations from intense 
paternal legal pressure.  The “sins” he dies for are those defined by 
Mosaic Law and the inevitable inability of humanity to live up to 
its strenuous demands.  This paternal authority is revealed to be not 
only onerous but also sadistic and murderous.   

Jesus, innocent and all-loving, is like a human caught in the 
animal jungle.  By the end of his life, he is beset by an atmosphere 
of unrelenting and generalized hostility from all quarters.  Ultimate-
ly, his abandonment is total: He is betrayed, his disciples disperse at 
the time of his condemnation, and even his chosen successor, Peter, 
denies him thrice.  The Band of Brothers is clearly overcome with 
the guilt of overthrowing the law of the father.  Jesus’ absorption of 
generalized and collectivized guilt is like a brother absorbing gener-
ational convulsion and the guilt of his fraternal comrade.  His pro-
tracted death is a total “forsaking,” a thorough ravaging of body 
and soul, a cosmic loneliness of complete abandonment by family 
and friends.   
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The Oedipal intensity of the birth of the Christian son reli-
gion out of the Jewish religion of the Father isn’t just about child 
rebellion.  The subtext is that parental wrath may suicidally devour 
all potential for life growth.  The crucifixion is a psychohistorical 
return of the repressed primal practice of the sacrifice of the 
firstborn.  In this instance, it also signals, via a founding murder-
trauma, the start of a new and distinct civilizational project.  Freud 
was so wedded to this phylogenetic postulate of primal, founding 
trauma that he claimed that the Israelites had, in fact, murdered Mo-
ses but then repressed the crime.  Having escaped this burden of 
guilt, Jews self-immersed into a disproportional cultural degree of 
life-affirming jouissance (enjoyment), which in turn secured for 
them the enmity of generations.  To paraphrase Adorno’s summa-
tion of modern fascist antisemitism: The attainment of world happi-
ness can only come about if that of the Jews’ is eradicated.  The 
successor to the religious Israelite project was a sharp about-face, 
one graphically centered around a traumatizing murder. 

From Jesus’ death onward, the two faiths would engage in a 
vexed pas de deux, constructing each other relationally in contrast.  
In late antiquity, the religion of the son, Christianity, became more 
embedded in Greek Philosophy and doctrines of human-divine hy-
postasis, whilst the religion of the father, Judaism, embraced in-
creasing legalistic levels of ritual purity taken from the Zoroastrian/
Persian world.  (In the modern world, breakaway Protestantism 
would reclaim the mantle of paternal, Old Testament orientation, 
while in response, the Roman Church would move ever more to-
ward maternality with newfound doctrines on Mary.)  Just as Chris-
tianity codified the human-divine fusion in the councils of Nicea, 
Chalcedon, and Ephesus, rabbinic elites in Palestine and Babylon 
took the bold step of textually incarnating the Oral Law into the 
concrete form of the Talmud.  These contrasting incarnations would 
further the dichotomy of tribalist versus universalist, legalist versus 
emotionalist, realist versus romantic, and love against ethics.   

Mimetic Competition and Supercessionism 
Council Christianity and Rabbinic Judaism were actually 

mutual responses to a shared predicament: the end of sacrifice, the 
destruction of the Jerusalem Holy Temple, and the dispersion of the 
Jews throughout the Roman world.  They attempt a response to a 
profound conundrum: how to exist in a world where the principal 
form of communication and expiation between the divine and hu-
man realms has vanished.  For the ancient Judeans, the Temple was 
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the one site on earth where human ontology could be transcended 
and the divine presence rested, a piece of heaven on earth.  Jews 
believed literally that the Presence of the Lord dwelled in the Holy 
of Holies inside the Temple precincts.  For the centuries between 
Isaac and Jesus, pure and innocent sacrifices were institutionalized 
as the primary ritual act of the Abrahamic faith.  Several times dai-
ly, first at the Tabernacle in the desert and then at the Holy Temple 
in Jerusalem, featuring five major categories of offerings, up to a 
million a day of a half-dozen kinds of animals and the non-living, 
e.g., grain and incense.  Of the 613 Commandments recognized 
within Judaism, approximately 200 or 30% relate to the Temple 
sacrifices.  The Temple is destroyed, and Jesus is sacrificed/ascends 
around the same time, so parent and child religion share the depri-
vation of the indwelling of the divine on the earthly plane.   

Jesus is that last sacrifice, claimed to satisfy for all times: a 
cosmic lamb for all the sins of the world, a spiritual streamlining of 
salvific promise.  Jesus’ sacrifice displaces and sublimates psycho-
logically those of the Temple.  Christianity’s approach to sin abso-
lution is more maximalist and unconditional, like that of a forgiving 
child rather than that more stringent and paternally severe of Rab-
binic Judaism.   

 Christian theology understands itself as the final resolution 
of the sacrificial logic at the heart of the Israelite religion, in the 
concept known as supercessionism.  The glitch in this doctrinal ma-
trix is that the parent religion neither vanishes nor engages with this 
Christian resolution, instead persisting in what could be seen as a 
parental pose of narcissistic neglect.  Hebraic survival also appears 
as an artifact-like vestigial presence, even a ghost-like haunting.  
Like the echo of the voice of the “undead” parent that continues to 
ring in the inner ear, Judaism’s very continuance could seem an in-
dictment of the legitimacy and veracity of Christianity, a hindrance 
to the self-actualization of the child.  Taken to an extreme, the un-
dying, undermining parental shadow can appear as a demonic nem-
esis, a pull into pre-existence and non-existence.  European folk 
traditions would easily assimilate Jews into the satanic, the archon 
of death, forever enemy of Jesus: by standing on the side of death, 
to them, Jews forfeit any claim to life.   

Antisemitism cannot be disentangled from the continual and 
traumatic rewitnessing of an Oedipal murder.  Even after painstak-
ing reforms, most recent Passion Plays do fully dispense with mul-
tiple scenes that generalize antagonism to Jesus amorphously with-
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in Judaic society.  As this Passion story forms the yearly climax to 
the sacred Christian calendar, such psychologically burdensome 
retelling accumulates the need for an expiation from the expiation, 
a release from the inescapably tragic loop of Jesus’ substitutionary 
atonement.  This classic explanation for antisemitism is further bol-
stered by the fact that the deepest canard of antisemitism is the 
blood libel, a blatant case of projection anxiety regarding the ritual 
murder of children.   

 On the deepest strata of mimetic competition between par-
ent and child religions is an oft-overlooked metonymic ambiguity.  
The opposing corollary to the doctrine that Jesus usurps the role of 
the Temple of Jerusalem is that it is, in fact, the people of Israel 
who inherit the mantle of the body of Christ on Earth.  The experi-
ence of total and utter forsakenness, repeated in time and regularly 
all along the political and geographic spectrum of humanity, is psy-
chohistorically more the lot of the people of Israel than the people 
of Christ.  Sacrificial torments regularly visit this body, and anti-
semitism consistently takes the form of a motor churning displaced 
and expiatory sacrificial violence.  The tormented body of Christ in 
history may ultimately be mere metonymy, an adjunct for the thing 
really meant, namely the ongoing earthly torment of the body of 
Israel.   

 Adam J. Sacks, PhD, obtained his PhD and MA from the 
Department of History at Brown University, a Master’s of Science 
(High Honors) from the City College of the City University of New 
York, and a Bachelor of Arts, Summa Cum Laude, Phi Beta Kappa 
from Cornell University.  He can be contacted at ad-
am_sacks@alumni.brown.edu.    

Aggression and the Purpose of  
Antisemitism 

Charlotte Schwartz—Psychoanalyst 

Abstract: The author hopes to demonstrate how antisemitism has been 
utilized by various societies to discharge aggression in the form of hate to 
the “other,” and thus protect their Indigenous populous from excessive 
harm.  Jew as the recipients of the negative aspects of the aggressive 
drive spares the dominant group from the murderous rage and hatred 
that is an inherent aspect of this drive.   
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Peter Gay, projection, societies  

Peter Gay, a historian of social history and psychoanalysis, 
wrote a remarkable book titled The Cultivation of Hatred (1993).  
Certainly, the very idea suggests an anomaly: Why should any per-
son, group, or society want to cultivate hatred?  Is this not the very 
emotion we would like to eradicate from our lives?  Yet Gay sug-
gested hatred was not just an emotion that erupted spontaneously in 
our society but rather that social organizations utilized hatred for 
very specific purposes.  He indicated that hatred derives from ag-
gression, an instinctual/psychological drive that is inherent in all 
humans and which demands expression in both negative and posi-
tive behavior.     

The scars that aggression has left on the face of the past are 
indelible.  Wars and rumors of war, class struggles, clashes between 
religious denominations or racial and ethnic groups, rivalries for 
place and power in politics and business, the hatreds generated by 
nationalism and imperialism, the ravages of crime, and the confron-
tations of private life from marital discord to family feuds—all of 
these and more offer pervasive testimony that aggression has sup-
plied most of the fuel for historical action and historical change.  
The search for the origins, meanings, and implications of aggres-
siveness—threatening or adaptive—has always been, and must al-
ways be, a pressing preoccupation for local magistrates, social re-
formers, military planners, and political theorists.  

 That hatred is often viewed as a separate entity from aggres-
sion is a theoretical error.  It arises from the aggressive drive and 
derives its qualitative characteristics both from this drive and the 
negative experiences in life.  Whether we conceive of aggression 
from a Darwinian concept of “survival of the fittest” or a Freudian 
understanding that aggression is instinctual as well as psychologi-
cal, we must understand how civilization has utilized and organized 
the pervasive nature of this aggressive drive.  Societies recognized 
early on that to preserve human life, they had to control and struc-
ture the expression of aggression as it emerged in individual and 
group behavior, which may have been advantageous in the past.   

Importantly, aggression does not always imply a negative 
quality.  It is also a positive attribute in humanity’s functioning that 
accounts for our creative pursuits both in work and personal rela-
tionships.  The tillers of soil, the artists, the cooks, the mothers, and 
the fathers all utilize this aggressive drive for the well-being of so-
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ciety and personal development.  Yet, there also exists a negative 
aspect to this drive.  A perusal of the daily papers or the news on 
TV is conclusive evidence: murders are committed daily; wars and 
destructive acts have abounded throughout history. 

 Civilization, if I may anthropomorphize, has long recog-
nized that the force of aggression cannot be eradicated nor is indi-
vidual or group control easily achieved.  Issues of right and wrong 
succumb to revenge, and to kill one’s enemy often assumes a moral 
imperative.  We may well ask why this aggressive drive that plays 
such havoc with the peaceful development of civilization cannot be 
better controlled.  From the earliest history of humanity, aggression 
protected against personal destruction.  As one of Freud’s basic bio-
psychological drives, aggression serves as a protective, affective 
behavior without which humanity could not survive.  Unfortunate-
ly, aggression holds within it the seeds of its own destruction.  If to 
save oneself one had to kill the other, then the other became a con-
stant source of danger to the self.  Laws were devised whereby it 
was possible to both protect the individual or group and punish the 
predator.  This was the very means by which civilization both con-
trolled and still gave expression to aggression.   

The destructive elements in the aggressive drive cannot be 
explained by an inherent bio-psychological premise alone; we must 
look to the nature of social interaction, economics, politics, and a 
wide range of social ideologies.  I want to stress that society has 
devised many methods of organizing group attitudes to discharge 
aggression.  One such device was to find a “convenient other.”  As 
Gay (1993) pointed out, “Nothing seems more natural than the case 
which humans claim superiority over a collective Other” (p. 68).  
For many reasons, Jews have served the role of the “convenient 
other,” a legitimate rationale by society’s ethos, to protect its own 
cohesion.  By dispersing aggression outward to the other, the 
stranger, society attempted to minimize internal strife.  In essence, 
social organization has incorporated individual psychological 
mechanisms, specifically the mechanism of displacement.   

Of course, I am again anthropomorphizing society.  This 
mechanism of discharging aggression to the other is in no way lim-
ited to the unruly mob or the less educated.  Our great hero of the 
Enlightenment, Voltaire, was as slanderous toward the Jews as the 
common person on the street.  He stated, “In short we find in them 
only an ignorant and barbarous people - Jews were the enemies of 
mankind” (Voltaire, 1824).  Marx (1887), who was born a Jew and 
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always seen as Jewish as a young radical, distorted the “Jewish” 
role in society and referred to them with venom.  He rhetorically 
asked, “What is the object of the Jew’s worship in this world?  Usu-
ry.  What is his worldly God?  Money” (p. 37).  The diatribes 
against the Jews, the hatred, and the poisonous lies of  the blood 
libel and The Protocols of the Elders of Zion were spewed from the 
mouths of the educated, the Popes, the Church ministers, and the 
literati.   

The essential issue that society has had to deal with at every 
facet of its development is to control aggression so that a unified 
group does not destroy itself.  We know the danger inherent in all 
relationships; statistically, family members commit the greatest per-
centage of homicides against each other.  We are also cognizant of 
the ease with which a particular society can erupt into class con-
flicts and civil warfare, which can also bring about the destruction 
of the group.  What keeps a society intact is the cohesiveness of the 
population—in essence, group identification.  This identification 
has many positive aspects: the capacity to accept a body of rules, 
inhibit destructive behaviors, and care for members of the popula-
tion.   

Furthermore, the concept of group identification helps us 
understand how aggression toward the other is permitted by the so-
cial order.  We tend to love, to want to bond with the similar, and to 
reject that which appears different.  We refer to this as “stranger 
anxiety.”  The outsider threatens the group’s sense of identity.  
Having an enemy solidifies a group while simultaneously providing 
an outlet for any aggression.  By banding against the stranger under 
the sanctification of society, the entire social structure is spared the 
plague of conscience.   

I will again speak in anthropomorphic terms by suggesting 
that society operates with unconscious mechanisms.  We are all 
aware that society does not have an unconscious.  It has a history of 
written and oral traditions, as well as attitudes reflected in its legal 
system.  Yet it behaves on two levels: the overt cognitive and ra-
tional, and an opposite state of which it is seemingly unaware.  It is 
with this latter manner that it handles aggression and the mecha-
nisms that infuse and diffuse this drive.   

 By exalting society with an unconscious process, I want to 
point to several other mechanisms that appear harmful to its well-
being.  The very idea of perceiving Jews as vermin has given socie-
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ties throughout history a sense of righteous killing.  Hanging, burn-
ing, or exiling them without any sense of conscience are strange 
phenomena when the entire legacy of these societies signifies kind-
ness, loving one’s neighbor, morality, justice, and the sanctity of 
human life.  How can we understand this contradiction?  

The psychological mechanism operating in this contradicto-
ry state is referred to as isolation, more commonly called splitting.  
We can mentally and emotionally keep apart ideas and behaviors 
that are in opposition to each other as well as act one way or the 
other without undue distress at their apparent contradiction.  Not all 
behavior can be entirely consistent, and we can’t always evaluate 
every act or word and maintain optimal functioning.  Thus, the 
mechanism of isolation makes possible behavior with the least 
amount of exertion.  It serves to conserve energy.  Even absolutely 
justified killing requires this mechanism to operate.  One must split 
off from their conscience, which can emotionally destroy, debili-
tate, or inhibit functioning.  We have corrupted this mechanism to 
permit murderous aggression.  Thus, the Church Fathers and the 
Voltaires can act with impunity and not assail their conscience. 

We recognize aspects of ourselves that we reject and project 
onto the other.  Projection is a complex method by which we at-
tempt to put into the other characteristics existing in ourselves.  
These can be good or bad qualities.  In relation to antisemitism, 
Jews have been the repository of all the worst qualities of humani-
ty.  They have been called rapacious, selfish, a usurer, and other 
adjectives reflecting human abhorrence.  The “convenient other” is 
closely allied by identification but is still a negative “other.”  One 
may wonder if the common ancestry of the Christian religion hav-
ing arisen from Judaism meant that it had to be maligned in order to 
separate from it.  This separation, long since established, seems to 
contain the seeds of hatred without any present raison d’etre.  Ear-
lier, antisemitism in the separation process had served emotional 
and political purposes and was exploited to achieve its aims.  The 
pattern persists because antisemitism continues to serve a psycho-
logical, political, and economic purpose.  It continues to bolster the 
power of the Catholic Church and other political hierarchies.   

Our minds require the ability to go from the general to the 
specific and back.  You may query: What does this have to do with 
antisemitism?  Well, the answer lies in the way we generalize spe-
cific characteristics of an individual.  We tend to group people by 
their affiliation, race, religion, and nationality.  In conjunction with 
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identification, we tend to take characteristics from the specific and 
ascribe them to a group.  If some Jews are nasty, usurious, or any 
other negative quality, then all Jews are.  Generalization has been 
used in politics to control and sometimes destroy Jews.    

That Jews have resisted assimilation throughout history is a 
rather remarkable feat.  What has sustained this group identity in 
culture and religious beliefs?  The Spanish Inquisition, the expul-
sions from many European countries, the Ghettos, and finally, the 
Holocaust, have all unleashed this destructive side of the aggressive 
drive against Jews, and yet, Jews have maintained their internal 
group cohesiveness.  Is it the power of identification that maintains 
group cohesiveness, the power of the aggressive drive that protects 
the individual against destruction by the other, or rather, a combina-
tion of many factors? 

In conclusion, I want to reiterate the role that the discharge 
of aggression, i.e., the aggressive drive in the form of hatred, has 
played in antisemitism, and how organized society has deliberately 
utilized this hatred as a displacement of hatred from within the 
group to the “other.”  Various psychological mechanisms have been 
co-opted as vehicles for the discharge of aggression to the “other.”  
Individuals will always be driven by the aggressive drive that 
emerges in the form of hatred, rivalries, murderous wishes, and dis-
tortion of reality.  It is the task of society to apply the laws of jus-
tice and reason that can exercise appropriate control over the de-
structive aspects of the aggressive drive.  Unfortunately, society has 
not done an adequate job in either controlling wars or curtailing an-
tisemitism.   
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Dostoevsky’s Post-Traumatic  
Antisemitism 

Anna Geifman—Bar-Ilan University 

Abstract: Dostoevsky’s survival of a near-death experience was the main 
trigger for his conversion from a socialist to a religious nationalist, who 
projected his traumatic experience onto Russia as a whole.  The Biblical 
tradition, however, emphasized God’s Covenant with the Jews as the 
“chosen people.”  Their status undermined Dostoevsky’s claim for Rus-
sia’s universal mission and—indirectly—his personal mission, rendering 
Dostoevsky a false prophet and eliciting his manifest antisemitism.  

Keywords: antisemitism, “chosen people,” Dostoevsky, European Ro-
manticism, Jews, mock-execution, national-destiny, near-death, Russia, 
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Whether or not we relate to Fyodor Dostoevsky’s writings, 
few deny his literary genius.  Those who do not enjoy wallowing 
with him in the viscid darkness of his characters’ tormented souls 
nonetheless appreciate his virtuosity in delving deeply into subcon-
sciousness.  While Dostoevsky’s opinions might be infuriating, he 
was certainly not shallow—except in his trite Jew-bashing, unfit for 
the brilliant thinker that he was.  The source of Dostoevsky’s late-
life antisemitism did not stem from his innate superficiality or crud-
ity but from a profound existential quandary. 

The epitome of Russian ultra-conservative, religious nation-
alist thinking, Dostoevsky began his public life as a novice writer 
among the “progressives” in a small literary circle of Charles Fouri-
er and other European utopian socialists, whose writings were 
banned in Nicholas I’s Russia.  Another offense was their declared 
distaste for political and religious despotism, on which they blamed 
the woeful state of their country’s domestic affairs.  Their cure-all 
was socialist equality and justice.  On April 23, 1849, participants 
in the so-called Petrashevsky Circle were arrested and charged with 
subversion. 

 Dostoevsky and his friends were tried and found guilty of 
conspiracy and “abusive remarks” about Russia’s authorities.  On 
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December 22, 1849, the convicts were lined up in Semenovskii 
Square to hear their verdict: immediate execution by firing squad.  
Dostoevsky thought that he had but minutes to live.  Suddenly, an 
aide-de-camp galloped to the execution square.  As per the prear-
ranged plan, the last-minute imperial decree commuted death sen-
tences to hard labor in Siberia.  The near-death experience at the 
mock execution was shattering.  One of the condemned lost his 
mind.  Others had to learn to live with the trauma, “the horrible, 
immeasurably terrifying minutes of waiting for 
death” (Dostoevsky, 1873/1994, p. 157).   

Dostoevsky’s way was to construct a comprehensive narra-
tive of his last-minute survival.  To describe it as a stroke of amaz-
ing luck would be an intellectual and spiritual reduction.  The dra-
matic incident required an elucidation of why it happened—quite in 
line with later-day psychologists’ teaching about the nature of trau-
ma: Constructing a profound interpretation of a dreadful ordeal 
serves as a uniquely beneficent coping mechanism, for the meaning 
people attach to their experiences may effectively alleviate suffer-
ing.  Dostoevsky’s interpretation of his encounter with death had to 
ascribe meaningful import to his anguish to render it transformative 
and constructive.  

For Dostoevsky, a vital shift of a “mental paradigm” oc-
curred immediately after the mock execution (Miller, 2007, pp. 5-
7).  Having not yet repudiated his former convictions, he seemed to 
have already renounced his identity as a subversive, referring to 
Nicholas I as “His Imperial Majesty.”  Just hours after the near-
death ordeal, Dostoevsky was already deeply engaged in self-
evaluation and penitence: “I look back at the past … how much 
time has been wasted in vain … lost in delusions, in errors …  
in ignorance of how to live … my heart bleeds … Now, I am being 
reborn into a new form … I shall be reborn…” (Dostoevsky, n.d.).  
His journey of innermost rebirth began when, hands and feet in 
irons, Dostoevsky set out across snow-covered Russia to serve four 
years in a Siberian hard labor prison.  

The transcendent blueprint to guide him along the course of 
righteousness Dostoevsky found in the Gospels, the only book 
prisoners were permitted to keep.  The New Testament was the 
source of his famous conversion from a nonconformist to a 
traditionalist religious thinker, whose numerous followers have 
since deemed him to be Russia’s prophet. 
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Years later, Dostoevsky remembered his transformation as a 
long journey from the scaffold, where he and his friends had not 
felt the “slightest repentance” and believed that they were martyrs 
dying for a holy cause.  Suddenly, the royal decision to refuse their 
sacrifice rendered it less lofty: that Nicholas I only wished to dis-
grace the rebels and teach them a lesson Dostoevsky clearly did not 
know at the time.  For Fyodor, the tsar’s gift of life was a miracle—
the conviction he would not disown even after he knew that he had 
not been in real danger.  The near-death nightmare prompted Dos-
toevsky to retreat to his essence and reconnect to the deeply inte-
grated Russian Orthodox piety of his childhood.   

He “set off for prison in Siberia with the expressed intention 
of discovering … the Russian people there,” turning toward the 
narod (simple folk) as “the key to the spiritual salvation” in Russia 
(Miller, 2007, p. 7).  Dostoevsky (1873/1994) subsequently at-
tributed his disengagement from a universalist, “unRussian” out-
look to “brotherly unity” with his fellow inmates, who brought him 
back to his “roots, to knowledge of the Russian soul” and spirit (p. 
157).  In every criminal, he saw the Gospels’ thief, crucified with 
Jesus, and admitted to paradise for his loyalty.  From there, it was 
only a step toward Dostoevsky’s belief that the long-suffering Rus-
sians were a sacred “God-bearing people,” the guardians of purity 
and truth (Miller, 2007, p. 6; Ivanits, 2008, p. 3).   

Dostoevsky’s strengthened religiosity acquired the distinctly 
Russian Orthodox form, with an emphasis on redemption through 
purifying pain.  He wrote to his brother from the prison: “I … 
judged myself … mercilessly and harshly and at times even blessed 
my fate for sending me this seclusion, without which … this trial of 
myself … would not have taken place” (Grossman, 1963).  Just as 
Dostoevsky felt that his own suffering restored the goodness of his 
tainted soul, patient acceptance of hardships and coercion by the 
peasants yielded national purity, he insisted: Through centuries of 
anguish, the Russian soul has been cleaned to holiness. 

In prison, the “holy folk” mistreated and humiliated Dosto-
evsky, as though seeking quittance for centuries of abuse by the 
gentry.  Privately, he complained about peasants’ ignorance and 
depravity; yet, as an aspiring prophet, he urged: “bow down before 
the people’s truth” (Ivanits, 2008, p. 6), for “our people are infinite-
ly superior, more noble, more honest, more ingenuous, more gifted, 
and are imbued with a … loftiest Christian idea, which Europe, 
with its moribund Catholicism and stupidly self-contradictory Lu-
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theranism, doesn’t even understand … all Russian moral concepts 
and goals are loftier than those of the European world” (Frank & 
Goldstein, 1987, pp. 265, 276).  

Prison behind him, Dostoevsky completed his Siberian so-
journ as a private in an infantry regiment, and ten years after his 
“miraculous deliverance,” returned to public life to announce his 
hard-earned truth.  He grieved that, like so many in his generation, 
he had been “contaminated” by socialism and “seduced” into disbe-
lief.  The “delirium” led him to the scaffold, but having regained 
life, he would guide his people out of wretchedness and sin toward 
redemption.  Like his religious revival, Dostoevsky’s nationalistic 
messianism stemmed from the mock execution.  The horrifying ex-
perience also defined his life’s mission.   

Individual pursuits were inseparable from and must be har-
monious with one’s homeland’s “historical purpose,” Dostoevsky 
thought, in line with a core tenet of European Romanticism.  Ex-
cept, arbitrarily, he reversed the Romantic assumption by taking for 
granted that his nation’s destiny reflected his own spiritual path, 
casting it “into cosmic terms” (Frank, 2009, pp. 51, 56).  His sur-
vival and repentance generated a template for Russia’s near-
annihilation, remorse, reparation, and ascent to righteousness.  Dos-
toevsky regained life to reveal his people’s messianic purpose; they 
would be revived to fulfill it.  His vision would save Russia; the 
“Russian Truth” would save the world. 

Dostoevsky famously declared in his Notebooks that the 
“West has lost Christ and that is why it is dying” (de Lubac, 1995, 
p. 269).  The degenerate Western civilization succumbed to nihil-
ism and selfish individualism and was on the verge of an apoca-
lypse.  Russia, too, was in grave peril because its culture had been 
infected with secularism and socialism.  The ensuant depravity 
threatened Russia’s annihilation along with the rest of the old 
world.   

However, unlike the West, Dostoevsky was assured that 
Russia could be cured.  It would withstand near-death—to be grant-
ed a compassionate second chance for spiritual recovery.  Russia 
must suffer to purify itself and to earn renewal to be the world’s 
redeemer.  Dostoevsky validated his beliefs with a late 15th to early 
16th century state-sanctioned concept of “Moscow—the Third 
Rome.”  The official narrative described Russia as the spiritual heir 
of the fallen Rome and Constantinople and the heart of the Chris-



Page 306       Clio’s Psyche 
 

 

tian world on its way to deliverance.  The ideology substantiated 
Dostoevsky’s messianic vision of Russia’s rebirth for the sake of 
universal salvation.  

“The quintessence of Russia’s mission,” Dostoevsky wrote 
in 1869, “is to reveal … the Russian Christ, whom the world does 
not know and whose principle is embodied in our native Ortho-
doxy.”  Herein “lies the very essence of our future civilizing mis-
sion and of the resurrection, perhaps, of all of Europe…” (Frank & 
Goldstein, 1987, p. 303).  By way of European rejuvenation, a 
grand “renewal through Russian thought is being prepared for the 
world as a whole” (Frank & Goldstein, 1987, p. 276).  The “genius 
of the Russian people” rendered them uniquely apt for the task of 
saving the world by “the light from the East that will spread to the 
blinded mankind” (Frank & Goldstein, 1987,  p. 344).  

 Citing the Bible with reference to Russia was vital for Dos-
toevsky.  In the Old Testament, time and again he would come 
across the designation of Israel as the “chosen people” in a Cove-
nant with God.  Yet, the Jews had lost the Covenant, and Christians 
inherited it; therefore, he believed the Russian Orthodox were the 
reincarnation of God’s “chosen people.”  In the vision of the proph-
et Isaiah, Israel could reach wonderful ethical and spiritual heights 
to be “light upon the nations”—the part Dostoevsky allotted for 
Russia alone.  It must have indeed been infuriating for him to read 
in his beloved Book, which he accepted verbatim, about the Israel-
ites’ eternal distinction. 

Perhaps even more exasperating was the Jewish obstinacy.  
A despised minority expelled from their Promised Land and dis-
persed far and wide, they had lost their national sovereignty and 
common language; yet, during centuries of the darkest and most 
hopeless exile, amid humiliation and abuse, the Jews, as one nation, 
held on to their unique, everlasting relationship with God.  They 
refused to forsake the Covenant because it was the sole source of 
their vitality as a people.  They kept believing—for two millen-
nia—that God would surely redeem His people. 

Earlier in life, Dostoevsky defended the Jews.  His antisemi-
tism developed simultaneously with his ideology.  Like other Jew-
haters with messianic ambitions, he had to undermine “the Yids” 
and “the Yidism” to make space for his own “chosen people.”  Ivan 
Shatov, a key character in The Possessed, thus outlined Dostoev-
sky’s beliefs: “If a great people does not believe that the truth is to 
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be found exclusively in itself, if it does not believe that it alone is 
able to revivify and save all the rest, that it is designed for that very 
purpose, then it is no longer a great people, but only an ethnograph-
ic unit…”  There was only one truth, he concluded, “and therefore 
only one people can have the truth of God … That one God-bearing 
people is the people of Russia” (McGann, n.d., p. 43). 

Dostoevsky’s antisemitism was different from his general 
chauvinism toward foreigners.  While lashing out at the Jews for 
their alleged sins—big and small, from greediness to conspiracy to 
rule over the world—he did not reject them with contempt, the way 
he cast off the Poles, the Turks, and many others; he was obviously 
preoccupied with “the Jewish question” and “vigorously denied” 
his antisemitism.  Dostoevsky might have even felt guilty for vilify-
ing the Jews; yet, he rationalized his hate via glaring projections.  “I 
sometimes imagine,” Dostoevsky wrote, for example, “what if there 
were not three million Jews, but three million Russians in Russia, 
and there were eighty million Jews?  Well, how would they treat 
Russians … Wouldn’t they turn them into slaves?”  He went on to 
write, “Wouldn’t they slaughter them to the last man, to the point of 
complete extermination, as they used to do with alien peoples in 
ancient times” (Morson, 1983, p. 80).  His Jewish rivals forever re-
mained the Old Testament Israelites in his eyes. 

A powerful mind, Dostoevsky was oblivious to the injecting 
of his private meanings into Russia’s national narrative.  It never 
occurred to him that his prophecies might be arbitrary or serve an 
ulterior purpose.  In fact, his passionate diatribes about Russia’s 
ascent from ignominy to a would-be messianic triumph reiterated 
and indirectly affirmed the immense merit of Dostoevsky’s person-
al journey from apostasy to spiritual guidance. 

Except that there were the Jews, who insisted on their own 
version of the messianic process and tacitly undermined his elo-
quent narrative.  Dostoevsky knew that the Jewish people could not 
survive outside their everlasting relationship with God—and he hat-
ed them for their refusal to perish.  Frustrated by their rejection of 
national oblivion as part of his forecasted “pan-humanness,” Dosto-
evsky designated “the tribe” as “the enemies of humanity.”  Cling-
ing to the source of their vitality, the Jews stealthily challenged 
Dostoevsky’s vision and relegated his country’s status from the 
world’s savior to an “ethnographic unit.”  Simultaneously, they de-
valued his own status as Russia’s prophet and undercut the purpose 
of his spiritual journey.  Increasingly resentful and unreasonable as 
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time went on, Dostoevsky (1880/1984) relished every antisemitic 
libel and welcomed every reason to revile the Jews, “the bearers of 
antichrist” (p. 191), unconsciously recognizing them as the existen-
tial adversary.   
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Putin and the Jews: Between  
Philosemitism and Antisemitism 

Juhani Ihanus—University of Helsinki 

Abstract: The Russian history of antisemitism is discussed through 
Putin’s relationship with Judaism and his political maneuvering between 
philosemitism and antisemitism.  In the Russian context, Putin has ex-
pressed many Jew-friendly statements.  However, the wars in Ukraine 
and Gaza have changed the tone to balance between the personal attach-
ment to Lubovitch Judaism and political urges to blame Zelensky, a proxy 
Jew installed by the U.S. 

Keywords: antisemitism, Jews-repression, propaganda, Russia, splitting, 
Ukraine, unconscious-influence, Vladimir Putin  

Russian Jews 
The Russian Empire, established in 1721, already harbored 

a substantial Jewish population from preceding centuries.  The Pale 
of Settlement, instituted in 1791, confined Jews mainly to annexed 
territories that, by the 19th century, encompassed Russian Poland, 
Lithuania, Belorussia (present-day Belarus), a significant portion of 
Ukraine, the Crimean Peninsula, and Bessarabia.  Stringent regula-
tions confined nearly five million Jews in Imperial Russia to the 
Pale, which was dismantled during World War I. 

Despite Lenin’s Bolshevist national policy opposing anti-
semitism and advocating against pogroms, and even Stalin’s offi-
cial condemnation of antisemitism in the 1930s, Stalin’s personal 
and political biases against Jews (and many other nationalities), ev-
ident in various destructive campaigns, climaxed in the Great Purge 
and persisted until he died in 1953.  After World War II, amidst a 
large population of displaced and homeless Jews in Europe, Stalin 
ordered the migration of 10,000 Eastern European Jews to Birobi-
dzhan, the Jewish Autonomous Oblast he had established in 1928. 

The revival of the Yiddish culture under Stalin’s regime was 
short-lived, as was his initially pro-Zionist foreign policy.  Calcu-
lating that the creation of the State of Israel would advance social-
ism and end the British influence in the Middle East, the Soviet Un-



Page 310       Clio’s Psyche 
 

 

ion voted in favor of the United Nations Partition Plan for Palestine 
and was the first state to officially recognize Israel.  When Israel 
turned out to be more aligned with the U.S., Stalin became increas-
ingly fearful about the rise of Jewish nationalism among the Soviet 
Jews who were seen as a “fifth column” (Figes, 2008, p. 493) that 
conspired against the Soviet state and its fake internationalism 
through cosmopolitan currents.  For Stalin, every Zionist was final-
ly a potential agent of U.S. intelligence services. 

The Soviet Union severed diplomatic ties with Israel after 
the 1967 Six-Day War.  As Russian Jews began emigrating to Israel 
and the West, the Kremlin clung to the notion of Jews posing a 
threat to the Soviet state.  The Soviet government distinguished be-
tween “good” and “bad” Soviet Jews, labeling the latter as those 
who, influenced by Zionist propaganda, emigrated to the West or 
Israel. 

In the post-Soviet era, the old tradition of dividing Jews into 
“good” and “bad” persisted.  As Dmitry Shlapentokh (March 8, 
2022) has remarked, Alexander Dugin, the ideologue of 
“Eurasianism” in the early post-Soviet era, divided Jews into 
“Eurasian” Jews, faithful servants of the great “Eurasian” empire, 
and “Atlantic” Jews, mercenary agents of cynical capitalism.   

Putin the “Philosemite”   
Stalinist mythology portrayed the destructive leader-

demiurge as the architect of a utopian, superhistorical world and the 
designer of the people’s collective unconscious.  Despite lingering 
antisemitic sentiments and attitudes after Stalin’s death, Soviet 
Jews experienced relatively better times than before. 

In the 1950s, during Vladimir Putin’s childhood, his family 
resided in a communal apartment.  Rabbi Berel Lazar, Putin’s fa-
vorite, shared in an interview that they first met in 1990, shortly 
after Putin became prime minister, establishing a strong bond.  
Putin mentioned to Lazar his parents’ frequent absence due to 
work, recalling his religious Jewish neighbors who generously pro-
vided him with food, assistance with homework, and care.  Putin 
also recalled how the husband recited liturgical prayers, sitting cov-
ered with tallis (prayer shawl), and how the family had Shabbat 
meals, after which the husband learned religious texts for hours.  
Rabbi Lazar suggested that Putin “felt a sense of appreciation for 
what Y iddishkeit is, what a Jewish family is, what learning Torah 
is, what keeping mitzvot [Jewish commandments] is.  The morality, 
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the values” (Heschel, 2023, p. 33).  He believed that Putin harbored 
a sense of gratitude for the kindness shown to him. 

During the openness of Gorbachev’s leadership and into the 
1990s, many Russian Jews saw improved prospects as Jewish busi-
nessmen and politicians formed the Russian Jewish Congress, with 
oligarchs contributing to synagogues and Jewish centers.  In 2005, 
Putin, as President, made a historic visit to Israel, the first ever by a 
Russian (or Soviet) leader.  During his time in Tel Aviv, he emo-
tionally reunited with his former high school teacher.  He also ele-
vated his Jewish childhood friends, Arkady and Boris Rotenberg, to 
positions of oligarchic power.  Several of Putin’s closest confidants, 
including his Judo teacher, who served as a mentor and surrogate 
father, are Jewish.  Even his chosen surrogate president and later 
Deputy Chair of the Security Council, Dmitry Medvedev, is sup-
posed to have Jewish roots, although his identity is that of an ethnic 
Russian. 

On a personal level, Putin has supported Russian Jews for 
decades, particularly the Chabad-affiliated community known for 
its loyalty to him.  Russia used to fare better than countries like 
Hungary and Ukraine on the Global Index of Antisemitism.  In 
2019, Putin made headlines by standing on stage outside the Jewish 
Museum in Moscow, flanked by Victor Vekselberg, a Jewish oli-
garch and donor to local synagogues, and the Russian chief rabbi, 
Berel Lazar.  Born in Italy and educated in the U.S., Lazar was sent 
as an emissary to Russia by Rabbi Menachem Mendel Schneerson, 
the leader of the Hasidic evangelical Orthodox Chabad (also known 
as Lubavitch) sect, to promote the faith. 

Putin has acknowledged that he knows that certain individu-
als wield significant monetary power.  Stereotypically, he appears 
to link them mostly to Jews whose wealth reaches a global concen-
tration of power that transcends national borders.  This perspective 
leans on conspiratorial ideas, possibly stemming from his KGB 
background.  Putin seems to have embraced the KGB conspiracy 
theory suggesting that the ruling “world-Jewry” should be ap-
proached with caution.  He even speculated that one of the reasons 
for the loss of the Soviet Union during the Cold War was perhaps 
the wrong anti-Israel policy.  Perhaps such caution has backed up 
Putin’s friendly approach toward Israel until the war in Gaza set a 
new tone. 

Russian psychoanalyst Viktor Mazin refers to a consumer 
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culture based on media and monetary power that is common to both 
the East and the West.  Paradoxically, the unconscious of Putin’s 
Russia is influenced by American ideals, repressed by an emphasis 
on Russian nationalism and perceived Western manipulative at-
tacks.  The global dream and entertainment industry colonize the 
unconscious in both the East and the West, with discursive practic-
es shaping different ideological meanings related to glamour and 
money. 

Mazin (2010) sees glamour as a symptomatic notion of the 
Russian language in the 1990s.  Alongside terms like “elite,” 
“exclusive,” and “VIP,” it became one of the most media-popular 
notions in the new millennium.  Glamour implies an ideal lifestyle 
achievable only with money, fueling consumer egos.  In the 1990s, 
capitalism and psychoanalysis gained status in Russia, returning in 
a new guise.  Money became dollars, psychoanalysis became mod-
ern, and the unconscious was infiltrated by media stars and dreams, 
as well as by the indoctrinating messages of State-owned media. 

The Self-Sacrificing Soldier 
During Putin’s presidency, his initial enthusiasm for engag-

ing with the West and fostering mutual contacts has transformed 
into disappointment and a fear of encirclement by the U.S.-led 
Western coalition.  He has increasingly embraced a conservative 
doctrine grounded in three key principles justified by the savior 
plan.  First, an emphasis on patriotism, where love for the Mother-
land, encompassing the nation and its people, takes precedence.  
Second, the integration of military ideology into Russian culture 
promotes self-sacrifice through a religiously oriented cult of heroes 
and martyrs to support imperial aspirations for a sovereign territory 
of “Eurasia” or “Novorossia.”  Russians are constantly reminded of 
their Great Victory against Nazi Germany, reinforcing the moral 
imperative to be vigilant and prepared for war against the enemies 
in pursuit of peace.  Third, the Russian state must be led by 
“specialists in human relations,” members of the power elite with 
strong ties to the FSB, Russia’s secret services.  State-led media 
employs propaganda to portray enemies and their alleged plots. 

Putin’s doctrine draws heavily from the writings of White 
Russian émigré philosopher Ivan Ilyin (1883-1954), frequently 
quoted in Putin’s speeches.  Ilyin, an anti-Bolshevik ultranational-
ist, was convinced of the “national catastrophe” caused by the Oc-
tober Revolution.  He opposed Western democracy, briefly flirted 
with national socialism, and later advocated for a strong Russia uni-
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fying Great Russia and Little Russia (Ukraine and Belorussia) 
based on shared faith, nationality, destiny, geography, economy, 
culture, and political ideology—akin to autocratic democracy.  
Ilyin, like Putin, vehemently opposed plans for an independent 
Ukraine, evident in Putin’s approving reference to Ilyin during his 
speech on September 30, 2022, regarding the Russian annexation of 
four Ukrainian territories. 

In his 1950 essay “What Dismemberment of Russia Entails 
for the World,” Ilyin predicted the Soviet Union’s fall and advocat-
ed for Russians to form an all-military union, resisting the threats of 
evil through force.  The Ilyin-Putin doctrine asserts that only by 
recognizing the necessity of war or the threat of war can the dis-
memberment of Russia and submission to Western control be pre-
vented.  Putin, summarizing Ilyin in a speech to the Russian Federal 
Assembly on May 10, 2006, emphasized “the elevated and honored 
function of the soldier, [representing] the unity of the Russian peo-
ple” and “the will, force, and honor of the Russian state,” ready to 
counter “potential external aggression” (Eltchaninoff, 2022, p. 54).  
Notably, there was no mention of the dehumanization or deperson-
alization of the soldiers involved. 

The “Nazi Jew” 
Putin’s use of the defense of splitting is evident in his divi-

sion between devout Jews supporting him and perceived traitor 
Jews, and it is manifested in his fixation on President Zelensky.  To 
legitimize the war in Ukraine, Putin emphasizes Russia’s crucial 
role in defeating Nazi Germany and addressing Holocaust perpetra-
tors.  Putin seeks to redefine Zelensky's Jewish identity, asserting, 
through alleged Jewish acquaintances, that Zelensky is not a genu-
ine Jew but a disgrace to the community.  According to Putin, 
Zelensky is a pawn set up by Western powers, with the Kyiv re-
gime covering up the glorification of Nazism and the history of the 
Holocaust in Ukraine.  Despite Zelensky’s Jewish roots, Putin 
views him as a traitor, a sort of Nazi Jew concealing the nationalist 
Nazification at the core of modern Ukraine.  The Russian narrative 
is inscribed for offensive and defensive purposes, portraying crimes 
committed by the Kyiv government and leveraging the image of 
Stepan Bandera and Ukrainian nationalist organizations involved in 
the Holocaust. 

Putin’s confidants from his KGB era, including Lavrov and 
Patrushev, were brought up in an antisemitic environment.  Kremlin 
ideologues like Alexander Dugin and Alexander Prokhanov are 
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known for their antisemitic remarks.  Putin’s stance on Jews has 
been ambiguous; “bad” Jews, in his eyes, were mainly oligarchs 
opposing him, like Boris Berezovsky from the Yeltsin era.  On the 
other hand, “good” Jews were loyal oligarchs like billionaire Ro-
man Abramovich or Kremlin propagandists such as TV anchor Vla-
dimir Soloviev.  Interestingly, Putin appears more favorably dis-
posed toward Russian Jews than any previous Russian ruler, includ-
ing the Bolsheviks (Shlapentokh, March 8, 2022). 

Medvedev’s stance echoes Putin’s intense focus and preoc-
cupation with Ukraine and its President Zelensky.  In his article (in 
the Kommersant journal, October 11, 2021), Medvedev has gone as 
far as mocking and insulting Zelensky, suggesting that he is a 
treacherous Jew and a distasteful individual.  Accusations from 
Medvedev include claiming that Zelensky betrayed the Russian lan-
guage, in which he was brought up, and flirted with Ukrainian na-
tionalists whose predecessors ruthlessly persecuted Jews during 
WWII.  Additionally, Medvedev implied that Zelensky should not 
pretend to be a Ukrainian nationalist but should instead embrace his 
ethnicity and take pride in being an Ashkenazi Jew (Shalapentokh, 
March 8, 2022). 

Medvedev’s claims, including threats to launch a nuclear 
war, are also so contradictory and convoluted that they could be 
interpreted as both philosemitic and antisemitic, depending on 
one’s perspective and the context, as Dmitry Shlapentokh (March 8, 
2022) has concluded, adding that such convolution is not unique to 
Russia.  A closer examination of history and beyond reveals that 
individuals labeled as “antisemites” may still praise Jews, while 
those identified as “philosemites” can sometimes harbor antisemitic 
sentiments. 

The End Game 
Recently, doubts have arisen about Putin’s alleged philo-

semitism and friendly stance toward Israel, particularly as antise-
mitic groups have been wandering through Russian cities seeking 
Jews to target.  Despite the Kremlin’s usual response to street pro-
tests or dissent, it has remained conspicuously silent on this matter 
and the Islamist dissent in Russia. 

Since the brutal Hamas terror attack on Israel on October 7, 
2023, many Russian officials have expressed support for the Pales-
tinians, overlooking Israel’s rights.  Putin, for instance, refused to 
condemn Hamas for the massacre and even welcomed a Hamas del-
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egation to Moscow.  The looming threat of internal fragmentation 
in Russia has led Putin’s government to adopt hybrid politics, es-
tablishing political and economic ties with China, India, Saudi Ara-
bia, North Korea, Syria, and African countries while also blaming 
the U.S. for escalating the Gaza conflict.  Putin’s judo politics stra-
tegically adapts to destabilize adversaries, with selective antisemi-
tism serving as a ritualistic maneuver.  Russian propagandists and 
influencers utilize their channels to fuel hatred toward specific eth-
nic groups. 

Another unsettling incident in Russia involves Lev Rubin-
stein, a prominent Russian-Jewish poet and a key figure in Soviet 
underground literature.  Fiercely opposed to Putin and the Ukraine 
war, Rubinstein was tragically hit by a car in Moscow on January 8, 
2024, and died at the age of 76 after spending several days in a co-
ma.  In his poem, “A Little Night Serenade,” he wrote, “A man 
can’t live / Without a way to die!” (Rubinstein, 1986, stanza 87). 

Winston Churchill’s (1948) famous depiction of Russia as a 
“riddle wrapped in a mystery inside an enigma” in a radio broadcast 
on October 1, 1939, is psychohistorically an interesting, albeit con-
fusing, statement because it shrouds the unconscious motivations of 
history in a mystery, without trying to set them in any context.  
However, the return of the repressed scapegoating of Jews in Rus-
sia and elsewhere is far from enigmatic. 

Lastly, a quote attributed to Jacob Mazeh, chief rabbi of 
Moscow in the 1920s, encapsulates a historical perspective: 
“Trotsky makes the revolution, and Bronstein [Trotsky’s birth 
name] pays the bill.”  The quote marks the end game of this narra-
tive. 

Juhani Ihanus, PhD, is Associate Professor of Cultural 
Psychology at the University of Helsinki, and Associate Professor 
of the History of Science and Ideas at the University of Oulu.  He is 
also an international member of the Psychohistory Forum who has 
published books and articles on psychohistory, cultural and clinical 
psychology, psychoanalytic theory, biblio/poetry therapy, and the 
history of psychology.  Dr. Ihanus may be reached at 
juhani.ihanus@helsinki.fi. 
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Abstract: This paper explores how identity is socially constructed and 
negotiated as well as how the hated and haters’ identities are intertwined 
by reviewing sociological and psychological literature, relevant history, 
and biography. 
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Antisemitism, the oldest hatred in the world, has yet to be 
vanquished.  Who are the haters, and why do they hate Jews?  I will 
explore how identity is socially constructed and negotiated as well 
as how the hated and haters’ identities are intertwined by reviewing 
sociological and psychological literature, along with a few histori-
cal and biographical examples.  

The Enduring Hatred 
 We can begin the timeline of the history of antisemitism 

with ancient Greco-Roman persecutions in the 1st century BCE, to 
Jews being blamed for killing Jesus, through the Middle Ages with 
blood libels and conspiracy theories of the Black Plague.  It contin-
ued through the Protestant Reformation, fueled further by the Rus-
sian-fabricated Protocols of the Elders of Zion, which were spread 
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by Henry Ford in the United States.  These events were followed by 
the eugenics movement, which culminated in Nazism and the hor-
rors of the Holocaust.  Antisemitic attacks continue to this day.   

The question is, why does this oldest hatred still exist and 
morph into the beliefs of so many people?  It is an abhorrent belief 
that provides relief for many people who need to explain to them-
selves their own shortcomings and place in society.  In other words, 
Jews throughout history are a convenient scapegoat. 

 The usual response to ignorance is that more education is 
needed.  A crucial corrective was the declaration by the Roman 
Catholic Church’s Second Vatican Council rejecting collective 
Jewish responsibility for the death of Jesus.  (It issued the Nostra 
Aetate [“in our time”], also known as the Declaration on the Rela-
tion of the Church with Non-Christian Religions, in 1965.)  Howev-
er, in some cases, such as the United Nations Relief and Works 
Agency for Palestine Refugees in the Near East’s hate-filled text-
books, miseducation serves to inculcate and reinforce traditional 
negative stereotypes of Jews; for example, teaching math by count-
ing martyrs and suicide bombers as well as teaching social studies 
using maps, which erase the State of Israel. 

 The struggle to overcome antisemitic attitudes and behavior 
is not linear.  Consider an institution as significant as the United 
Nations (UN), which has enormous power to define the situation 
globally.  Its Charter encourages respect for all without distinction 
as to race, sex, language, or religion.  Its General Assembly created 
an International Day of Commemoration in memory of Holocaust 
victims in 2005 and condemned Holocaust denial in 2007.  Unfor-
tunately, in 1975, it also adopted a resolution equating Zionism 
with racism, which it did not rescind until 1991.  In 2006, the new 
Human Rights Council placed Israel’s treatment of Palestinians as 
the only item on its permanent agenda, meaning it is raised at every 
meeting, thereby treating Israel differently than all other members.   

Yet, in 2019, the Special Rapporteur of the Office of the 
High Commissioner for Human Rights recommended to the Gen-
eral Assembly that all States adopt the International Holocaust Re-
membrance Alliance’s non-legally binding working definition of 
antisemitism: “Anti-Semitism is a certain perception of Jews, which 
may be expressed as hatred toward Jews.  Rhetorical and physical 
manifestations of anti-Semitism are directed toward Jewish or non-
Jewish individuals and/or their property, toward Jewish community 
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institutions and religious facilities” (International Holocaust Re-
membrance Alliance, n.d.).  Similarly, in 2022, the Secretary-
General spoke out forcefully against hate speech.  While it is en-
couraging to see positive voices speaking out against antisemitism, 
it is not enough.  (Note, this was written before the October 7, 2023 
attack by Hamas on Israel.  It took until December 1, 2023, for a 
statement attributed to “UN Women” to be released condemning 
the horrendous sexual violence perpetrated against Israeli women.) 

Literature Review 
 Antisemitic crimes have increased throughout the world, 

including the United States.  Social psychologists and psychoana-
lysts have long tried to explain how one develops a sense of self—
theories that apply to everyone regardless of background or feelings 
about Jews.  Might these theories be utilized to decrease antisemitic 
attacks?  

Society is socially constructed and created; hence, identity, 
status, and power are not fixed in time but can change depending on 
the historical and political situation.  The dominant group confers a 
master status on the individual.  Even though Jews lived in Poland 
for hundreds of years before the Holocaust, their place of birth 
alone did not make them part of Polish mainstream society; they 
remained Jews first and Poles second as second-class citizens (see 
Bleiberg Seperson, 2004).  The same was true throughout Europe 
but to a lesser extent in some countries, such as, ironically, pre-
Nazi Germany and Austria.  The conflict between self-definition 
and others’ definitions remains in all cases.  The consequences, 
however, for Jews during the Holocaust were lethal.  In effect, it 
did not matter how Jews identified themselves; what mattered was 
how the dominant group identified them.  The power to impose a 
definition of the situation influences one’s own and others’ defini-
tion of identity. 

Sumner’s keen insights about us and them, in-groups and 
out-groups, ethnocentrism, and patriotism remain the standards for 
analyses of majority-minority relationships.  The key concept, eth-
nocentrism, is defined by Sumner as “one’s own group is the center 
of everything, and all others are scaled and rated with reference to it 
… Each group nourishes its own pride and vanity, boasts itself su-
perior, exalts its own divinities, and looks with contempt on outsid-
ers” (quoted in Bleiberg Seperson, 1906/1993, p. 110).  

Most notably, George Herbert Mead recognized that while 
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society has the power to shape individuals, people can also act back 
on society.  He viewed the development of the self as inseparable 
from society based on the process of seeing ourselves as others see 
us.  This reflexive sense of self is relevant to how victims and per-
petrators of antisemitism view themselves and each other.  How the 
individual responds also depends on his reference group.  During 
the Nazi era, and at other times, these ideas manifested as antise-
mitic attacks against Jews.   

Language, Culture, and Antisemitism  
From the days of the biblical diaspora (exiled from their 

homeland), Jews were bilingual: speaking and reading Hebrew, 
their religious language, and their secular language, from the cul-
ture where they lived.  During the Middle Ages, Hebrew was re-
ferred to as the “secret language of the Jews;” by the 17th century, 
Yiddish became the “secret language” (Gilman, 1986, pp. 16, 78-
79).  The Others’ (Jews’) language hides its nuance, allegedly to be 
used to fleece the people around them.  Thus, the secret language 
was construed as conspiratorial whether spoken privately at home 
or openly in the marketplace.  In Poland’s 1931 census, 88% of 
Polish Jews said Yiddish or Hebrew was their mother tongue 
(Central Statistical Office, 1938, Table 10, p. 15).  Some may infer 
that assimilation is the answer.  The history of the Jews proves that 
assumption wrong, as well as, in my view, morally indefensi-
ble.  Two examples illustrate this point below.  

Sander Gilman presented the case of composer and anti-
semite Richard Wagner’s conflict with Giacomo Meyerbeer, a pop-
ular Franco-Jewish composer, as Wagner’s attempt to escape the 
rumor that he was the son of his mother’s Jewish lover.  Wagner 
despised Jews and Hebrews.  By invalidating their religious lan-
guage and denigrating their ability to speak the secular language as 
alien, Wagner denied Jews’ ability to create valid works of art, in-
cluding musical compositions.  Since “the Jews have no communi-
ty, they can have no true language.  Hebrew is … unable to express 
… aesthetic perceptions of European experience” (Gilman, 1986, 
pp. 209-210).  

Sigmund Freud, the father of psychoanalysis, was born in 
Freiberg, Moravia, a small town now in the Czech Republic, and 
grew up in Vienna, Austria.  His father, Kallamon Jakob Freud, was 
born in Tismenits, Galicia, a part of the Austro-Hungarian Empire 
now in the Ukraine.  Despite marrying into an established Austrian-
Jewish family and moving his family to Vienna (when his son, Sig-
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mund, was three), the elder Freud presumably retained a provincial 
Galician accent signifying his origins.  Sigmund Freud (1925-1926) 
said his model of the persecuted Jew was based on his father: “My 
parents were Jews, and I have remained a Jew myself” (p. 
7).  Freud’s theory of psychoanalysis has many roots, influenced by 
his blended family, language, and religion.  The “hidden” language 
of the Jews may have been a precursor to his writings on Jewish 
humor and psychoanalysis raising unconscious desires to the sur-
face.  

Conclusion  
Identity is both given and chosen.  It matters how you see 

yourself and how others see you.  Also, it matters how you want to 
see yourself.  One chooses to be an antisemite or not.  We have a 
responsibility to remain true to our best possible self so that, collec-
tively, we can have a positive impact.  Although we can do this on-
ly one person at a time, together, we influence the whole.  Antisem-
itism must never be permitted to be normalized.  It will require the 
concerted effort of political, religious, and social media leaders and 
influencers to change the trajectory.  Language, culture, and history 
demonstrate both the grip of the past and the possibilities of the fu-
ture, including a decline in antisemitism.  The choice is ours. 

 Susanne Bleiberg Seperson, PhD, is a retired professor of 
sociology and represents Generations United, a non-governmental 
organization (NGO) at the United Nations.  She is Vice-Chair of 
the Committee on Intergenerational Solidarity and a founder of the 
NGO Committee to End Antisemitism and Promote Peace.  She can 
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Abstract: Prejudice, threats, and competition for resources are painfully 
experienced everywhere.  To many Jews and non-Jews, antisemitism is at 
the center of Jewish history, which reflects understandable insecurity.  In 
the psychohistorical context of the Israel/Palestine tragedy, connecting 
historical antisemitism to the victims of Zionism is absurd and dishonest. 
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Antisemitism belongs to a group of potentially lethal preju-
dices, but its uniqueness stems from the centrality of Judaism and 
the Jews in global consciousness.  The basic sentiment is clearly 
biological.  We naturally prefer those who share genes with us, and 
we act to preserve those genes.  In biology, this is known as inclu-
sive fitness.  Psychologically, it is a natural extension of innate self-
ishness.  We learn to overcome or control such feelings (if we ever 
do) along with other forms of selfishness.  Threats and insecurity 
immediately create hostility and the readiness to fight, physically 
and mentally—but intergroup conflict contributes to group survival.  
The economy of love and hate in groups (explored by Freud in his 
1921 book, Group Psychology and the Analysis of the Ego) means, 
as sociologists, psychologists, and psychoanalysts agree, that exter-
nalizing aggression increases cohesion and reduces internal ten-
sions.  This can be observed in every human group but is also deter-
mined by real conflicts over actual resources, as is the case with the 
Israelis and Palestinians. 

An often-mentioned cause of antisemitism is the traditional 
economic position of the Jewish minority.  Numerous ethnic groups 
have existed as separate castes in host societies, serving elites and 
masses in the role of economic middlemen who fill social and eco-
nomic gaps as merchants, craftsmen, moneylenders, or small manu-
facturers.  Such minorities practice endogamy and often maintain 
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purity codes.  Men in these groups avoid physical confrontations 
and sometimes appear relatively non-aggressive.  They have strong 
communal bonds that help them when competing with outsiders, 
cultivate their cultural separateness and identity, and share a dual 
ethic, discriminating against out-groups.  Their relative economic 
success and cultural separatism have often led to expulsion and 
even attempts at genocide.   

Ethnic groups in such roles have been the Parsees in India, 
Indians in East Africa, Arabs in West Africa, and Jews.  In the 
United States, violence has been directed toward Arab immigrants 
in Detroit or Korean shopkeepers in Los Angeles.  There had been 
no historical tradition of anti-Arab or anti-Korean sentiment, but a 
new economic arrangement created the same prejudice that Jews, 
Chinese, or Indians have been subject to elsewhere.  Its religious 
origins are often recognized.   

All religions compete with other religions, and Christian 
mythology has been inflicted on Jews repeatedly.  Georg Wilhelm 
Friedrich Hegel (1770-1831) explained that “Spirit alone recogniz-
es spirit.  They [the Jews] saw in Jesus only the man … for He was 
only one like themselves, and they felt themselves to be nothing,” 
and continued by saying, “The Jewish multitude was bound to 
wreck His attempt to give them the consciousness of something di-
vine, for faith in something divine, something great, cannot make 
its home in a dunghill” (quoted in Weiss, 1996, pp. 66-67).  Martin 
Luther (1483-1546) wrote On the Jews and Their Lies (1543), de-
nouncing Jews as children of the devil with extreme vitriol.  About 
400 years later, Dr. Martin Franz Julius Luther (1895-1945) repre-
sented the German Foreign Office at the Wannsee Conference, 
which planned the “Final Solution to the Jewish Question.”   

 German Martin Niemoller is known today as a hero of the 
anti-Nazi Protestants.  But he was the one who said in 1935 that 
Jews carried with them “…as a fearsome burden the unforgiven 
blood-guilt of their fathers” (quoted in Steigmann-Gall, 2003, p. 
185) in the mythical Crucifixion of the Christian Messiah.  When 
the papal ambassador to Slovakia was asked in 1942 to intercede in 
the case of Jewish children being sent to concentration camps, his 
reply was: “There is no innocent blood of Jewish children in the 
world.  All Jewish blood is guilty.  You have to die.  This is the 
punishment that has been awaiting you because of that 
sin” (Berkovits, 1973, p. 19).    
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Paul Weyrich (1942-2008), a religious Right-wing leader in 
the United States, offered his own interpretation of Christian myth 
in 2001: “Christ was crucified by the Jews who had wanted a tem-
poral ruler to rescue them from the oppressive Roman authorities.  
Instead God sent them a spiritual leader to rescue them from their 
sins … He was not what the Jews had expected so they considered 
Him a threat.  Thus He was put to death” (quoted in Jacoby, April 
26, 2001, p. A16).   

If Christianity has been the main cause of Western antisemi-
tism, then we should expect its decline to lead to a decrease in anti-
Jewish prejudice, which indeed happened.  Secularization was an 
important factor in the coming of Emancipation, but the late 19th 
century saw the appearance of systematic “new” racial antisemitism 
that moved beyond traditional prejudices and presented a secular, 
modern conspiracy theory.   

Cataclysmic economic and political changes set up the his-
torical background for modern antisemitism.  The Industrial Revo-
lution created a new middle class in which Jews and non-Jews were 
in economic competition, while the lower middle class and peasants 
were left out in frustration, envy, and resentment.  Jews in most 
places were better able to cope with economic changes than their 
neighbors, being urban, literate, and mobile.  European nationalism, 
just as some Zionist leaders had predicted, led to exterminatory an-
tisemitism.     

In the 21st century, it is easy to see that antisemitism has 
been precipitously declining over the past couple of centuries de-
spite the Holocaust.  There has been a visible and real decline in 
antisemitism on two levels: expressive and practical.  One decisive 
proof is the public success of Jews, unprecedented in history.  If 
Jews hold positions of power in politics, the academic world, the 
media, and global capitalism, then they cannot be excluded and old 
stereotypes of Jews have changed.  Significant cultural changes are 
possible, at least for some groups.  The formal exclusion of Jews 
today is rare, except in places such as Saudi Arabia or Jordan.   

The most striking piece of evidence for the decline in preju-
dice is the prevalence of intermarriage, publicly bemoaned by Jew-
ish leaders.  When Jews are despised, non-Jews do not want them 
near them, but over the past 200 years, Jews have come to be re-
garded as the most desirable marriage partners.  Mixed marriages 
are evidence of the weakening of traditional identities for all in-
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volved, not only Jews but also all religions.  Marriage means inti-
macy in every sense, the mixing of blood and DNA, as genes are 
shared across traditional boundaries.   

Just as it is easy to find evidence for the decline of antisemi-
tism, we can still find signs of its persistence.  The case of Richard 
Nixon, an antisemite in private and a proper politician in public, is 
well-known.  In a recorded 1972 conversation with Billy Graham, 
Nixon suggested that most Jews are Left-wing radicals who want 
“peace at any price except where support for Israel is con-
cerned” (quoted in Warren, February 28, 2002, p. A3; all the quotes 
in this paragraph come from this source).  Graham agrees that a 
“powerful bloc” of Jews confronts Nixon in the media.  “And 
they’re the ones putting out the pornographic stuff,” Graham adds.  
He also says: “…a lot of the Jews are great friends of mine.  They 
swarm around me and are friendly to me.  Because they know I am 
friendly to Israel … They don’t know how I really feel about what 
they’re doing to this country.”  To sum up, Nixon says: “it’s also, 
the Jews [who] are irreligious, atheistic, immoral bunch of bas-
tards.”  These ideas did not have any practical consequences be-
cause Nixon’s policies were not affected by prejudice, and he had 
Jews working closely with him. 

Antisemitic ideas that have gone out of fashion in Europe, 
such as the blood libel, have found a new home in the Arab world.  
Fanned by events in Palestine, the pronouncements that come from 
Arab sources are hard to believe but are quite believable when we 
recall that the Arab world has not undergone secularization and re-
mains impervious to Enlightenment ideas because of Islamic domi-
nance. 

Food for thought about religious and secular antisemitism is 
provided in the Hamas Charter of 1988:  

The enemies … accumulated a huge and influential 
material wealth … They stood behind the French 
and the Communist Revolutions and behind most of 
the revolutions we hear about … They also used the 
money to establish clandestine organizations … the 
Freemasons, Rotary Clubs, Lions Clubs, B’nai 
B’rith and the like.  All of them are destructive spy-
ing organizations…  

They obtained the Balfour Declaration and estab-
lished the League of Nations in order to rule the 
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world … There was no war that broke out anywhere 
without their fingerprints on it … The forces of Im-
perialism in both the Capitalist West and the Com-
munist East support the enemy with all their 
might… (The Avalon Project, n.d.) 

This text is a perfect parody of mad antisemitism.  While the 2017 
Hamas Charter is less rabidly antisemitic, it does not repudiate the 
1988 version.   

Palestinian enmity with Israel has been described as a con-
tinuation of historical antisemitism.  This started early in the 20th 
century when Palestinian opposition was interpreted as identical to 
traditional European antisemitism.  Zionist settlers had a burden of 
heavy memories to draw on when faced with Indigenous resistance.  
The Indigenous inhabitants were, just like the Poles and the Cos-
sacks, carrying out pogroms against Jews because they were Jews.   

In more recent writings, Indigenous resistance has been dis-
cussed as religious because Islam cannot accept the idea of the Jew-
ish state.  Thus, Saul Bellow (1976) complained, “The Arabs could 
not tolerate any Jewish state, even a miniscule one” (p. 37).  In his 
2010 book, Faith and Power: Religion and Politics in the Middle 
East, Bernard Lewis stated that the Arabs rejected partition in 1947 
because they refused to accept having a Jewish state next door.  We 
can test the validity of such claims by changing just one term in the 
equation.  Would the Indigenous population of West Asia have ac-
cepted a Buddhist or a Shinto state in 1947?  Would Palestine ac-
cept a Christian state?  Is it likely that the Vietnamese would have 
preferred British rulers to French ones?  Or would the Indians have 
preferred German colonizers to British ones?   

The inhabitants of a colonized territory do not really care 
whether their colonizers are French, Norwegian, or Chinese.  Is 
there something unique about Palestinian resistance?  Of course, 
there is a unique history to every colonized group.  Whatever you 
call it, Islamic, Palestinian, and Arab opposition has been unrelent-
ing, but the same was true in Gandhi’s India and Ho Chi Minh’s 
Vietnam.   

A national liberation movement should create only victors 
as foreign oppression ends.  Zionism, however, created victims.  
The delusions in the 1988 Hamas Charter emerge from the experi-
ence of the dispossessed, who lost their homeland and their homes.  
The process through which Palestine became Israel, between 1922 
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(the start of the British Mandate) and 1948, is nothing short of un-
imaginable.  To the Indigenous inhabitants, it was a diabolical mys-
tery.  After World War I, world powers, led by the United States 
and Britain, decided to create a Jewish state in Palestine, even 
though Jews made up fewer than 10% of the population there (and 
most of them were anti-Zionist).  Later, Zionism went from one tri-
umph to another—the Indigenous, mostly subsistence peasants, 
went from one defeat to the next.  They were desperate, yearning 
for revenge.   

The Zionist revolution and the creation of the state of Israel 
were supposed to change the status of the Jews once and for all by 
providing a safe haven for Jews and eliminating antisemitism.  This 
has not happened.  Israel is not safe, and its actions have become 
excuses for hostility directed at diaspora Jews.   

Antisemitism is a living reality.  We should grant the de-
fenders of Zionism and Israel their claim that critics of Israel are 
sometimes motivated by antisemitism.  Traditional views of Jews 
must affect contemporary discussions of Zionism and Israel since 
they are such an integral part of Western culture.  There is no need 
to assume the appearance of a new antisemitism hiding as anti-
Zionism.  The old, historical antisemitism is still around and zeroes 
in on objectionable acts by Israel or Israelis.   

Support for Zionism has been based, in addition to imperial 
politics, on the status of Jews as historical victims.  The descend-
ants of Crusaders and Nazis can atone for the collective guilt of all 
non-Jews by supporting Zionism with enthusiasm.  If antisemitism 
was central to Jewish history, it still does not explain Indigenous 
resistance in Palestine.  Zionism is correct in reminding us that anti-
semitism has not disappeared but is dishonest in using it to avoid 
the recognition of Indigenous victimization.  In our attempts to ana-
lyze this seemingly eternal prejudice, this must be noted. 

 Benjamin Beit-Hallahmi, PhD, obtained his degree in 
clinical psychology in 1970.  He is Professor Emeritus at the Uni-
versity of Haifa.  Beit-Hallahmi is the author, co-author, editor, or 
co-editor of 23 books as well as 180 articles and chapters on the 
psychology of religion and personality development.  He can be 
contacted at benny@psy.haifa.ac.il. 
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Antisemitism and Boys’ Play in Palestine 

Thomas Cook—Humboldt School of Education 

Abstract: A description of Palestinian boys who use pretend play to deal 
with the fears they face in a conflict zone where many people around them 
are being killed by illegal settlers and the Israeli Army.   
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I spent the 2022-2023 academic year as a Fulbright scholar 
at An-Najah National University in Nablus, in the West Bank, then 
began studying Arabic at the university’s Arabic Language Center 
for the 2023-2024 school year.  The City of Nablus has a population 
of 250,000 and is an “active conflict zone.”  Weekly incursions into 
the city and the routine killing of Palestinians by the Israel Defense 
Forces (IDF) were ongoing when I arrived in September 2022 and 
have been escalating ever since.  Although outgunned, armed Pales-
tinian men often fight back. 

Yet, despite the U.S. government’s staunch support for Isra-
el, Palestinians showed me exceptional hospitality, and I made 
many friends.  However, after Hamas’ horrific October 7th massacre 
of Israeli civilians and soldiers, my officemate at An-Najah, a pro-
fessor who grew up in Gaza, told me Nablus was no longer safe for 
an American.  He told me to stay in my apartment and be wary of 
strangers.  Then he made special arrangements to spirit me to Jeru-
salem five days later. 

As a former elementary school teacher and professor of edu-
cation trained in adolescent and child psychoanalysis, I enjoy 
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watching children play.  One thing in Nablus that caught my eye 
was the spike in the number of young boys who come out to play 
with toy guns the day after Israel Defense Forces incursions into the 
city, in which the IDF often kills one or two Palestinians, some-
times more.  On February 22, 2023, during a busy day downtown, 
IDF soldiers rolled armored vehicles into the center of the city. 
They killed 11 Palestinians in a fierce gun battle and injured anoth-
er 102.  A majority of the injured were hit by live ammunition.  
Three of the men killed were deemed to be “terrorists.”  The other 
eight the Israelis killed and the 102 they wounded were collateral 
damage.  The more killing there is, the more the boys come out the 
next day to play at being resistance fighters.  They make me think 
of the boys I know back home who play at being Spider-Man-
facing villains, but the Palestinian boys’ boogeyman is terrifyingly 
real. 

On July 4, 2023, I was walking through Juenid Village, a 
tiny little hamlet near the top of Mount Gerizim, which overlooks 
Nablus.  I live nearby.  I passed the little convenience store that had 
been owned by Abu Bakr, a recent martyr who was shot in the head 
by an Israeli sniper in April.  He went to fight Israeli soldiers, who 
were blowing up a Palestinian family’s home, and never returned.  
Now, there are large portraits of him holding an AK-47 displayed 
around the village, including one on the side of an old mosque, an-
other with a flower garden at the entrance to the village, and a big 
billboard with his smiling face above his store.  I had met him a 
couple of times when I stopped there to buy a bottle of water and 
practice my rudimentary Arabic on my way home from the univer-
sity. 

I looked between a couple of buildings and saw some boys 
playing with toy handguns and rifles on the next street.  One toy 
automatic assault rifle looked like a real AK-47.  I was fairly sure 
the boys’ guns were toys, but a few were exact replicas.  However, 
they looked lighter when the boys handled them.  The boy with the 
AK-47, who wore glasses and looked a bit older, noticed me.  I 
could tell he noticed a foreigner walking toward him who looked 
different.  If you are of light-skinned northern European stock, 
many Palestinians will think you are an Ashkenazi Jew.  I immedi-
ately wondered what an Israeli soldier would do if he saw these 
boys playing and had to make a split-second decision.  I shuttered 
at the thought.  I also wondered if I should turn back.  But I wanted 
to talk to the boys and confirm my belief that the toy guns were re-
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ally toys.   

As I got closer, I could see nine or ten boys, ranging from 
about seven to 11 years old.  They were playing in full force today.  
The day before, the IDF conducted a major assault on the Jenin 
Refugee Camp, 15 miles to the north.  Twelve Palestinians were 
killed, including nine “militants.”  Around 100 Palestinians were 
injured.  Five hundred families were forced to evacuate their 
homes, and Israeli bulldozers plowed through the camp to destroy 
many paved streets.  The attack also included helicopters and drone 
strikes and was broadcast on television. 

The video footage, much of it from cell phones and shared 
on social media, included the execution of an incapacitated militant 
or otherwise a freedom fighter if you are Palestinian.  An IDF sol-
dier shot him in what many outside observers judged to be an extra-
judicial killing.  I saw the footage on TV.  The prisoner appeared to 
be under the soldier’s complete control and was dangling like a 
ragdoll when the soldier shot him multiple times in the head.  Most 
of the boys, standing with toy guns in the distance, would have seen 
this footage, too.  Many Palestinians live in small two- or three-
bedroom apartments with many people.  If the TV was on, everyone 
would have seen it on the news.  When Palestinians arise from 
sleep, they check their cell phones to see who the Israelis killed the 
night before.  I got into the habit, too, especially before going to an 
unfamiliar neighborhood or downtown, where I once stumbled into 
a riot.   

The bespeckled boy with the AK-47 raised his “toy” and 
pointed it at me as I approached.  I raised my hands above my head 
in mock surrender.  He pulled the trigger.  I smiled.  It really was a 
toy, after all.  He looked embarrassed, lowered the barrel, broke 
contact with my gaze, and briefly looked at the ground as his body 
tone and shoulders slumped.  His body language followed the in-
voluntary evolutionary script of a shame reaction.  In his case, he 
probably felt he violated the social norm of respect one must show 
toward adults by shooting me in this mock battle, and this may have 
combined with the make-believe (or real) identification of me as 
the Israeli enemy he dreamed of shooting, who unexpectedly turned 
out to be a real person who was friendly.  I felt his embarrassment 
as he looked up, and I smiled again.  When the people around you 
smile after you violate a social norm and experience a shame reac-
tion, and you know they like and accept you, your shame often 
changes into embarrassment and ends with a fledgling smile.  I not-
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ed his with delight.  Shame is one of my research interests.  Adults 
learn to cover their shame reactions as much as possible, while chil-
dren are still wonderfully expressive. 

As soon as I closed the distance, the rest of the boys 
swarmed around me.  They were full of curiosity and questions.  
None pointed the barrels of their guns at me now. 

A short boy with coal black hair, who looked nine or ten, 
pointed his toy AK-47 down at the ground and asked, “Are you a 
Muslim or a Jew?”  

“Neither,” I said, “I’m a Christian.”   

“We like Christians,” he assured me.   

Then the boy with jet-black hair turned away from the 
crowd to spray an imaginary group of Israeli soldiers with a hail of 
gunfire.  “Pkew, pew, pkew.  Israelis!  Pkew, pkew, pkew.”  Good 
sound effects, I thought.   

As a baby boomer and son of a WWII combat veteran, I 
faced a world full of imaginary “Jerrys” and “Japs” and took my 
turns at Cowboys and Indians.  We also shouted loud cries of 
“Bombs over Tokyo” as we flew, arms outstretched, across my 
backyard, not knowing how the firestorm they ignited flattened 16 
square miles of Tokyo and incinerated one hundred thousand hu-
man beings in one night.  Yet we were keenly aware of how the A-
Bomb vaporized people in Hiroshima.   

The boy with coal-black hair spoke again, “Who do you 
think is right?  Whose side are you on, the Muslims or the Jews?”  

“Your side, of course.  What the Israelis are doing is bad.”   

Then, as he took his assault rifle and sprayed another group 
of imaginary IDF soldiers in front of him, my ten-year-old self felt 
the joy of clearing out a German machine gun nest once again.  I 
immediately liked him a lot.  He was a small kid, compensating for 
his short stature by being a little wild, and his energy made me feel 
happy and proud of him as his shocks of black hair flopped around 
on top of his head.  But I also felt sad.  I felt happy because he was 
just being an active boy like boys everywhere.  Proud of him be-
cause he was learning to overcome the high level of fear that inhab-
its everyone in the West Bank, and I enjoyed watching him work to 
overcome his fears by acting out our timeless dragon-slaying fanta-
sies.  Not much has changed in the play of young boys for a couple 
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of million years, except for the spears that our ancestors once fash-
ioned.  

But I was also deeply saddened as I looked around at these 
young boys, born with two strikes against them.  They reminded me 
of my students in the class of Hispanic and African-American sec-
ond-graders that I taught in a gang-infested neighborhood in South 
Central Los Angeles.  I knew those boys well and transferred my 
feelings of love and knowledge about them to the boys who now 
stood before me.  Odd waves of happiness, pride, and sorrow sim-
ultaneously welled in and out of my heart.  I was happy to be with 
them and smiled with pride at how earnestly they were trying to 
learn to be men in the face of a government that denies them basic 
human rights and whose top leaders publicly call Palestinians ani-
mals.  I also felt a deep sadness, knowing that someday, not too far 
off, when they are men, because they are outgunned, a few of them 
will probably be shot like fish in a barrel by more of the cold-
blooded snipers that sent Abu Baker to the village cemetery, at the 
end of the narrow road upon which we stood.   

All of these boys knew the recently martyred Abu Baker.  
They bought candy from him at his store and have been sent by 
their mothers to buy some last-minute item needed before dinner.  
They would have also known his older brother who was killed by 
the IDF several years before.  One of the boys looked like Abu 
Baker’s cousin Jihad’s son.  

Jihad, the boy’s father, had run the store for several months 
since Abu Baker’s death.  The last time I had been in Abu Baker’s 
store was a month before in early June.  I stopped to buy a bottle of 
water and spoke to Jihad on my way home from the university.  It 
was around dinner time.  While we talked, his son brought him a 
plate full of food.  Jihad sent the boy back home to get another plate 
and insisted I share his meal of chicken, rice, and yogurt.  As we 
ate, I briefly wondered if he knew this meal was not kosher and 
took this as proof I was not allied with the illegal settlers who lived 
on a hilltop nearby.  Maybe he dished that second helping of yogurt 
on top of my plate of chicken and rice just to double-check.  Some-
times, I get overly paranoid in this war-torn environment.  But 
when it came down to it, we were just enjoying a good meal.  

I looked at Jihad’s son and wondered about the trauma he 
was going through and how he was feeling.  I couldn’t tell.  The 
last time I saw Jihad was during that delicious meal.  A week after-
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ward, the IDF invaded his home and whisked him off to prison in 
the middle of the night.  No charges were filed, but he remains in 
custody for being related to his cousin  

Every Palestinian I got to know well knew someone who 
had been killed or imprisoned by the IDF.  Nearly everyone has a 
relative who has been imprisoned.  One professor in my department 
had been jailed for eight years, another for two.  More people have 
tales of having been harassed and humiliated by soldiers than not.  
My officemate’s nephew, his wife, and their new baby were killed 
by the Israelis on the first day of bombing, after October seventh’s 
Black Shabbat, when their entire apartment building was blown to 
smithereens.  The whole family was exterminated with the snap of a 
finger.  Naturally, the boys in front of me feared annihilation, and 
those fears were fueled by the marauding of settlers who were often 
assisted by soldiers nearby. 

Winnicott wrote that “Playing is therapy.”  The gunplay of 
powerless boys is a healthy adaptive defense against their annihila-
tion anxieties.  It allows them to switch from being passive recipi-
ents of the violent world around them and to change into active 
agents in a world of make-believe.  Just like boys everywhere, they 
engage in the defensive omnipotent fantasies of being soldiers and 
Spider-Man and imagine they are all-powerful superhero resistance 
fighters.  This pretend play helps to quell their fears and provides a 
way to master overwhelming affects, such as terror and grief, and 
hate and sorrow, which are caused in excess by the violent environ-
ment around them.  They play with reality to rework their experi-
ences and gain mastery over the excessive quantities of these nega-
tive emotions; this. in turn, gives them more control over their emo-
tional lives. 

I shook the hands of all of the boys before I left.  One boy 
showed me a spent casing of a 9mm shell.  It was an Israeli casing, 
the real thing.  I wondered where he got it.  I found them, now and 
then, on my jogs around the mountain, and brought them home just 
like he did.  Some things never change.  I thought about the young 
Jewish boys in the illegal hilltop settlement a few miles away and 
imagined how they played the same soldier games, except their 
theme was killing Arabs instead of shooting Israeli soldiers.  

After saying farewell and moving on, I looked back at the 
gaggle of boys who faced their fears through dramatic play, heroic 
superhero fantasies, and wishful thinking.  They were still waving 
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goodbye.  Next week or the one after, they will play at being om-
nipotent resistance fighters once again and liberate Palestine from 
the Israeli Occupation one more time.   

 Thomas Cook, PhD, is on the faculty of the Cal Poly Hum-
boldt School of Education.  He was a Fulbright scholar at An-Najah 
University in Nablus, Palestine, during the 2022-2023 academic 
year and is spending the 2023-2024 academic year at the Hebrew 
University in Jerusalem.  He taught and studied in Taiwan and Ja-
pan.  His interests include language acquisition, literacy education, 
and the role of emotions in learning.  He is a psychoanalytic re-
search candidate at the New Center for Psychoanalysis in Los An-
geles and can be contacted at tomcook@humboldt.edu.    

Antisemitism in Islamist Culture:  
Prejudice and My Identity 

Sheila Levi—Psychotherapist and Psychoanalyst 

Abstract: Antisemitism is viewed as a manifestation of narcissism within 
specific societal constructs.  As a Turkish Jew raised amidst Islamist rhet-
oric, I explore the influence of this external environment on my identity.  
The culture that perpetuates antisemitic sentiments in Islamist circles is 
also notably sexist.  Prejudice against Jews and women in patriarchal 
societies is undeniable.    

Keywords: Freudian, identity-development, Islamist-antisemitism, Jews-
of-Turkey, Kemalism, prejudice, socially-mediated-hatreds, Turkey  

During my sessions with a young adult Turkish Muslim 
analysand, I identified a latent antisemitic disposition.  Her modern 
demeanor initially obscured her radical religious leanings.  Over 
time, I unearthed her denial of my Turkish Jewish heritage.  She 
conjectured that I was a Muslim woman married to a Jewish man, 
using this as a rationale for my Jewish surname and fluency in 
Turkish.  She adamantly believed that I had acquired my command 
of Turkish later in life, which indirectly negated the historical Jew-
ish presence in Turkey spanning 2400 years.  (Jewish communities 
have thrived in Anatolia since at least the fifth century BCE.  The 
Ottoman Empire welcomed many Jews fleeing the Spanish Inquisi-
tion in the late 15th century.  I was born and raised in Turkey, a de-
scendant of these Jewish families who have escaped from Spain 
and Portugal and the pogroms in the Russian empire.) 
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My patient was very anxious to find out about her inner 
world.  However, she mostly dismissed any transference interpreta-
tions, saying that she had no idea what I was talking about when I 
referred to our psychoanalytic relationship.  When I tried to explore 
antisemitic material in her dreams, she accused me of having a 
problem with being a Jew.  She was uninterested in thinking about 
me at all, let alone my Jewishness. 

Antisemitism, deeply ingrained in human society, can mani-
fest in anyone, consciously or subconsciously.  Distortion is a tactic 
that can foster prejudiced mindsets.  The opponent’s perspective is 
contorted, isolated, mocked, and refuted.  She frequently expressed 
her detestation of Israel, equating its existence with racism and fer-
vently associating it with “settler colonialism.”  She denied the Hol-
ocaust and constructed a narrative where the persecuted were por-
trayed as perpetrators.  She clung to a widely held misbelief in Tur-
key that a Jewish conspiracy orchestrates global events.  Amid the 
upsurge in radical views, Jews were constructed as privileged 
White, and any concern about antisemitism was considered a White 
and, therefore, potentially racist concern during Labour Party Lead-
er Jeremy Corbyn’s prominence.  For many, antisemitism became a 
form of identity in the UK. 

To understand prejudices like antisemitism, it’s crucial to 
appreciate the nuances between various biases like racism, sexism, 
homophobia, and childism.  Every form of hatred stems from a 
unique personality structure and history.  Discrimination, at its 
core, is an inability to accept differences, whether they are real or 
imagined. 

Every individual inherits a socio-cultural backdrop rife with 
power dynamics.  Our identities are shaped by internalizing these 
surroundings.  Childhood experiences play a pivotal role in mold-
ing our beliefs, largely influenced by parental perspectives.  In soci-
eties where prejudice is rampant, children often align with domi-
nant views to avoid becoming targets themselves. 

Antisemitism and the Jews of Turkey 
Antisemitism often paints Jews as stealthy infiltrators con-

spiring for global domination.  Throughout history, Jews have faced 
varying degrees of prejudice.  In the 19th century, they were associ-
ated with political power, morphing antisemitism into a tool for 
global control as illustrated by the fabricated Protocols of the El-
ders of Zion.  
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For the Islamists, the Jew of Turkey is a Turkified Jew, liv-
ing proof of the Muslims’ tolerance to non-Muslims and at the ser-
vice of the Turkish state in international affairs.  Since he is a Turk 
of the Mosaic faith, he is not considered to belong to the dark evil, 
the “international Zionist brotherhood.”  Consequently, Islamists 
believe that the accusations directed against international Zionism 
and international Jewry are not aimed at Turkey’s Jews.  The Islam-
ists assume that Turkey’s Jews cannot have any political attitude 
and cannot be defenders of secularism, i.e., Kemalism.  This is a 
modernization philosophy that guided the transition from the multi-
religious, multi-ethnic Ottoman Empire to Turkey’s secular, unitary 
Republic.  Ataturk, the founder of Kemalism, implemented sweep-
ing political, social, cultural, and religious reforms designed to sep-
arate the new Turkish state ideology from its Ottoman predecessor 
and embrace a modernized lifestyle, including establishing democ-
racy, secularism, and state support of the sciences and free educa-
tion.  Kemalists think Turkish Jews cannot stand against Islam. 

Sartre drew parallels between antisemitism and racism, 
identifying Jews as “the Other,” in Anti-Semite and Jew: An Explo-
ration of the Etiology of Hate (1944).  In contrast to Sartre’s pure 
scapegoat theory that exacerbated the problem of antisemitism in-
stead of offering solutions, Fenichel proposed a historical and social 
idea in his 1940 article, “Psychoanalysis of antisemi-
tism” (published in American Imago, 18[2]: 24-39).  He considered 
antisemitism as a diversion tactic by European elites to shift work-
ing-class discontent away from themselves.  Even today, antisemi-
tism remains a potent force wielded for political and social manipu-
lation. 

Prejudices and My Identity 
I am Turkish, a secular Jew, an Israeli, and British.  I care 

profoundly about Israel but also harbor deep nationalistic feelings 
for my home country, Turkey.  I spent most of my life (30 years) 
there, where antisemitism grew prominent under strengthening Is-
lamist governments.  I frequently visited Israel, a country that in-
creasingly discriminated against Muslims, throughout my life, 
though I only lived there for six years.  My position is paradoxical.  
Living in London for the past 20 years and undergoing more than 
15 years of child, adolescent, and adult analytic training has ena-
bled me to maintain an equal distance from both facets of my iden-
tity.  In addition to my overt pro-Muslim identification, I faced a 
robust implicit pressure to assimilate and be as European as possi-
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ble.  Given the challenges of living peacefully as a protected minor-
ity within the Turkish diaspora, my pro-Turkish and pro-Muslim 
sentiments coexist with underlying anti-Turkish and anti-Muslim 
sentiments. 

Addressing my countertransference required confronting 
what I had repressed: my internalized self-hate.  It represents an 
identification stemming from shame, a type of ego denial.  As a 
Jew growing up in Turkey, I was counseled to conceal my Jewish 
identity for safety rather than to connect with others.  My family 
lost all their assets during the Wealth Tax legislation on November 
11, 1942.  While Jews were being exterminated in Europe, Turkey 
imposed excessive, random taxes on its minorities.  This was fol-
lowed by the Istanbul riots initiated by mobs against Turkey’s non-
Muslims on September 6-7, 1955.  The subsequent transfer of 
wealth and economic activity from the minorities to the Turkish 
majority essentially nationalized their economy.  This period signif-
icantly propelled the emigration of ethnic minorities from Turkey. 

When I was two years old, my parents moved to Israel, like 
many young families of the time.  However, after their divorce, I 
found myself back in Istanbul.  As a teenager, my grandmother in-
troduced me to the Holocaust.  I was taken aback since no one else 
mentioned it.  These topics were absent from the school curriculum 
and remain so to this day.  Later, during the Turkish Civil War of 
the 1980s, I was sent to an Israeli boarding school for two years.  
There, the Holocaust was a recognized event, and Israel was herald-
ed as the sole Jewish state—a beacon of hope following immense 
tragedy. 

Contrary to the Kemalist Turkey I knew where everyone 
primarily identified as a Turk with the freedom to choose their sec-
ondary religious or ethnic identity, Israel accentuated differences.  I 
was labeled “a Jew from Turkey,” much like my peers, who were 
Jews from diverse global regions.  Teenage life varied starkly be-
tween the two nations, leaving me feeling displaced.  I longed for 
the structured life and school environment I knew in Turkey.  After 
two years, I went back to Istanbul to finish high school and secured 
a spot at Bogazici University, Turkey’s foremost institution at that 
time to study psychology.  I experienced a profound sense of be-
longing to Turkey and its culture, feeling valued and seldom en-
countering antisemitism.  Like many minorities there, I navigated 
dual realities, which hindered my personal development.  This dual-
ity compelled me to construct what Winnicott termed a “false self” 
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in response to both being targeted and being intellectually es-
teemed.  My extensive analysis and continuous self-reflection are 
part of my journey to embrace my “real self,” and this paper is a 
testament to that endeavor. 

It’s no coincidence that, in line with the synergy between 
Jewish values and my identity, I was drawn to Freudian psychoa-
nalysis early on.  I admired Freud’s rationalist outlook and his incli-
nation to debunk myths.  My academic pursuit of Freudian concepts 
led me to investigate the psychological impact of circumcision on 
Muslim Turkish boys, empirically testing the notion of castration 
anxiety (Levi, Summer 2022).  This research formed part of my 
PhD at Exeter University.  In 2000, I relocated to London, embark-
ing on my child psychotherapy training, followed by adult psycho-
analytic training. 

Possessing a conflicted identity likely equipped me to ex-
plore Freudian psychoanalysis from distinct angles: British Empiri-
cism versus British Object Relations, with Ego psychology bridging 
the gap.  To my surprise, both environments were adversarial to-
ward Freudian principles.  My PhD research was demoted to an 
MPhil due to its significant support for Freudian theory.  An exter-
nal examiner bluntly informed me that Exeter University, a re-
nowned scientific institution, had recently ceased teaching Freud, 
deeming it “unscientific.”  Thus, they wouldn’t award a PhD to a 
project that backed Freudian thought.  However, had my research 
disproved Freudian theories, it would have been welcomed. 

I suspect that the untimely demise of my supervisor, Profes-
sor Paul Kline, from acute leukemia might have rendered me vul-
nerable to unfair treatment.  It was alarming to realize that research 
at such a prestigious academic institution was far from impartial.  
They likely perceived me, a Turkish Jew unfamiliar with the UK 
system, as an easy target.  Despite paying substantial non-EU tui-
tion fees, the committee nonchalantly castrated my academic ambi-
tions by denying me a PhD.  This seems reminiscent of the histori-
cal treatment of Jews in a European antisemitic context.  Instead of 
acting as a reparative authority and prioritizing science over biases, 
the Exeter University panel chose to deride and negate my empiri-
cal endeavors to validate the Freudian theory.  This hostility tainted 
their responsibilities, precluding a harmonious resolution and leav-
ing me to bear the brunt. 

I do hope that this paper will inspire readers to fight preju-
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dice by appreciating the true value of pluralism. 
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psychotherapist and psychoanalyst.  She is a chartered clinical psy-
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Keywords: 9/11, Arab, Hamas, Israel, Netanyahu, October 7th, Palestini-
an, terrorist, UNRWA, victomology 

As soon as the horror of Hamas’ October 7, 2023, attack on 
Israel occurred, I told a friend, “Hamas has won!”  The goal of this 
terrorist organization was multifold, including killing or at least de-
laying the movement toward peace with Saudi Arabia and some 
Gulf states; killing Israelis; taking numerous Israelis hostage to 
slow down and perhaps lessen the anticipated retaliatory reaction; 
prompting the Israelis to massively wreak destruction and death 
upon Gazans as a way of winning the Olympics of Victimization 
around the world (including in the U.S.); and to gain a seat at the 
bargaining table.  I also correctly presumed that the Israelis, like 
Americans before 9/11, had been warned of this forthcoming attack, 
which they chose to ignore, as did my government.  Denial and the 
grandiose feeling of invulnerability are powerful defense mecha-
nisms that can have catastrophic consequences!  Sadly, nothing 
that’s transpired has led me to question my initial assessment as 
I’ve watched the horror unfold.   
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The Immediate Impact of October 7th and the Olympics of  
Victimology 

Returning to the immediate impact of October 7th, only time 
will tell if the peace negotiations with Saudi Arabia and other Arab 
states are dead or just greatly delayed.  Perpetrators included some 
ordinary Gazan civilians who took the opportunity to loot, rape, and 
slaughter.  More Israeli deaths, about 590 at this moment of writing 
on March 14th, have occurred as the Right-wing government of 
Benjamin Netanyahu continues to send Israel Defense Forces (IDF) 
into Gaza (with its incredibly large tunnel system).  Hamas is em-
bedded among the population in a manner designed to protect the 
terrorists at the cost of the lives of its own children and other non-
combatants, bringing Israeli destruction to as many of the ordinary 
Gazans who voted it into power in 2006 as possible.  This is clearly 
a victory in the Olympics of Victimization before the World Court 
of Public Opinion.   

In teaching a course on the Holocaust and genocide for over 
four decades, it was almost impossible to get most of my students 
to focus on more than one genocide at a time.  My successful solu-
tion was to assign in every class a report by students on a different 
genocide while our greatest focus was on the destruction of Europe-
an Jewry.  Psychoanalysts and well-trained psychohistorians learn 
how to empathize with more than one person at the same time.  Re-
grettably, our ahistorically-minded younger student generation nor-
mally does not have this ability to empathize with or even have real 
sympathy for the suffering of two opposing groups locked in a vio-
lent struggle.  They incline to see only good guys and bad guys!  
Nor do they understand the inevitable human costs of war.  They 
only see aggressors and victims, and consequently, there has been 
an outpouring of antisemitism on some campuses.  Thus, at Harvard 
and other major universities, especially among Left-leaning stu-
dents and professors, the horror of October 7, 2023, is emotionally 
and intellectually nullified in the face of Palestinian suffering.  The 
tragedy of the 7th and its aftermath was masterminded by the lead-
ers of Hamas and their allies, as they call on the world to hate Israel 
and cry for the poor Gazans—the very people they cynically set up 
for death, destruction, homelessness, hunger, injury, misery, and 
repeated cycles of martyrdom. 

Netanyahu’s claim that he would wipe out Hamas represent-
ed an impossible goal since the actions he continues to conduct mil-
itarily solidify the terrorist group’s hold on the hearts and minds of 
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numerous Palestinians, especially the young.  Not all Hamas lead-
ers are in Gaza, and their movement will likely survive no matter 
how many of its fighters are killed and hailed as shaheeds (martyrs) 
by the Palestinians.  The dead become a recruiting tool for Hamas 
or its replacement.  But the politics of shock and horror demand 
retribution, as Americans saw after 9/11, even if the U.S. wasn’t 
sure who carried out the attack initially.  President George W. Bush, 
for reasons of his own, was able to convince the American public 
that Osama bin Laden’s enemy, Saddam Hussein, was responsible.  
Americans attacked Iraq with a majority of them thinking that they 
were destroying the perpetrators of 9/11.  When faced with the hor-
ror of October 7th, Israelis responded emotionally in a world that 
preferred seeing Jews as victims and holding them to a higher 
standard of civilization.  But Shakespeare was right in The Mer-
chant of Venice (1596-1598) when he spelled out the common hu-
manity of Jews, including the desire for retribution when injured.  
The Israeli response should not have been what Hamas wanted: the 
creation of a massive number of Gazan martyrs.  It is totally out of 
proportion, putting Jews around the world in danger of major blow-
back.  My Jewish and human values are offended by the extent of 
the destruction wrought by the IDF as Netanyahu seeks to cling to 
power. 

At an incredible cost to the Gazans, Hamas is winning the 
Olympics of Victimization, including among numerous Jews in 
America, especially some young ones.  There is a contradictory and 
ambivalent human tendency to identify with the suffering of the 
victim or the strength of the powerful in a type of identification 
with the aggressor.  To start with, there are about 16 million Jews in 
the world and 465 million Arabs as part of a total Islamic popula-
tion of over two billion.  The loss of support for Israel and the anti-
semitism generated by their reaction brings the Palestinian issue to 
the forefront of an Israeli government that has severely weakened 
itself.  President Biden’s strong support for Israel is likely also 
weakening his reelection prospects.  Fortunately, he is sanctioning a 
few West Bank settlers for their violence toward their Palestinian 
neighbors. 

Not only great powers, like the United States in Vietnam, 
the Middle East, and Iraq, but also regional powers, like Israel, 
overextend themselves because of hubris.  The U.S. weakened itself 
in Vietnam, Iraq (in the Middle East generating more terrorism than 
it destroyed), and Afghanistan.  But despite its misguided policies 
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and hubris, with a vast continent, 336 million people, as well as the 
largest economy and most powerful military in the world, it re-
mains powerful.  In contrast, Israel is a sliver of land surrounded by 
populations that mostly envy and hate it, even if a few of their gov-
ernments have made reluctant peace with it.  Israel’s failure to im-
plement a two-state solution, allowing settlers to split apart the 
West Bank, makes a lasting peace more difficult.  Without a sepa-
rate Palestinian state, Israel’s democracy is threatened, given the 
much higher birth rates of Palestinians than Jews.  The Israelis in-
deed live in a tough neighborhood, and in the past, especially be-
fore Netanyahu and other Right-wing politicians were in power, 
they had taken considerable risks for the sake of peace, including 
giving back the Sinai Peninsula.   

Many Perspectives of the October 7th Atrocity 
 My perspective is that of an Eriksonian participant observer 

who hopes for a just society and home for Jews in democratic Isra-
el.  I also have always had a strong desire for the West Bank to be 
used as a bargaining chip for peace with a two-state solution; I re-
member my father warning me when Israel was created that there 
would be endless trouble between Arabs and Israelis.  Regrettably, 
he was correct. 

 Now, I will look at some of these issues from various view-
points, starting with the hostages.  Their capture puts enormous 
pressure on the government to at least temporarily cease military 
activities in Gaza in response to the desperate calls of the family 
members of hostages to have a cease-fire in the hope that their 
loved ones will be released in exchange for Palestinian prisoners.  
Thus, Israelis are ambivalently torn between destroying Hamas 
through war and getting back their people.  The U.S. strongly sup-
ports these cease-fire efforts, but it is still the current Israeli govern-
ment that is in control.   

 A basic rule of success in war, violated by Netanyahu, is to 
not do what your opponents want you to do.  As a result of the Oc-
tober 7th Hamas attack, the Israeli public (the Jewish public, not the 
about two million Arab Israeli citizens) was furious at their leader 
for not protecting them after having sowed extreme division in the 
country through his judicial “reform” aimed at weakening the check 
on his power and that of the extreme Right-wing.  They are over-
whelmingly enraged at Netanyahu for allowing this catastrophe to 
happen and for Hamas being mostly viewed as an asset while the 
Palestinian Authority was seen as the major problem under his lead-



Page 342       Clio’s Psyche 
 

 

ership.  He knowingly allowed aid to flow into Hamas from the Ar-
ab world as a way of keeping the status quo.  As a leader who is 
almost certain to be voted out of power once the Gazan War is over 
and will probably go to jail, Netanyahu has powerful reasons to 
continue the fighting for as long as possible.  Since 2019 and as of 
December 2023, his criminal trial for bribery, breach of trust, and 
fraud has been ongoing.  In addition, his long warmly received 
courtship of U.S. conservative Republicans has not resulted in their 
coming through with funding for his war, despite President Biden 
offering many concessions on U.S. border policy to make this and 
Ukrainian aid happen. 

Hamas, by refusing (as of March 14th) to have another pris-
oner swap, appears to be counting on Israel to maintain an ultimate-
ly fruitless effort to destroy a terrorist group while generating so 
much more hatred for it among Palestinians and around the world.  
Any Israeli victory over Hamas will be a pyrrhic one. 

In addition to its negative impact on the economy, war itself 
is an atrocity-making situation, and urban warfare is especially 
murderous to noncombatants.  With Hamas having embedded itself 
in the civilian population, including in or under hospitals, the 
Gazan civilian death toll is especially high as the Israelis seek to 
destroy the Hamas fighters, create more of a buffer zone, and get 
vengeance while also attempting to minimize danger to its citizen 
soldiers.  Collateral damage means that innocent noncombatants are 
killed, an inevitable tragedy of urban warfare.  War is in itself an 
atrocity-producing activity.  Ultimately, the best hope for ending the 
Palestinian problem is the creation of a Palestinian state on the West 
Bank and perhaps in Gaza. 

Obstructions to the Two-State Solution  
South Africa accusing Israel of genocide before the Interna-

tional Court of Justice in the Hague is a distraction from the fact 
that its own society is falling apart, as reflected in unreliable electri-
cal power and water; in fact, many of its more educated and pros-
perous citizens are fleeing abroad.  There are perhaps a dozen coun-
tries in the world with genocidal activity going on at the moment, 
but it is Israel that has had to defend itself before the Court in the 
Hague.  (It was the Jewish lawyer Raphael Lemkin who coined the 
word “genocide” in 1943 and worked tirelessly to get it made a 
crime in the Genocide Convention of 1948.)  The horrendous suf-
fering of Gazans in the war started by its government shouldn’t be 
ignored, but Israel should also not be held to a higher standard.  Af-
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ter seeing the Jewish population of Europe mostly walking to their 
deaths in the Holocaust, Israeli Jews have as much right as any oth-
er people to fight back, however misguided their effort to destroy 
terrorists, while in fact strengthening their support, might be.   

West Bank settlers, at least those beyond the outskirts of 
Jerusalem, feel they are reclaiming the Biblical land of Milk and 
Honey, and often make life miserable for their Arab neighbors.  
Some seem to have the mentality of many American setters of the 
old West, viewing Palestinians as obstacles to the inevitable pro-
gress of the nation and acting as if the land is theirs for the taking.  
There are numerous American-born Jews among them.  They are a 
major hurdle to a two-state solution; some of them will do every-
thing to obstruct it should their government reach the point of ac-
cepting it as a real goal. 

The United Nations Relief and Works Agency for Palestine 
Refugees in the Near East (UNRWA) supports the relief and human 
development of Palestinian refugees and their descendants.  Some 
700,000 Palestinian Arabs fled the war as their leaders called on 
them to leave and on the entire Arab world to drive Jews into the 
sea.  Many Arabs were driven out by the Zionist militias.  They 
now number 5.6 million Palestinians who are partly fed, educated, 
and aided by the UN.  (A number of the Palestinian UNRWA em-
ployees have supported or even been involved in Hamas’ attack.)  
About 900,000 Jews living in Arab countries and the Middle East 
fled after the creation of the Jewish state (some went to France, the 
U.S., and other countries, but over 800,000 to Israel) to save or im-
prove their lives because they were scapegoated as Jews and no 
longer tolerated.  These Jews were integrated into the new country.   

The Palestinian refugees in Gaza, the West Bank, Lebanon, 
Jordan (becoming part of their general population), and Syria fo-
cused on their grievances while the Sephardim (Spanish Jews who 
had moved to the Ottoman Empire) helped turn the desert green.  
Dependency on the UN while focusing on their hatred and being a 
bleeding sore held up as evidence of the mistreatment of Palestini-
ans, especially in Gaza and some of the Lebanon Displaced Persons 
camps, created hatred rather than a better life.  The psychology of 
dependency has severely hurt the Palestinian refugees.  The Israeli 
general and prime minister Sharon decided Gaza was ungovernable 
and left it to its inhabitants, but not in a way that encouraged emu-
lation of the enterprising Israelis.   
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The idealistic Zionists who created the Jewish homeland 
were ready and eager to have good relations with their Arab neigh-
bors, but on numerous occasions, they were turned down in no un-
certain terms, even when they put aside the terrorism of the Pales-
tinian Liberation Organization (PLO) under Yasir Arafat and made 
peace with him.  But Arafat was unwilling to reach an agreement 
that did not grant the right of return, and much more than that was 
unacceptable to Israelis.  The cool peace with Egypt following Isra-
el giving up the Sinai (with its oil and Jewish settlers and resort) 
weakened the Israeli Left, which had hoped for genuine coopera-
tion between Arabs and Israelis.  Given their mistreatment even be-
fore the creation of Israel, the Sephardim were less inclined to 
make sacrifices for peace.  Arab countries and the world at large are 
now showing a renewed interest in the two-state solution with Pal-
estine governing the West Bank.  While the U.S. has often given lip 
service to this solution, Netanyahu, expansionist Israelis, and espe-
cially the settlers have done everything to thwart it.  As a proud 
Jewish American, I have wished, except in an emergency when its 
existence is seriously threatened, that Israel not be given money by 
the U.S. regularly, as has been the case.  

Hope in an Eventual Two-State Solution 
 Stopping this endless trouble and human suffering while 

maintaining Israeli democracy requires the two-state solution, even 
if this is a most difficult task for both sides.  There are major issues 
facing both parties.  When will Palestinians care more for the future 
of their children than for destroying Israel to avenge their past loss-
es and suffering?  How can Israelis, after October 7, 2023, the larg-
est murder of Jews since the Holocaust, trust Palestinians, who 
have built between 350 and 400 miles of tunnels for the sake of 
fighting and killing Jews no matter what the cost to their own popu-
lation?  How will they vote for this, even in the most unlikely event 
that their one loyal ally, the U.S., uses its leverage to make this a 
reality?  Is it possible that pressure from around the world, includ-
ing Arab countries allied with Israel against the Iranian danger, will 
result in post-Netanyahu and post-Hamas governments accepting a 
two-state solution?  As a historian who takes the long view and re-
members that Medieval Christians, at times, made alliances with 
the Muslims after recapturing the “Holy Land” that is steeped in 
blood, I still maintain some hope.  Time will tell.  In the meantime, 
I am eager to see the horrible conflict that began on October 7, 
2023, come to an end.  
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The Indictments of Donald Trump 
 On June 9, 2023, Donald Trump was indicted by federal 

prosecutors in a grand jury in South Florida because he removed 
and stored classified documents from the White House that are re-
ported to include vital national security information about China 
and Iran’s missile program.  On July 27th, he was accused of trying 
to delete incriminating Mar-a-Lago security videos; on August 1st, 
he was indicted by a federal grand jury for crimes allegedly com-
mitted to overturn the 2020 presidential election; and on August 
14th, a grand jury in Georgia indicted him and 18 allies on state 
charges arising from his attempt to overturn his electoral defeat in 
the Peach State.   

The indictments are “both eminently foreseeable and utterly 
astonishing,” David Graham (June 9, 2023) writes.  “If it never 
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seemed possible that a former president would face such charges, 
that’s mostly because it never seemed possible that a former presi-
dent would abscond with a large number of documents and then 
defy a subpoena to return them” (Graham, June 9, 2023).  If we 
consider Donald Trump’s childhood and the emotional traumas he 
underwent with his parents, it is not surprising that he faces federal 
indictments—and that he denies all wrongdoing and feels entitled 
to, and persecuted for, breaking the law.   

Like all of us, Donald Trump’s behavior is defined by the 
emotional ghosts of his past, which continue to haunt him.  Raised 
by a stern and perfectionistic father and an emotionally distant and 
unnurturing mother, young Donald learned, at a premature age, that 
the world was a dangerous and depriving place.  He had to deci-
mate potential threats before they could harm him. 

It is predictable, then, that he rants against critics who chal-
lenge him, fires people who don’t stoke his insatiable hunger for 
affirmation or enable his lawlessness, and attempts to dis-
tract attention from his latest scandal by inflaming an already in-
cendiary cultural climate.  This only intensifies apprehension about 
his mental health and the destructive effects he will have on any 
number of national and international issues, policies, and relation-
ships. 

Discussions about Trump’s competency often get polarized 
between critics who pathologize him—invoking reduction-
istic psychiatric diagnostic categories—and devotees who celebrate 
and rationalize away even his most provocative and puzzling be-
havior.  But this impedes deeper reflection on and interferes with 
comprehending the source and meaning of why Trump behaves the 
way he does.  For that to happen, we need to draw on a staple of 
good psychotherapy, namely empathy, the steadfast effort to under-
stand a person from within their own frame of reference.  

Empathizing with Donald Trump and Taking a Look at His 
Past  

The chief lesson my patients have taught me in 43 years of 
practicing psychotherapy is the inestimable importance of valuing 
human experience and searching for the emotional logic underlying 
even apparently bizarre and crazy behavior.  My patients—even the 
most obviously troubled ones—have repeatedly shown me that 
their words and actions make sense; that there is a secret meaning 
they are striving for that I must struggle to understand.  So, when I 
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hear something that seems self-destructive, such as “delusions,” 
suicidal ideation, self-mutilation, or hostile tweets in the middle of 
the night, I try to find the underlying meaning, which makes it pos-
sible to understand and sometimes reach people who feel lost, 
alone, and locked in a private world of torment. 

“The most important influence on me, growing up, was my 
father, Fred Trump” (Trump & Schwartz, 1987, p. 65), Donald ad-
mitted.  Most commentators accept his account uncritically, which 
seems, at first glance, convincing because Trump revered (and had 
contempt for) his father and says very little about his mother, Mary, 
which renders her an opaque and marginalized figure.  But the truth 
seems more complex.   

Mary MacLeod Trump, the youngest of ten children from a 
hardscrabble environment, has been described as “an acquiescent 
housewife, a spouse who didn’t hassle her dour, driven husband, a 
mother who relished pomp and planted the seeds of her second 
son’s acumen for showmanship and promotion” (Kruse, November/
December 2017).  In addition, she was, from all accounts, cold and 
withdrawn, an absent presence in her son’s life—“the kind of moth-
er who used her children to comfort herself rather than comforting 
them,” notes her granddaughter, Mary Trump (2020, p. 23).  “She 
attended to them when it was convenient for her, not when they 
needed her to.  Often unstable and needy, prone to self-pity and 
flights of martyrdom, she frequently put herself first,” she added, 
“Especially when it came to her sons she acted as if there were 
nothing she could do for them” (M. Trump, 2020, p. 23).   

The Malattunement of Trump’s Parents 
Human beings, in my experience, thrive when they are 

loved and cherished and are emotionally harmed when they are ne-
glected, rejected, or degraded.  A malattuned parent fosters poor 
self-esteem and self-blindness, troubled relationships, and an ab-
sence of moral accountability.  An attuned and dedicated mother 
sets the stage for her children’s subsequent psychological develop-
ment and maturation.  She makes her offspring feel seen and val-
ued, which cultivates a sense of basic trust and security.  She also 
aids her child in recognizing what he or she feels, regulating his or 
her emotions, and empathizing with other people. 

When Donald was two, his mother had to have an emergen-
cy hysterectomy because of severe hemorrhaging while giving birth 
to her fifth child, Robert, which led to a severe abdominal infection 
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and more surgeries—four surgeries in about two weeks.  We can 
only imagine the emotional impact on Donald, who probably inter-
nalized its force even though he was too young to comprehend its 
meaning.   

Trump’s father, Fred, a New York real estate developer with 
racist leanings and Mafia dealings, was a “high-functioning socio-
path” (p. 24), according to his granddaughter, Mary Trump (2020)
—completely self-involved and uninterested in other people, men-
dacious and unempathetic, indifferent to ethics, and emotionally 
neglectful and abusive toward his family.  By all accounts, as a par-
ent, he was a harsh father who demanded perfection.  He was 
“strong and tough as hell … [and] an unbelievably demanding task-
master” (Trump & Schwartz, 1987, pp. 70 & 75), according to his 
son, Donald.  “We had a relationship that was almost business-
like” (Trump & Schwartz, 1987, p. 71), Trump recognized.  “That’s 
why I am so screwed up, because I had a father that pushed me 
pretty hard” (Trump & Zanker, 2007, p. 321).   

Fred Trump also pushed his oldest son, Freddy.  There’s a 
lot of evidence that it drove him to alcoholism and premature death 
at 42, which seemed to have a significant impact on Donald.  Fred 
Trump’s horrendous treatment of Freddy became an “object les-
son” (M. Trump, 2020, p. 116) to Donald about what to avoid, 
namely the wrath and scorn of his father.  According to Trump, he 
stood up to his father, who respected that (Trump & Schwartz, 
1987, p. 71).  

Fred Trump treated Donald as an extension of himself and 
backed Donald, even as he enabled him in destructive ways.  The 
former basked in his son’s illusory reflected glory—the myth of his 
success—which covered over his son’s massive real estate failures 
and the way he (Fred Trump) continually financially bailed Donald 
out of disasters, even as he starved his son of basic life-affirming 
emotional nourishment.  This undermined Donald’s view of, and 
faith in, himself.  Fred Trump exhorted his son to be a “killer” and 
a “king” (D’Antonio, March 29, 2016).  “I’m a King,” Trump an-
nounced when he visited the village of his Scottish relatives 
(D’Antonio, December 3, 2015).  

The Fallible Donald Trump as a President and Citizen 
In business, as president, and now as a citizen, Trump has 

more often behaved in a despotic rather than regal manner—
abusing his power, circumventing the law, and oppressing and 
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obliterating those who disagree with him.  When therapists, pun-
dits, and lay people consider Trump’s sense of entitlement, difficul-
ty empathizing with other people, and exploitation of everyone, it is 
tempting to assume he is a narcissist.  But could it be that Trump’s 
self-absorption masks—and is actually a manifestation of—
something more profound and horrifying: the way his father hi-
jacked his son’s life when he told Donald who he should be and 
how he should live?  The parents are the only game in town for a 
vulnerable and defenseless child.  I wonder if Trump had to accom-
modate his father’s agenda for his life and surrender to him and 
then lost his birthright—a life of his own.  “Life, Liberty, and the 
pursuit of happiness” are an inspiring vision and dream of an 
“unalienable right,” but for many children—even the economically 
privileged—malattuned parenting like Trump received completely 
sabotages that possibility.  That Trump lives in a kingdom ruled by 
his father is suggested by his admission seven years ago that if Fred 
Trump were alive, he would have “allowed” Donald to run for pres-
ident (Horowitz, August 12, 2016).   

Trump’s inability to admit error, feel or acknowledge regret, 
or apologize for mistakes helps him push away the fact that he is a 
fallible human being—a failure as a businessman and as a leader—
not a king, which would raise the terrifying specter that the father 
he worshipped was wrong and that he (Donald) was a failure.  That 
would differentiate and alienate him from his father, casting him 
adrift in the universe like an astronaut cut off from home base, lost 
and alone. 

 The mandate to be subservient to his father seems to have 
created a massive emotional hunger in Donald—a profound yearn-
ing to be seen and valued—which generates his defensive grandios-
ity and shameless self-aggrandizement.  It is as if he is continuously 
screaming: “I am NOT NOTHING,” which is how he feels under-
neath his delusional claims about his imagined greatness.  At the 
end of his acceptance speech on November 9, 2016, Trump said: 
“…And we’re going to be doing a job that hopefully you will be so 
proud … You will be so proud…”  It is easy to hear this as a simple
-sounding prediction about how he hoped American citizens would 
view him in the future.  But it also evokes the yearning of a boy 
who never received his father’s love, who is desperate to be appre-
ciated, and who will say or do anything to attempt to make that 
happen—including lying about his failures, not apologizing for his 
mistakes, and exaggerating his triumphs. 
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 Trump is consumed with convincing other people of his im-
agined greatness.  “I play to people’s fantasies” (Trump & 
Schwartz, 1987, p. 58), he divulged.  “People may not always think 
big themselves, but they can still get very excited by those who do 
… People want to believe that something is the biggest and the 
greatest and the most spectacular … It’s an effective form of pro-
motion” (Trump & Schwartz, 1987, p. 58).  But it is a disastrous 
method of self-healing.  None of Trump’s strenuous efforts to fulfill 
his father’s plan for him or fix the damage inflicted upon him by his 
parents can quell the deprivation and fury inside. 

 Trump has stated on a number of occasions that he sees 
himself as the same as when he was a six-year-old, and he has re-
vealed, even as a boy, that he lashed out at other people.  He threw 
erasers at his teachers in elementary school and cake at classmates 
at parties.  In second grade, he gave a music teacher a black eye 
because he didn’t think the man knew a lot about music.  I wonder 
if the young Trump was really upset with someone closer to home. 

 “As an adolescent, I was mostly interested in creating mis-
chief,” Trump admitted (Trump & Schwartz, 1987, p. 72).  He also 
acknowledged: “I wasn’t the most well-behaved person in the 
world and my parents had no idea what to do with me and they 
heard about this school that was a tough place” (CNN Live Event/
Special, September 5, 2016).  Wrenched out of his home, Trump 
was sent to the New York Military Academy.  Essentially, he was 
punished and abandoned for the rage his parents had triggered and 
perpetuated.  “‘I shouldn’t say it,’” Donald’s mother said to her 
niece, Mary Trump, “‘but when he [Donald] went to the Military 
Academy, I was so relieved.  He didn’t listen to anyone, especially 
me, and he tormented [his brother] Robert … And your grandfather 
[Donald’s father, Fred Trump] didn’t care … Donald got away with 
murder’” (M. Trump, 2020, p. 132).  

Growing up with a cold, critical, and domineering parent, 
Trump seems to believe he has two untenable options: crush every-
one in his path or risk being dominated.  “[W]hen you attack him 
he will punch back 10 times harder,” as his wife, Melania, noted in 
a speech on April 4, 2016 (Vitali).  That may be why Trump is im-
pressed by absolute monarchies and reveres tyrants who enjoy in-
flicting suffering on other people, is in a continuous war with eve-
ryone he meets, and adopted sadistic policies that sabotage families 
when he was president.  When Trump is challenged, which he has 
been since his defeat in the 2020 presidential election, he emulates 
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his dictatorial father and ruthlessly attacks his detractors. 

But Trump’s identification with his father and his attempts 
at self-glorification are, at best, a makeshift solution to the horror of 
his childhood that crumbles whenever his self-esteem or power is 
threatened.  Underneath Trump’s supreme self-assurance is an emo-
tional vulnerability that is unknown to him, which he would vocif-
erously deny.  “Donald has always struggled for legitimacy,” notes 
Mary Trump (2020, p. 200), “as an adequate replacement for Fred-
dy, as a Manhattan real estate developer or casino tycoon … as the 
occupant of the Oval Office who can never escape the … sense that 
his ‘win’ was illegitimate” (p. 201).  

The Real Big Lie 
Beneath Trump’s grandiose and monstrous exterior is a vul-

nerable, crushed, and terrified little boy.  That’s why his resounding 
defeat in the 2020 presidential election was, for him, a nightmare 
beyond imagination.  The Real Big Lie is not that Biden stole the 
2020 presidential election but that Trump is terrified that he’s a 
“Loser”—the phrase his family used to denigrate people at the din-
ner table.   

 If Trump eludes jail time and wins the 2024 presidential 
election, the available evidence suggests that he would attempt to 
operate like a dictatorial king.  He would undoubtedly view this as 
his greatest triumph and revenge against the world.  The horrifying 
reality that neither he nor his supporters realize is that Trump-as-
King would be the culmination of a ghastly trauma that remains 
completely unconscious—the final hijacking of his soul in his 
blindly following his father’s injunction to be a killer and a king.  
At that moment, Trump would have given up his right to a life that 
should have been his own.   

“Nobody gets better by blaming their parents,” an older col-
league once remarked during our psychoanalytic training.  “But 
everyone needs to understand the impact of their parents.”  Those 
who don’t study their history are condemned to repeat it, as the phi-
losopher George Santayana knew.  We need to understand the sig-
nificance of those experiences that shaped us.  Otherwise, we act 
out in the world the personal history we haven’t integrated.  “I 
don’t like to analyze myself because I might not like what I see,” 
Trump told a biographer (Kruse, September 16, 2017).  The most 
disturbing thing he’d see is that his life was stolen and warped by 
the people closest to him.  Trump identifies America with his own 
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precarious sense of self.  Thus, he is obsessed with erecting a wall 
to keep out what he dreads, even though it happened many years 
ago.  But, of course, what poses the greatest threat to Trump is not 
immigrants or their children or people of color but his own past—
the infestation at home that he pushes away because it would be too 
terrifying and disturbing to face.  And that no wall can keep out.   

Jeffrey B. Rubin, PhD, practices psychoanalysis and psy-
chotherapy in New York and North Salem, NY.  He teaches at the 
Object Relations Institute of NY, the American Institute of Psycho-
analysis, and the C. G. Jung Institute of NY.  The author of six 
books, he has taught at various psychoanalytic institutes and medi-
tation and yoga centers and lectured around the country and abroad 
on psychoanalysis and Buddhism/meditation.  His pioneering ap-
proach to therapy was featured in The New Y ork Times Maga-
zine (https://www.nytimes.com/2009/04/26/magazine/26zen-
t.html). He can be contacted 
at drjeffreyrubin.com or jeffreyrubinphd@gmail.com. 
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Drawing the Full Object-Relational  
Implication of Rubin’s Trump 

Dorothea Leicher—Phila. School of Psychoanalysis 

Jeffrey B. Rubin’s paper skillfully presents evidence of 
Trump’s narcissistic injuries and unmet needs to be “seen,” which 
he can’t acknowledge and acts out repeatedly.  Trump’s personality 
was shaped in part by his standing up to the father he strongly iden-
tified with to avoid the fate of his older brother, whose torture by 
their father he witnessed.  However, the full object-relational impli-
cation is not drawn: If we grow up in an environment where there is 
no one we can really trust, we are forced to try to meet our needs 
stealthily, but any developing closeness also becomes a threat.   

Sadistic strategies are often employed to maintain an unsat-
isfying but “safe-enough” distance.  Trump’s compulsive torture of 
his younger brother hints at this type of pattern (M. Trump, 2020, p. 
44).  The malevolent effect of his father’s injunction to be a “killer” 
and a “king” (denying any admission or vulnerability) is empha-
sized appropriately as a danger to our democratic institutions.  But 
it doesn’t go far enough.  The pattern is not identified as a basic 
part of training into sociopathy where naturally compassionate im-
pulses to comfort others are suppressed and vulnerability is con-
demned as “weakness.”  An increased emphasis on this would 
make the threat to our political institutions stronger, in my opinion.   

Although the analysis of Fred Trump’s impact on Donald is 
correct, I believe it could have benefitted from being extended be-
cause the sociopathic patterns are evident over multiple genera-
tions.  Surprisingly, this was not done, although Mary Trump’s 
book on her uncle is listed in the references, and she provides high-
ly relevant information: A milder sociopathic pattern is evident in 
Donald Trump’s grandfather, Friedrich, who left his native Germa-
ny to evade military service (M. Trump, 2020, p. 28) and was not 
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allowed to return for this reason—and he made some of his money 
with brothels in Canada.  

There is also something of a parallel between Donald 
Trump’s early psychological loss of his mother and his father’s his-
tory.  Donald’s grandfather died when Fred was a minor, and de-
spite their assets, their mother was not able to provide a safe family 
environment, pushing Fred to join her in business as a minor.  This 
is a subtle but important violation of generational boundaries; it’s 
slightly incestuous.  I had a patient years ago whose mother tolerat-
ed/encouraged his parentification to make up for an alcoholic fa-
ther.  He proceeded to (non-violently) rape his stepdaughter in a 
repetition of the collapse of generational boundaries, which was the 
reason for his referral.  It is an interesting case study of how acci-
dental challenges, like the early loss of a father without adequate 
psychological support, turn into outright pathology, i.e., the denial 
and projection of loss (see M. Trump, 2020, p. 41).  Fred still had 
one asset, his apparently genuine interest in building, but this inher-
itance was not passed on to his children.   

The question remains if, apart from his strict injunction for 
Donald to be a “king,” Fred also acted out some other unresolved 
issues of his own in Donald by artificially propping him up without 
allowing any real competence to develop, making Donald, in a way, 
more vulnerable than even he himself had been as a fatherless boy.  
Although Donald assiduously avoided alcohol, it would seem fair 
to describe him as addicted to his father.  This is important because 
I believe it can explain some of the tenacity of Donald’s success 
despite his repeated failures—he learned from the best to create and 
maintain an addictive pseudo-reality and has maintained a cultish 
base (with religious overtones).  In this context, I also don’t think it 
is an accident that George Bush struggled with addiction, having 
been indoctrinated into deceptive narratives (propaganda) from 
childhood on (see also compulsive womanizing in the Kennedys 
and Clintons).  We can further state that our Western culture, which 
has a strong, individualistic, dominating predatory streak, over time 
would be expected to produce an overabundance of sociopathic 
leaders because the toxic domination is ego-syntonic.  

Unfortunately, our society has been made more vulnerable 
to these manipulations with industrialization and other factors, es-
pecially since WWII.  Industrialization is an addiction-generating 
practice in itself because to work, the needs of the machinery have 
to take a high priority and don’t allow for easy change if the eco-
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nomic contingencies change and the whole enterprise becomes a 
“bad deal.”  Capitalism was not satisfied with the gradual saturation 
of a market and started to develop artificial demand (e.g., leading to 
the shift away from the economical Ford automobile to the cosmet-
ic changes of General Motors).  This trend was put on steroids after 
WWII when Edward Bernays used his uncle’s discoveries for pub-
lic relations to increase consumption, inserting corporations be-
tween customers and their local merchants.   

With mass communication techniques, our evolved mecha-
nisms to develop trust realistically fell more and more into disuse, 
leading to increased alienation and paranoia.  This is an ancient 
trend: Agriculture, which allowed for specialization, also led to in-
creased hierarchies, and the classes stopped identifying with each 
other.  Similar trends can even be observed in animals.  The com-
plexity and alienation of our society make it easier to build narra-
tives that serve special interests that are hard and also economically 
dangerous to check, keeping the average citizen vulnerable to re-
gression.  

Dorothea Leicher, NCPsyA, emigrated from Germany to 
the U.S. in 1976 and worked administratively as well as in private 
practice both in mental health and addiction treatment.  Her special 
interests are epistemology and evolution as an economic system.  
She can be contacted at dleicher@dleicher.com.   
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Jeffrey Rubin’s Response to  
Leicher’s Object Relations Approach 

It is good of Dorothea Leicher to take the time to read and 
reflect on my essay.  I will briefly engage several points in her cri-
tique.  In arguing that the full object-relational implications are not 
drawn out in my study of Donald Trump, she mentions that “if we 
grow up in an environment where there is no one we can really 
trust, we are forced to try to meet our needs stealthily, but any de-
veloping closeness also becomes a threat.”  I don’t disagree with 
either point, but I think my paper illustrates both of them.  Also, it 
might be better to engage my multi-model examination of Trump—
that draws on classical, object-relational, self-psychological, and 
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intersubjective perspectives—instead of putting me in the Procrus-
tean bed of a single analytic theory (object relations).   

 In what feels nit-picky, she writes that the “malevolent ef-
fect of the father’s injunction to be a ‘killer’ and a ‘king’ doesn’t go 
far enough” because the “pattern is not identified as a basic part of 
training into sociopathy where naturally compassionate impulses to 
comfort others are suppressed and vulnerability is condemned as 
‘weakness.’  An increased emphasis on this would make the threat 
to our political institutions stronger, in my opinion.”  I disagree for 
various reasons: One of the most important points in my essay is 
that calling Trump a narcissist or a sociopath misses the deeper is-
sue that he was deeply traumatized by both parents and that every-
thing he does is an unconscious attempt to cope with that horror.  
My essay is primarily focused on the traumatization of Trump, not 
speculative, generalized theories of sociopathy or trauma.  Because 
of space limitations, I discussed toward the end the implications for 
our democracy—especially the way he will seek vengeance and 
operate like a fascist dictator if he is reelected.  To me, that is a 
strong enough implication for his threat to American institutions. 

            Dorothea Leicher acknowledges that my “analysis of Fred 
Trump’s impact on Donald is correct,” but “could have benefitted 
from being extended because the sociopathic patterns are evident 
over multiple generations.”  Citing Mary Trump’s book about her 
uncle, Leicher indicates that “a milder sociopathic pattern is evident 
in Donald Trump’s grandfather, Friedrich.”  The link felt specula-
tive—correlation is not causation—and to me, detracts from and 
doesn’t really add anything to what I write about Donald. 

            Lastly, it was completely unclear to me what the last two 
paragraphs of Dorotha Leicher’s discussion had to do with my ex-
amination of Donald Trump. 

 Jeffrey B. Rubin’s biography can be found on page 352.  
 

I Will Be Your Loyal Leader—Vote for Me! 

Peter W. Petschauer—Psychohist. Forum Res. Assoc.  

Backstory: Because I spent most of my life struggling with my father’s 
association with Hitler’s regime and thus comprehend its workings better 
than most, I am deeply concerned about the threats authoritarian leaders 
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pose to democracies.  As little influence as one individual has, given the 
millions of Trump followers, I warn in poetry and prose anyway.  

Keywords: authoritarians, Biden-presidency, one-day-dictatorship, 
Trump's-rule, voting   

What about his ignorance of the religious texts he loudly lauds? 
What about the parental abuses that reveal themselves in his adult 
brutality? 
What about his daily affronts through words and actions? 

Do we not hear his scorn for our genuine heroes? 
Do we not comprehend his disdain for our judicial practices? 
Do we not grasp how he undermines our representative institutions? 

Why do we overlook his slimy personality? 
Why do we smile at his nasty schemes? 
Why do we ignore his blatant criminality? 

Do we not sense his narcissistic focus only on himself? 
Do we not understand his obvious wish to control us all? 
Do we really want to elevate this villain  
simply “because we know this one and do not know the other”?  

I vote for the other—  
because he does not have a record of abuses and lies. 
I vote for the other 
because he is not beholden to individual and corporate influence 
peddling. 
I vote for the other 
because he pays his taxes like the rest of us. 
I vote for the other 
because he is not in the news every day. 
I vote for the other 
because he shows moments of empathy. 
I vote for the other 
because he truly resembles me and my ordinary life. 

 Peter W. Petschauer, PhD, Drhc, is Professor Emeritus at 
Appalachian State University, a Psychohistory Forum Research As-
sociate, an author, and a poet.  For his latest books, see pe-
terpetschauer.com.  He can be contacted at petschau-

erpw@appstate.edu.  ❑  
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What’s at Stake in the 2024 Election 

David Lotto—The Journal of Psychohistory 

Abstract: This paper contends that although there are many dangers we 
will face if Trump wins the election, the assertion that his victory is a 
“threat to democracy” is misguided.  There is a discussion of some of the 
factors that contribute to the anti-democratic nature of our current govern-
ance.   

Keywords: advertising, corruption, democracy, elections, lobbying, oligar-
chy, Trump  

In the minds of many, defeating Donald Trump has become, 
by far, the single most important objective in the entire political uni-
verse.  There are clear and compelling reasons to be concerned about 
Trump’s possible reelection.  There are any number of ways in which 
his personality characteristics, including his grandiosity, paranoia, 
vindictiveness, and cruelty, could lead to impulsive and irrational ac-
tions that would put us all in danger.  Trump and MAGA permit mak-
ing manifest the always-present latent, dark side of human nature.  
Xenophobia and racism are, if not actively encouraged, given license 
to be expressed.  Trump is a threat to the rule of law by escaping ac-
countability for his criminal acts and attempting to delegitimize the 
judicial system.   

Lately, there has been a great deal said and written about the 
alleged attack on democracy in this country, spearheaded by Donald 
Trump and his MAGA followers.  Here are three of the many recent 
books as well as numerous articles about this threat: How Democra-
cies Die (2018) and Tyranny of the Minority (2023) by Steven Levit-
sky and Daniel Zimblatt, and Tyranny (2023) by Timothy Snyder.  
While most of the statements about the dangers that would follow a 
Trump victory are quite real, the part about the threat to democracy 
is problematic.  The issue is that we don’t live in a democracy.  A 
Trump presidency brings with it many dangers and threats, but we 
can’t threaten something that doesn’t exist.  What follows is a brief 
account of how far we are from living in a democracy. 

 The central meaning of democracy is that the will of the 
citizens of the nation, at least a majority of the people, determines 
government policy.  To put it concisely, the fundamental principle 
at the heart of what we mean by democracy is “one-person one-
vote.”  This means, in the ideal, that all the enfranchised members 
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of the polity under the rule of a democratic government have an 
equal influence on the policies of the government.  If one of the 
universally accepted goals of democracy is to maximize voter turn-
out in order to accurately assess the wishes of the greatest number, 
one might expect to see attempts to make it easier for people to 
vote.  For example, to allow online voting.  To not allow this is a 
functional disenfranchisement.  Any obstacles, barriers, time-
consuming activities, or cost-incurring procedures that are required 
to vote mean that fewer people will cast their vote. 

Arguably, other features are essential aspects of democracy, 
such as guaranteeing civil liberties, including freedom of speech, 
religion, and assembly—essentially, the content of the Bill of 
Rights.  A government that doesn’t grant or respect the civil rights 
of its citizens may well be said to not be democratic.  However, a 
commitment to protecting civil rights, though it may be necessary, 
is not a sufficient condition for democracy to exist.  The essence of 
democracy remains, as Lincoln said in the Gettysburg Address, “a 
government of the people, by the people, and for the people.” 

The essence of democracy is not upholding civil rights; it is 
that the people govern.  Civil rights and government by the people 
are quite distinct ideas.  Those who claim that we are a democracy 
are far more focused on civil rights than they are on who is actually 
governing.  It is possible, at least in theory, for there to be such a 
thing as a government ruled by an enlightened despot—one who 
guarantees all civil liberties but makes every policy decision alone 
without giving any voice to the people.  People would not want to 
call this democracy. 

We clearly do not live in a democracy.  Our current political 
system is best described as an oligarchy or a plutocracy, not a de-
mocracy.  As Joseph Stiglitz (2019) said, “…our political system 
can better be described as one dollar, one vote than one person, one 
vote” (p. 167).  Successful candidates will have received some fi-
nancial support from individuals.  But most often, they receive it 
from certain groups who spend their money on campaign contribu-
tions for a reason: They expect the recipient to act in their interests.   

Once in office, the winning candidate is subject to the ne-
cessity of keeping current and future campaign contributors con-
tent.  The elected official is then put under pressure from various 
lobbying groups to support their policies or else face opposition in 
the next election.  At the federal level, under our current two-party 
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system, party loyalty—which means voting the way your party 
leader tells you to vote—is far from being democratic, but it is a 
requirement for political survival. 

Another anti-democratic feature of our oligarchy is that 
there is an amazingly sophisticated art and science of electoral rhet-
oric: persuading voters to vote in the manner desired by those doing 
the persuading.  Those with money to spend can influence the be-
liefs and behavior of voters through their control of media outlets 
and a variety of public relations and advertising methods.  These 
can be effective enough for people to wind up voting against their 
own interests.   

In the early 20th century, Freud’s nephew, Edward Bernays, 
known as the father of public relations, started plying his trade of in-
fluencing people’s desires.  Going back as far as the early 1920s, 
when Walter Lippmann said that propaganda had already become 
“a regular organ of popular government,” the realm of advertising, 
broadly defined, has become an increasingly important part of the 
rhetoric of politics.  This field is truly a bastard child of psychoanaly-
sis as its power and effectiveness are largely dependent on the opera-
tion of unconscious processes.  The stimulation of and appeal to the 
wishes and feelings of the id, sex, aggression, and their manifold var-
iants, along with the employment of psychological manipulations 
such as scapegoating and fearmongering, are what gives political ad-
vertising its power.  Its effectiveness is enhanced when it operates in 
the dark out of conscious awareness. 

The entities making the campaign contributions are the mul-
ti-national corporations, mostly headquartered in the United States, 
or those who represent the interests of these high-net-worth corpo-
rations.  Our government primarily represents their interests.  Large 
corporations may be in competition and conflict with one another 
on any number of specific policy positions, but they do have one 
thing in common: They are all primarily interested in their profits.  
At this time, no government could possibly be elected that would 
seriously challenge the power and influence of these corporations.   

The most troubling influence on election outcomes in our 
contemporary democracy is the influence of money.  As the Su-
preme Court of the United States has decided, money, or decisions 
about what to spend it on and how much to spend, are actually 
forms of speech.  Thus, the freedom to do what one wishes with 
one’s money—specifically, how much you give and who you give 
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it to—is a right guaranteed by the First Amendment of the U.S. 
Constitution.    

Over the last several election cycles, the amount of money 
spent per election, particularly at the federal level, has been grow-
ing phenomenally with each new election.  The candidate for elec-
tion who spends the most doesn’t always win.  Unless a candidate 
has the resources to spend approximately as much as his opponent
(s), he is unlikely to win the election (Schuster, 2020).  In addition 
to how voters are manipulated into voting in ways that do not seri-
ously threaten the interests of the oligarchs, there are other ways to 
persuade the government to do what the oligarchy wishes.  Money 
can buy lobbying services—the practice of persuading elected offi-
cials to do what lobbyists want them to do.  There are an increas-
ingly large number of “lobbyists” working for a large number of 
interest groups, each promoting its own agenda.   

Although some are sanguine concerning these develop-
ments, most would see this as a corrupt process.  If electoral de-
mocracy is supposed to be about government by and for “the peo-
ple” and “one-person one-vote” expresses the ideal, then any pro-
cess that gives a small group of individuals who have the wealth 
and access to campaign and lobbying expertise more influence than 
the substantial majority of people who don’t have such wealth is 
something that undermines the democratic process.   

Despite what the Supreme Court says, money is not the 
same as speech, and there is a difference between democracy and 
oligarchy; rule by and for the citizens of a polity is not the same as 
rule by and for the wealthy.  It is in the interest of the oligarchs to 
keep things as they are.  Keeping the myth alive plays a key role in 
keeping the actual system of governance operating in the way it 
does.   

When large numbers of people believe something to be true 
when it is not, we look for the operation of a group fantasy.  The 
operative fantasy here is an aspect of the belief in American excep-
tionalism.  We want to believe that not only are we a democracy 
but that we are also the chief promoters of democracy around the 
world.  We see ourselves as the embodiment and upholders of dem-
ocratic values.  By this, what is usually meant is that we value civil 
rights—the first ten Amendments of the Constitution.  We are par-
ticularly offended when other countries like China, Russia, and Iran 
show that they have very low tolerance for public expression of dis-
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sent or that they violate the civil rights of some or all of their citi-
zens.   

There is clearly splitting and othering involved here.  We 
are the good guys who choose the word democracy as our moniker; 
they are the bad guys who don’t adhere to our democratic values.  
This same splitting occurs between those “democracy” supporters, 
like Biden and the Democrats, versus Trump and MAGA, who are 
characterized as a “threat to democracy.”  If a majority of voters in 
this country choose Trump to be president in the upcoming elec-
tion, is that not democracy at work?   

The governance of these powerful corporations is far from 
democratic.  Policy decisions are made by the CEO and his cohort 
along with the board, which represents the interests of the share-
holders.  The employees—the workers in these corporations—do 
not get to vote on corporate policies, and they rarely get to own 
more than a token number of shares in the corporation.  The per-
centage of unionized workers is quite low, and their power to wrest 
higher compensation from their wealthy employers is considerably 
less than it used to be.  The entities that are determining the policies 
of our putative democracy are thoroughly authoritarian at their core. 

There has been a fairly recent extension of the influence of 
corporations on what should be public policy.  This is the growing 
wealth and power of nonprofit foundations and a variety of private 
organizations (non-governmental organizations/NGOs), which have 
a significant impact on the lives of many people throughout the 
world.  The decisions about how foundations and NGOs spend their 
money reflect the wishes of their founders, donors, and members.  
They are not made in anything resembling a democratic manner.   

No matter who wins the election, large corporations will 
still wield enormous power and influence on the political process.  
Successful corporations that have high market capitalization will 
use this power in the service of protecting their markets and their 
profits.  Both Republicans and Democrats share the ideology of 
corporate capitalism.  The government will still be beholden to 
those whose primary imperative is to maximize their short and me-
dium-term profits and to promote economic growth.  Both parties 
believe that virtually all goods and services are most efficiently and 
effectively provided by private profit-making enterprises rather 
than public agencies or governmental bodies.   

To be more specific, consider the prospects of fossil fuel-
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dependent industries, such as oil, gas, and coal producers, refiners, 
and transporters, along with the many secondary industries, such as 
the entire plastics industry, that are dependent on the consumption 
of fossil fuels.  In a world of climate change, their future economic 
prospects should be dim.  However, they are largely doing as they 
usually do and have always done: Stock prices remain high, and 
these industries are not in danger of collapse in the foreseeable fu-
ture.  There are too many people making too much money with jobs 
in these industries who are happy with the way things are and will 
do everything in their power to make them stay that way.  The same 
can be said of why we have such high healthcare costs.  Virtually 
every developed country in the world has some form of single-
payer health insurance.  There are mountains of evidence on a wide 
variety of measures showing that a single-payer system is a better 
way to deliver healthcare than the multi-payer and largely privat-
ized system that this country has now.  In addition, numerous polls 
have shown that a majority of citizens support a single-payer 
healthcare system; specifically, two-thirds of voters support provid-
ing Medicare to every American (Schulte, April 24, 2020). 

 However, we have a health insurance industry that makes 
money by acting as the middleman between medical providers and 
their patients.  A single-payer system would put all the health insur-
ance corporations out of business.  As with the fossil fuel indus-
tries, there are too many people making too much money and cor-
porations employing too many people who would lose out if there 
were a single-payer system.  In addition to all those employed by 
health insurance corporations, all the staff who work in hospitals 
and medical offices doing the complex and time-consuming billing 
of multiple insurance companies would lose their jobs.  Collective-
ly, these industries are far too powerful for the government, no mat-
ter which party is in power, to be successfully challenged. 

 No candidate who captures the nomination for either party 
will support the kind of tax policy that might lessen the wealth dis-
parity.  It is certainly true that Trump lowered taxes on the wealthy 
and corporations (perhaps the only real policy change that was 
made under his administration).  While that might not have hap-
pened in a Democratic administration, the current Democratic ad-
ministration has made no effort to reverse the tax cuts.  No matter 
which party wins, there will continue to be no significant estate tax, 
no increase in the corporate tax rate, no meaningful carbon tax, and 
no serious attempt to fund the IRS to go after the many billions of 
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dollars in lost tax revenue due to various tax avoidance methods 
that high-income individuals and corporations have kept from the 
nation’s treasury. 

We all know how the political process in a democracy is 
supposed to work.  The central mechanism is the election contest in 
which there is one winner and one or more losers.  All eligible vot-
ers choose.  Each voter gets one and only one vote, supposedly 
guaranteeing that all voters have an equal say.  Any deviation from 
the democratic ideal can be accurately described as a corruption of 
the democracy.  To the extent that some individuals or groups with-
in the polity have more say or influence than others, democracy has 
been corrupted.  Perhaps the most insidious aspect of holding on to 
the myth that we live under a system that can accurately be called a 
democracy is that it is a distraction that actually works in favor of 
maintaining the status quo by diverting energy and wasting the time 
of those who want to bring about real political change.   

 David Lotto, PhD, is a veteran psychologist, psychoanalyst, 
and psychohistorian who is a longtime member of the Psychohisto-
ry Forum.  He practices psychotherapy in Western Massachusetts, 
edits The Journal of Psychohistory, and may be reached at dlot-
to@nycap.rr.com.   
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The Political is Personal: Authoritarianism 
and Sadism are Learned at Home   

Jeffrey B. Rubin—Psychohistory Forum Research Assoc. 

Abstract: Drawing on a psychoanalytically-informed psychobiography of 
the Koch brothers, the author aims to illuminate the link between their 
anti-governmental political philosophies and their emotional experiences 
in childhood with a remote and despotic father and a Nazi-sympathizing 
nanny.   
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Family plays a massive role in who we are and what we be-
come.  We flourish when we are loved and cherished by our care-
givers, and we are emotionally injured when we are abandoned, 
neglected, or maltreated.  At home, we learn to either value and em-
pathize with other people or treat them as if they are merely objects 
standing in the way of our own gratification.   

When family life goes awry, it can result in destructive fall-
out in which one makes other people pay for one’s pain in the quest 
to get what one emotionally needs or forge character and deepen 
one’s empathy and compassion.  Politicians and ordinary citizens 
are prey to the same familial influences and pressures.  Politics is 
more personal than we realize.  Because most people—from pun-
dits to ordinary citizens—all too often approach politics conscious-
ly and cognitively, the hidden emotional forces that shape it are all 
too often minimized.  Politics, like history, also reflects the uncon-
scious feelings of the people involved—leaders and citizens. 

How This Applies to the Koch Brothers 
Much of my understanding of the Koch brothers’ childhood 

and family dynamics and their implications for a psychohistorical 
perspective on their political viewpoints and actions is based on 
Jane Mayer’s (2016) invaluable research in Dark Money and Clay-
ton Coppin’s (2003) unpublished Stealth, which includes interviews 
with the Koch brothers and their friends, and it is quoted in Mayer.   

 “There’s class warfare all right,” Warren Buffett aptly 
notes, “[b]ut it’s my class, the rich class, that’s making war, and 
we’re winning” (quoted in Mayer, 2016, p. 331).  The Koch broth-
ers have been at the center of a vast network of plutocrats, Right-
wing media moguls, conservative elected officials, and political 
operatives who have been architects of a nearly five-decade clan-
destine campaign for “limited government” designed to dismantle 
the state and remake American society in their own undemocratic, 
antigovernment, libertarian image.  Koch believes that government 
is our enemy and desires capitalism unhampered by any re-
strictions.  “Our movement must destroy the prevalent statist para-
digm” (quoted in Mayer, 2016, p. 66), Charles Koch wrote in Au-
gust 1978. 

The members of Koch’s stealth crusade believe that govern-
ment is the disease—a threat to liberty and prosperity because it can 
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tax, force a person to purchase health insurance, regulate industry, 
and protect the environment, as well as hold big corporations finan-
cially accountable—and that they are the cure.  (The fact that auto 
deaths per mile driven and teenage smoking have plunged because 
of government oversight doesn’t fit their ideology or moral calcu-
lus.  Nor does the equally inconvenient truth that Love Canal in up-
state New York and the Upper Big Branch Mine disaster in West 
Virginia occurred when regulations were absent.) 

Charles and his now late brother, David, who died in 2019, 
have been playing the long game, creating what the former calls 
“true democracy,” a form of governance in which people “can run 
their own lives and choose what they want to buy, choose how to 
spend their money,” as he told Daniel Fisher (December 5, 2012).  
Charles and his cohorts advocate drastically deregulating business 
and environmental protections, holding down wages, disempower-
ing unions, eliminating taxes on polluting, dictating political de-
bate, and curtailing social services for the disadvantaged.  Around 
1980, William Buckley, a preeminent voice of conservatism, called 
Koch’s movement “Anarcho-Totalitarianism,” as Jim Horn report-
ed (quoted in Mayer, 2016, p. 5). 

After the Republicans refused to conduct hearings to con-
sider Barack Obama’s nominee to fill the Supreme Court seat left 
vacant after Justice Antonia Scalia died in early 2016, the normally 
reticent conservative Supreme Court Justice Clarence Thomas told 
the Heritage Foundation, a conservative think tank, “At some point 
we are going to have to recognize that we are destroying our insti-
tutions” (quoted in Koh, October 27, 2016, p. 1).  This is in keeping 
with the Koch brothers’ approach.  

“I’m very strong on creative destruction,” Charles Koch told 
Stephen Dunbar on NPR’s “Freakonomics” on June 21, 2017.  Bri-
an Doherty, an editor of Reason, the Koch-funded libertarian maga-
zine, and the author of Radicals for Capitalism, a 2007 history of 
the libertarian movement, said that Charles’ goal was to “tear gov-
ernment out ‘at the root’” (quoted in Mayer, 2016, p. 65).  “Charles 
was in constant rebellion against authority” (quoted in Mayer, 
2016, p. 44), Clayton Coppin writes in Stealth, his unpublished 
2003 report on Charles Koch’s political development.  Coppin was 
commissioned by Koch Industries in 1993 to write a confidential 
corporate history.  One of the few outsiders to the Koch family with 
unique access to personal and corporate documents and family and 
business associates—he interviewed the Koch brothers and their 
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friends and read Koch family letters—he thus had first-hand 
knowledge of the personalities of the key protagonists and the inner 
workings of the organization.  Coppin added that Charles was 
“driven by some deeper urge to smash the one thing left in the 
world that could discipline him: the government” (quoted in Mayer, 
2016, p. 66). 

Coppin suggests that Charles’ hatred of the government was 
so powerful it could only be understood as connected to childhood 
conflicts with authority.  From his earliest years, according to Cop-
pin, Charles’ goal was to achieve complete control.  “He did not 
escape his father’s authority, until his father died” (quoted in May-
er, 2016, p. 65), notes Coppin.  From that time on, Charles worked 
enormously hard so that “neither his brothers nor anyone else could 
challenge his personal control of the family company” (Mayer, 
2016, p. 65). 

“They [the Koch brothers] said they were driven by princi-
ple,” writes Mayer (2016, p. 7), “but their positions dovetailed 
seamlessly with their personal financial interests.”  I would add—
and their upbringing.  The Koch brothers’ politics have personal as 
well as political and economic motives that were shaped in child-
hood.  Fred and Mary Robinson Koch, who had four sons in the 
first eight years of their marriage—Frederick, Charles, and twins 
David and William—seemed to care a great deal about their chil-
dren but were absent much of the time.  Fred was preoccupied with 
business, and his wife was focused on being a socialite, according 
to Mayer. 

Fred Koch, the family patriarch, founded an oil business 
that developed lucrative commercial relationships with Joseph Sta-
lin and Adolf Hitler.  He built his fortune by receiving $500,000 
from Stalin.  What his son Charles excises from his family history 
in his The Science of Success, notes Mayer (2016), is that in 1934, 
after leaving his work in the USSR, Fred’s firm Winkler-Koch En-
gineering of Wichita, Kansas, “provided the engineering plans and 
began overseeing the construction of a massive oil refinery owned 
by a company on the Elbe River in Hamburg” (p. 35), whose top 
executive was a “notorious American Nazi sympathizer named 
William Rhodes Davies” (p. 35).  Fred built the Hamburg Oil Re-
finery, which was apparently crucial to Hitler’s war efforts, and Da-
vis was eventually accused by a federal prosecutor of being an 
“agent of influence” for the Nazi regime (Mayer, 2016, p. 35).  
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Charles described his father as a “John Wayne-type figure, 
charismatic and forceful” (Koch, 2007, p. 12).  Fred Koch was a 
man who taught his sons to idealize liberty and hard work.  “He 
was constantly speaking to us children about what was wrong with 
government,” noted David Koch (Mayer, 2016, p. 46).  Fred had 
scorn for people who had a “dependence on government” or were 
“feeding at the public trough” (Schulman, 2014, pp. 42 & 48).   

“It was a miserable childhood…” Coppin told Mayer 
(2016), and David admitted that “Father put the fear of God in 
him” (p. 44).  David also added that “Father was a severe taskmas-
ter … a tough and demanding disciplinarian” (Mayer, 2016, p. 
44).  He was rough on his sons because he didn’t want them to be-
come what he called “country-club bums” (Mayer, 2016, p. 41), 
like some of the children of oil tycoons he knew.  The Koch boys 
had to “dig ditches and shovel manure at the family ranch” (Mayer, 
2016, p. 41).  Charles was sent away when he was 11 to the South-
ern Arizona School for Boys, known for its strictness.  He did poor-
ly, resulting in him being sent to an even stricter school, the Foun-
tain Valley School in Colorado.  Recalling his school years, Charles 
told Jason Jennings in an interview on the Koch Industries website, 
“I hated all that” (Mayer, 2016, p. 44).    

The admiration and fondness Fred Koch’s sons later 
claimed for him masks both his absence and brutality.  “He was a 
hard man to love” (quoted in Mayer, 2016, p. 41), notes one family 
member, and another remembers seeing Fred strip a tree branch and 
“whip the twins like dogs.”  Fred Koch “wasn’t around much,” add-
ed another family member, but when his boys misbehaved, they 
“really got it” (Mayer, 2016, p. 41).   

Due to Fred’s travels and Mary’s social and cultural activi-
ties, the children were entrusted to a series of nannies and house-
keepers.  Charles and Fred Koch, the two oldest sons, were largely 
raised by a Nazi nanny.  The Kochs “employed a German gover-
ness for his first sons, Freddie and Charles” (Mayer, 2016, p. 39).  
“The nannies iron rule terrified the little boy according to a family 
acquaintance.  In addition to being overbearing, she was a fervid 
Nazi sympathizer who frequently touted Hitler’s virtues,” Mayer 
(2016, p. 39) adds.  “Dressed in a starched white uniform and point-
ed nurse’s hat, she arrived with a stash of gruesome German chil-
dren’s books, including the Victorian classic Der Stru-
wwelpeter” [“Shock-headed Peter” in English], which Mayer 
(2016) went on to describe as “featured sadistic consequences for 
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misbehavior, ranging from cutting off one child’s thumbs to burn-
ing another to death” (p. 39).  She added: “The acquaintance re-
called that the nurse had a commensurately harsh and dictatorial 
approach to child rearing.  She enforced a rigid toilet training regi-
men requiring the boys to produce morning bowel movements pre-
cisely on schedules or be force-fed castor oil and subjected to ene-
mas” (Mayer, 2016, pp. 39-40).  We can surmise that this made the 
boys feel terrified and imprisoned.  In 1940, when Fred was seven 
and Charles was five, the governess left the Koch family.  She was 
apparently overjoyed when Hitler invaded France and “went back 
to the fatherland in order to join the Fuhrer in celebration” (Mayer, 
2016, p. 40).   

It is not surprising that Charles’ “life preoccupation would 
become crusading against authoritarianism while running a busi-
ness over which he exerted absolute control” (Mayer, 2016, p. 40).  
(His family history led to a revulsion against authority.)  He seem-
ingly became like the father whose control he detested.  In an 
online blog, his daughter, Elizabeth, a Princeton graduate, wrote of 
a visit home: “As soon as we arrived I felt an overwhelming urge to 
prostrate myself on the floor and eat dirt in order to illustrate how 
grateful I am for everything they’ve done for me, that I’m not the 
spoiled monster they warned me I’d become if I wasn’t care-
ful” (Koch, March 30, 2007, para 77).  She went on to explain: 
“The remainder of the trip I engaged in various degrees of syco-
phantish behavior—chasing my father around his house, with news-
paper articles on corn subsidies and weather derivatives…” (Koch, 
March 30, 2007, para 79).  Elizabeth finished by commenting: “I 
cannot go back to panic attacks and meltdowns and pharmaceuti-
cals and terrifying my parents and staring down that dark well of 
nothing you do will ever be good enough you privileged waste of 
flesh” (Koch, May 3, 2007, para 67). 

When Barack Obama was president, Koch attacked him as 
an “alien threat to the country’s survival” (Mayer, 2016, p. xix).  I 
think it is fair to speculate that the government, like the former 
president, was a stand-in for Charles Koch’s father and his Nazi 
nanny, who threatened his existence.  Koch’s philosophy and his 
political agenda emerge directly from his traumatic experience with 
devoted, albeit absentee parents, an authoritarian and sadistic fa-
ther, and a fervid, Nazi-sympathizing nanny who touted Hitler’s 
virtues.  Decimating the state—or Barack Obama—made Charles 
feel as if he were no longer endangered or held hostage to the dic-
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tates of other people, and that afforded him a shot at the liberty he 
prized above all else and a life of his own.   

The problem is Charles never faced or integrated his trau-
ma, so he enacts it on the world.  He feels constantly emotionally 
endangered and endlessly sees a phantom enemy that he has to de-
stroy.  So, he uses any means necessary.  For example, Koch and 
his coterie have attempted to impose their view of unfettered capi-
talism without any government regulation on an unwilling and un-
suspecting majority by subterfuge.  They use democratic-sounding 
words to mask extremist ideas and disdain for democratic institu-
tions, the public, and human suffering.  The demolition of the gov-
ernment is sold as reform.  Educational indoctrination emotionally 
manipulates unsuspecting people—video games promoting Charles 
Koch’s political ideology are “pitched to prospects as young as 
grade school” (Mayer, 2016, p. 68).  Campaign finance violations 
guarantee that the democratic process is subverted.  Those who are 
unaware of their past repeat it, as psychoanalysts, historians, and 
philosophers (Santayana) teach us.  

Jeffrey B. Rubin’s biography can be found on page 352.  
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Psychohistory and the Advent of British 
Psychosocial Studies 

Kurt Jacobsen—University of Chicago 

Abstract: What can the comparatively new and mostly British field of psy-
chosocial studies learn from neglected predecessors?  I examine especial-
ly the relevance of the Eriksonian tradition, relate ways in which psycho-
historians trailblazed psychosocial studies, and argue that both psycho-
history and psychosocial studies can benefit from such an intellectual 
exchange. 

Keywords: biography, Erik Erikson, Eriksonian, history, multidiscipli-
nary, psychoanalysis, psychohistorian 

 Scanning the campus scene in the early 2000s, especially at 
Harvard, Robert Coles remarked to me how dismayed he was at the 
way Erik Erikson’s work and that of remarkable kindred spirits, 
such as Robert Jay Lifton and Kenneth Keniston, had been sum-
marily brushed aside, almost as if they never existed.  Given the 
irresistible resurgence throughout the social sciences of formal 
econometric styles of reasoning in recent decades, a hardy group of 
interdisciplinary thinkers who pitted themselves against the con-
ceits of vaunted value-neutral formal theorists was very likely to 
fall from favor.  “Nothing here but us guys in white lab coats,” an 
old teacher of mine (and Erikson associate) wryly remarked as to 
this method-fetishizing attitude, dismayingly encountered in almost 
every discipline these days.   

These self-serving disciplinary dogmatisms were exactly 
what Eriksonian psychohistorians aimed to expose and eviscerate, 
which is not the best way to go about winning friends and influenc-
ing enemies then or now.  Forming a school of psychohistory, as I 
noted elsewhere, seemed too much of a bother for the Eriksonian 
crew, who seemed to revel in, and thrive upon, creative friction.  
For the sake of space and focus, as well as personal inclination, the 
differing psychohistorical enterprises of deMause, Kohut, Volkan, 
and others are not addressed here.  While the existence of Clio’s 
Psyche indicates that psychohistory survives in the U.S., it does 
seem to some of us to be hanging on by however many threads.  
Might one look across the pond and be encouraged by a relatively 
new multidisciplinary enterprise called psychosocial studies, now 
flourishing in the United Kingdom?  Is the latter perhaps a Britified 
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reincarnation of Eriksonian psychohistory?  Is there a bridge worth 
crossing between American psychohistorians and the primarily 
British psychosocial studies today?   

The Eriksonian Residue 
 The animating thrust for the Eriksonian psychohistorians 
was to specify “in all their complementarity the inner dynamics as 
well as the social conditions which make history seem to repeat, to 
renew, or to surpass itself” (Evans, 1967, p. 212).  Or, as expressed 
in the next millennium by a British scholar on a very similar quest, 
the “social is psychically invested and the psychological is socially 
formed,” and the twain can and indeed do meet (Frosh, 2003, p. 
1560).  So far, so good, regarding congenial research programs.  
Erikson (1958) explored fruitful points of intersection of 
“biography with history, where singular individuals, and sometimes 
collectivities, encountered a social environment that was ripe for 
the picking, so that the resources of tradition [then] fuse with new 
inner resources to create something potentially new” (p. 20).  The 
ambitious aim to create a psychological framework that takes his-
torical currents seriously “is itself an act of sabotage” of what 
Lifton (1970) regarded as rigid abstractions ruling “most psycho-
logical thought” at the time (p. 22).  One may say the same for the 
likely impact of historical frameworks that take psychological cur-
rents seriously.  Neither course is calculated to advance a modern 
career in disciplines arrayed assiduously around building upon 
cherished models. 

 Another disincentive is that any analytical observer “sooner 
or later will be confronted with data of decisive importance for the 
welfare of those whom he is studying, while the strings of his own 
motivations will be touched, sometime above and sometimes well 
below the threshold of awareness,” Erikson (1964) promised, and 
then that investigator will be “unable to escape the necessary con-
flict between his emotional participation in the observed events and 
the methodological rigor required to advance his field and human 
welfare” (p. 112).  In positivist renditions of social science, this 
simply isn’t supposed to happen.  British psychosocial studies ad-
vocates, like Erikson’s earlier critics, resolve this kind of conflict 
either by shunning it or else restating it without even a nod to Yank 
forerunners.   

Causal primacy, for Eriksonians, lay with the social sphere, 
though as a sound, if modified, Freudian, Erikson, and his associ-
ates never viewed it as fully determinative either, given its interplay 
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with the inner world that he strived to map.  British scholar Daniel 
Pick (2012) applauds Erikson for opening “exciting new vistas” 
while at the same time dismissing him as “too simplistic”—without 
explaining what other investigative procedure is more aptly com-
plex and just as revelatory (p. 233).  Do certain strains of added 
complexity, upon scrutiny, turn out to be reworded, or otherwise 
parallel, versions of existing work?  Still, and to their credit, psy-
chosocial studies practitioners, like the psychohistorians, cannot 
help but pivot between two crucial recognitions: One, there is no 
self-contained universal psyche; and two, history is not driven sole-
ly by external forces.   

The psychohistorian also must remain alert to shortcomings 
in both historical as well as psychological and psychoanalytic meth-
ods and, even on the best of occasions, “will always have to make 
some kind of convincing philosophy out of a state of partial knowl-
edges” (Erikson, 1950, p. 19).  So, the investigator, “in committing 
himself to influencing what he observes … becomes part of the his-
torical process he studies”—and that process can misguide, seduce, 
or capture the unwary (Erikson, 1950, p. 16).  One can’t put too 
much finer a point on a methodological warning than that.  How do 
contemporary psychosocial studies compare to their predecessors?   

Distinctions Without a Difference? 
For anyone conversant with psychohistory, it is an eerie ex-

perience to come across passages half a century after the Eriksonian 
heyday arguing, as if it were unprecedented, that “a psycho-social 
theory of subjectivity has to account for the effects of the social 
without succumbing to the reductionism of social determinism, and 
has to account for the idiosyncrasies of human subjectivity without 
removing subjectivity from its social and historical con-
text” (Layton, 2008, p. 66).  This is repossessing square one.  Only 
if one overlooks American psychohistorians might it be accurate to 
also claim that “in mainstream psychoanalytic theories, neither his-
torical nor cultural factors much matter in the constitution of what 
is essential to psychoanalytic subjectivity” (Scott, p. 70, fn1).  The 
author slips into what I semi-seriously term “reversion compul-
sion,” reverting to primary professional training in psychoanalysis 
rather than working out an interdisciplinary psychohistorical ac-
count.  One rarely, if ever, finds Erikson, Lifton, or Keniston mak-
ing the same glaring mistake, most likely because at Wellfleet and 
elsewhere they were surrounded by colleagues from other fields.  
Perhaps that is an environment that psychosocial studies depart-
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ments ought to work a bit harder on creating.   

A revival of sorts picked up in Britain in the early 2000s; 
although, unlike the Eriksonians, it arose in the quest of “forging a 
psychosocial presence in psychology,” not in history or any other 
social science (Frosh, 2003, p. 1548).  This take is emphatically 
Foucauldian.  Hence, “psychology emerges out of a set of percep-
tions of individuality and selfhood which in turn are connected with 
the hegemony of particular construction of social reality” (Frosh, 
2003, p. 1547).  The field focus is on the “boundaries between indi-
vidual and social, exemplified by theories of the social as free inter-
action of individuals (methodological individualism) and the Al-
thusserian notion of the person who is fully constructed and con-
strained by social forces, the nearer of asocial relation with a partic-
ular agency of their own.  So really this is about how a subject can 
be more than the forces molding him” (Frosh, 2003, p. 1547).  The 
enterprise is commendable, and Foucault certainly has his erratic 
merits, but it is hardly news to anyone still aware of the ebbing 
Eriksonian tradition. 

Psychosocial programs sprung up around the UK well after 
the cresting of the Eriksonian psychohistorian legacy, which they 
seem to studiously or innocently ignore.  The Association for Psy-
chosocial Studies states its métier (profession) as the study “of the 
ways in which subjective experience is interwoven with social life,” 
going on to explain that “Psychological issues and subjective expe-
riences cannot be abstracted from societal, cultural, and historical 
contexts” and that these phenomena also cannot “be deterministi-
cally reduced to the social.  Similarly, social and cultural worlds are 
shaped by psychological processes and intersubjective rela-
tions” (The Association for Psychosocial Studies, n.d.).  All of 
which is thoroughly congruent, so far as it goes, with the apparently 
moribund Eriksonians:   

 Psychosocial Studies is characterised by (a) its ex-
plicit inter or trans-disciplinarity, (b) its develop-
ment of non-positivistic theory, method and praxis 
and (c) its orientation towards progressive social 
and personal change.  Psychosocial research draws 
inspiration from a range of sources including sociol-
ogy, psychoanalysis, critical psychology, critical 
theory, post structuralism, process philosophy, fem-
inism, post-colonial theory, queer theory and affect 
theory.  Psychosocial Studies has a strong link with 



       British Psychosocial Studies       Page 375 
 

 

several fields of practice, particularly psychotherapy 
and counseling, psychoanalysis and group analysis, 
social work and social policy, group relations and 
organisational consultancy. (The Association for 
Psychosocial Studies, n.d.) 

A University of East London prospectus describes psychosocial 
studies as “committed to the notion that psychological phenomena 
and subjective experience are shaped by social, cultural and histori-
cal contexts,” and “to the study of how the psychological realm of 
fantasy, emotion, and desire shape those social and cultural 
worlds.”  Psychosocial studies, unlike psychohistory, is not neces-
sarily wed to psychoanalysis or, for that matter, even to scholarship, 
with some programs allocating equal or more space for pure clini-
cal training.  Some psychosocial practitioners even disdain psycho-
analysis.  Still, in the UK, Birkbeck, University of East London, 
Essex, Roehampton, and the Open University may be numbered 
among the more psychoanalytic regimens.   

 The British psychosocial proponents prize the Foucauldian 
axiom, “Where power operates, so does resistance to power,” and 
valorize this resistance as “an active construction of being” (Frosh, 
2003, p. 1558).  However, it is worth remembering that Freud went 
a radical step further long before by locating resistance in the very 
core of humanity, seeing man “as a never fully socialized crea-
ture” (Wrong, April 1961, p. 183).  These psychosocial proponents 
argue that the individual is “subject of agency and of social forces 
operating from elsewhere.”  The person, therefore, can be reduced 
neither to an effect of social structure nor an isolated monadic 
agent.  Frosh (2003) interestingly cites the estimable Jacquelyn 
Rose on the “material power of fantasy” (p. 1570), but as if there 
were no predecessors regarding that musty if rediscovered insight 
either among the American psychohistorians or indeed among 
Freud’s Vienna crowd.  One has to know how to pay fantasy its 
due.  Even Engels and Lenin tried to do that. 

 Psychosocial studies in the UK also reckon that “the idea of 
the psycho-social subject as a meeting point of inner and outer forc-
es, something constructed and constructing, a power-using subject 
which also subject to power is a difficult subject to theorize, and no 
one has worked it out” (Frosh, 2003, p. 1573), which again is a re-
statement of an Eriksonian aim.  It is not that no one has worked it 
out, but that no one has worked out the questions to everyone else’s 
satisfaction, as if that could ever happen.  Still, Frosh, like Lifton 
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on the Third Reich physicians’ morally blinding biomedical vision, 
superbly analyzes those Brazilian psychoanalysts complicit with the 
torture regime of the dictatorship years.  The elitist Brazilian Psy-
choanalytic Association rebroadcast earlier psychologistic dismis-
sals of resistance as nothing but toxic Oedipal traces.  Reactionary 
tropes and counterrevolutionary reflexes masquerade ever anew as 
neutral analysis.  One cannot help but reckon here that familiarity 
with Eriksonian texts might facilitate and deepen the psychosocial 
studies agenda.   

 The primary principle to be gleaned from the Eriksonians is 
that people, foremost, live in history, not in their heads.  Erikson 
was justly lauded for never reducing Martin Luther, or anyone else, 
to their symptoms.  Accordingly, psychoanalytic lenses may be 
brought to bear where they offer a better understanding of the activ-
ities in which people engage and the choices they make in what are 
highly structured circumstances.  Yet most psychosocial studies 
practitioners, as I read them, lean toward reversing this order; the 
world matters only insofar as acculturated beings, afflicted with 
distorted unconscious influences, stumble around in the interpreting 
of it.  (There are always exceptions.)  By comparison, Keniston 
(1965) argues, “Between the individual and the human condition 
stand the complex structure of society, the traditional currents of 
culture, and the legacies of history and these determine which of 
the many human potentials are to be realized, which will be ne-
glected and what form they will take” (p. 205).  Unlike British psy-
chosocial studies, Eriksonians first turn to social influences that stir 
psychic forces already at play in both individuals and groups.  A 
final, if glum, parallel of Eriksonian psychohistorians with psycho-
social studies programs is that disgruntled proponents still find that 
most psychoanalysts prefer to retreat behind a “safe objectivi-
ty” (Krüger, November 2013, p. 34).   

Conclusion 
 Despite the lack of acknowledgment of psychohistorical 

forerunners (and thereby exhibiting an extremely ironic lack of a 
sense of history), one can celebrate psychosocial studies for filling 
a needed gap.  Model makers, who are again in the intoxicating as-
cendant in academe, do not like those who play paradigmatic havoc 
by coloring outside neat lines.  Nonetheless, disciplined subjectivity 
was the acceptable face of scholarly subversion and a sincere 
enough label by which the Eriksonians tried to smuggle heretical 
schemes into social science domains.  The ordeal of mastering two 
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or as many as five fields remains as daunting as ever.   

 Hard disciplinary lines, enforced by the need to publish in 
designated journals, militate against daring work, too.  Still, anyone 
committed to interdisciplinary studies would not be troubled but 
rather be elated by such audacity.  Lifton (1970), after all, argued 
that psychohistory really is “investigative radicalism,” not just be-
cause it would “apply psychological methods to the study of histor-
ical patterns,” but because all the methods employed came under 
closer scrutiny,” which denotes a frankly subversive undertaking 
that I am not so sure psychosocial studies embraces (p. 5).  Yet 
there is no question that each can be learned from the other on both 
sides of the psychohistory/psychosocial divide.  One can only antic-
ipate and encourage those venturesome scholars (and there are 
bound to be some) who carry on the interdisciplinary quest within 
or outside of programs of psychosocial studies. 

 Kurt Jacobsen, PhD, is Lecturer in Social Sciences and 
Faculty Associate in the Department of Political Science at the Uni-
versity of Chicago as well as co-editor of the UK-based journal 
Free Associations.  He is the author or coeditor of many books, in-
cluding Freud’s Foes: Psychoanalysis, Science and Resistance 
(2009), International Politics and Inner Worlds: Masks of Reason 
under Scrutiny (2017), Reconsidering American Power: Pax Amer-
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Our Corporatized Culture:  
Chronic Stress and Depression 

William C. Manson—Psychoanalytic Anthropologist 

Abstract: Bio-psychiatry, with its exclusive focus on neurochemical im-
balances in the brain as causative factors in clinical depression, has 
failed to confront the very real socio-economic pressures entrenched in 
our corporatized society.  This paper considers the constant socio-
economic constraints of daily life which, by threatening the dignity and 
security of persons on all fronts, produces such chronic stress—and with 
it, the corresponding (serotonin-diminished) clinical depression.  

Keywords: anxiety, corporatization, cortisol, depression, employment, 
serotonin, stress  

Neurochemical Amelioration of Intensified Socio-Economic 
Stress   

 Several decades ago, responding to the growing market for 
improved anti-depressant drugs, several drug companies developed 
selective-serotonin reuptake inhibitors (SSRIs such as Prozac, 
Zoloft, etc.).  While under its exclusive patent (20 years), a new 
drug is expensively priced, thus generating huge profits for its mak-
er.  (This accounts for the constant introduction of new drugs 
which, despite claims to the contrary, may not be any more effec-
tive than their now-generic precursors.)   

 Why, by the end of the highly industrialized 20th century, 
did a serotonin deficiency in the brain exist for countless millions?  
Surprisingly, few researchers seemed interested in answering this 
question.  Depression had become so endemic, almost the norm of 
everyday living, that the traditional ideal of living a happy life was 
rapidly becoming a quaint anachronism.  Sociologists focused on 
the very real transformations in the quality of daily living—notably 
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the ever-changing, increasingly demanding conditions imposed by 
the now-reigning mega-corporations of a plutocratic order—as the 
primary cause of chronic stress (see Howard Stein’s 2001 book, 
Nothing Personal, Just Business).  

 The physiological and endocrinological reactions to stress 
were first systematically studied by biologist Hans Selye in The 
Stress of Life (1956).  Adrenalin (epinephrine) surges in response 
to sudden fight-or-flight dangers.  However, the most activating 
stress hormone is cortisol (a natural steroid not to be confused with 
synthetic cortisone).  In conditions of prolonged stress, the overpro-
duction of cortisol may continue indefinitely. 

All-Encompassing Corporate Control and High-Stress  
Demoralization  

 Of course, the stress-inducing institutional structures that 
shape our daily lives are simply taken for granted as the environ-
ment in which we live and to which we must somehow adapt.  The 
subjective feelings of freedom, dignity, and peace of mind (another 
anachronism?) have been crushed by oligopoly capitalism with its 
endless mergers, outsourcing, automation, collusive price-fixing 
(inflation), and even algorithmic marketing invasions of the once-
hallowed domain of private life.  

 Family farms were replaced by giant agro-corporations.  
Working in small neighborhood businesses where camaraderie, in-
formality, and a relaxed pace of work existed was replaced by 
anonymous, sped-up work in Big Box stores and warehouses.  On 
the white-collar level, to become employed by such giant, imper-
sonal corporations requires humble compliance to all their arbitrary 
demands: suitable college majors/grades, up-to-date IT expertise, 
indignities such as drug tests and mandatory indoctrination ses-
sions, as well as the lengthy high-speed commute in congested traf-
fic to the worksite.  With the new technologies, such companies can 
relentlessly monitor, speed up, and constantly evaluate each em-
ployee’s “performance” (e.g., “This call may be monitored and rec-
orded for quality assurance”). 

 To survive, a person must endure daily stressful pressures 
that insidiously undermine his dignity and sense of autonomous 
control over his own life (e.g., arbitrary work overloads, sped-up 
jobs requiring unfailing accuracy, subtle forms of humiliation, and 
possible job loss at any time within the “employment-at-will” pre-
rogative of those owning the private worksite) wherein the employ-
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ee forfeits virtually all of his human rights.  With the government 
allowing big banks (i.e., real estate) to limit supply and thereby in-
tensify demand, millions of couples are forced to take out mortgag-
es on wildly overpriced houses, “extravagantly large for their in-
habitants … [who] seem to be only vermin which infest 
them” (Thoreau, 1854/1999, p. 115).  

 Privacy, once the cherished birthright of the homeowner, is 
another value insidiously being undermined, if not destroyed, by 
constant, stressful intrusions (telemarketing, smartphone surveil-
lance, even gadgets that observe and record one’s daily habits, etc.).  
Children, an easy target for the data merchants, are manipulable for 
marketing purposes by algorithmic-devised entertainment, Insta-
gram-induced insecurities, etc.  For the adults (usually in another 
room), daily watching of the news—an exercise in self-torture—is 
guaranteed to maintain those high cortisol levels. 

 Still, incredibly enough, career-oriented parents continue to 
impose on their children the “success imperative,” an extremely 
banal, contemptible goal in a profit-driven corporatocracy, basical-
ly, to maximize their future market value.  Children, deprived of the 
carefree fun and improvisational creativity that is their birthright, 
are saddled with excessive schoolwork, homework, and extracurric-
ular activities—all to attain the privilege of being “admitted” into 
sacrosanct, ivy-enshrouded halls of “learning.”  Meanwhile, if a 
child seems unwilling or unable to cope with such demands, he 
may be forcibly placed on Ritalin or Zoloft (despite the black box 
warnings!).  This may induce the predictably machine-like behavior 
required to “get into a top-ranked college.”  (In startling contrast, 
50 years ago, the humanistic educator John Holt, perspicacious crit-
ic of dehumanizing classroom pedagogy, advocated a liberated edu-
cational experience: non-coercive, entirely child-centered, and ide-
ally at home.) 

 Also, what about role conflict as a daily source of stress?  
Stay late at the office—missing time with the family—or risk the 
boss’s displeasure.  Or stay late on purpose—to avoid “the prob-
lems at home.”  Like almost all commercialized human interactions 
in the modern world, marriage is a contract.  Mutual obligations are 
explicit or presumed: most notably, mandated sexual fidelity, with 
harsh sanctions against any violation of the exclusive right to sexu-
al relations.  But foremost, of course, is the obligation to earn a suf-
ficient income, generally requiring one or both partners to have 
transport, wardrobe, marketable degrees, references, and consistent-
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ly outstanding “performance reviews.”  Ultimately, of course, to 
afford to live in a “good neighborhood,” with a few consoling luxu-
ries, such as a Jacuzzi, expensive wines, and a big-screen TV.   

 This brief sketch of the stress-ridden, overly-complicated, 
work-driven cage mistakenly called one’s “life” merely outlines 
today’s socio-economic structure, in which the individual constant-
ly struggles to adapt and “succeed” (with the necessary palliative of 
mood-regulating drugs).  Simply to maintain his status quo, the in-
dividual undergoes countless daily ordeals—from the alarm clock 
and traffic-choked commute to the relentless demands and prob-
lems—to be wrestled with at work and home. 

 Sixty years ago, Herbert Marcuse (1964) wrote that “the 
idea of ‘inner freedom’ … designates the private space in which 
man may become and remain ‘himself’” (p. 10).  A true sense of 
well-being requires a solid pride in one’s autonomy and freedom, 
which allows for self-directed, personal growth, and most critically, 
in my opinion, for sympathetic identification and the generosity of 
spirit that strives to help others struggling daily, with unappreciated 
courage, against seemingly insuperable difficulties.  But equally 
crucial is the right to uninterrupted, quiet solitude—now only possi-
ble by discarding the gadgets that chain us to the arbitrary demands 
and impositions of others.   

 William C. Manson, PhD, is a psychoanalytic anthropolo-
gist by training (PhD, Columbia).  The author is also an intellectual 
historian especially interested in political psychology and psycho-
logical biography.  He wrote The Psychodynamics of Culture: 
Abram Kardiner and Neo-Freudian Anthropology (1988) and Rid-
dles of Eros: Exploring Sex, Psyche and Culture (1994).  His essays 
have appeared in The Journal of Psychohistory, American Imago, 
and The Psychoanalytic Study of Society series.  He can be contact-
ed at wmanson37@gmail.com.  
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AI and Breaking Cycles of Student  
Anxiety through Psychoanalytic Insights   

Marcia Anne Newton—University at Albany 

Abstract: The author shares personal experiences responding to students 
whose papers have been flagged as AI-generated.  She then focuses on 
two intersecting items: one, the negative role social media plays in stu-
dents’ over-reliance on large language models; and two, examinations of 
student anxiety that expose paradoxes connected to a fear of failure in 
our educational institutions.  

Keywords: artificial-intelligence (AI), fear-of-failure, large-language-
models (LLMs), social-media, stressful-academic-situations, students, 
well-being  

I teach writing and critical inquiry.  Over the past two se-
mesters, some of my students discovered artificial intelligence (AI) 
large language models (LLMs) like ChatGPT and GrammarlyGO, 
using both writing tools to their full potential.  They handed in pa-
pers that had partially or wholly been generated by LLMs.  In-
creased use of LLMs that do the writing and the thinking may lead 
to students becoming less competent in the intellectual and emo-
tional tasks required to succeed in college and beyond.  A conse-
quence is that by focusing on short-term fixes, some of our students 
may not be developing intellectual problem-solving and decision-
making skills that increase their psychological resilience to every-
day setbacks and stressors.   

All my students’ papers are scanned in a plagiarism detec-
tion tool.  Most recently, I’ve been using Copyleaks, an AI-based 
plagiarism and detection tool.  Occasionally, I received this alert: 
“Suspected Cheating: AI Text detected.  Very High.  We are unable 
to verify that the text was written by a human.”  I did not want to 
directly accuse my students of cheating, nor did I want to ignore the 
message I was receiving, which my students were also able to see.  
I met with these students to get some information.  I was curious to 
find out what motivated them to use LLMs.  Some students were 



       The Wheel of Anxiety       Page 383 
 

 

surprised by the alert and insisted that they did not use LLMs to 
write their papers.  Other students responded by saying they had 
used LLMs, citing reasons that included: “I am not confident in my 
own writing,” and “I was overwhelmed with assignments in other 
courses.”  For these students, deciding to use LLMs is, I suggest, 
one solution that elevates their sense of psychological well-being 
when placed in stressful academic situations.  

At some point, all college students are placed into these sit-
uations, such as ensuring a paper is delivered by a certain deadline.  
However, when humanity was struck by a devastating pandemic 
that resulted in a global lockdown, classes went online, forcing stu-
dents into isolating and difficult learning conditions.  Seeking com-
pany, many students also relied on staying connected with others 
through social media.  An unfortunate result was addiction.  Re-
cently, one of my students, Jean, wrote in her auto-ethnography pa-
per, “As much as I hate to admit it, social media has had me in a 
chokehold for as long as I’ve owned a phone.  There is a weird 
kind of addiction you get hooked on when joining a social plat-
form, whether it’s likes and comments, views, watching day in 
the lives, or celebrity drama” (Keefe, October 21, 2023).  Jean 
isn’t the only student who has written about the hold social media 
has on her.  It’s an addiction that resonates with many of her peers.   

The damage social media has inflicted on children’s mental 
health has led to a new bill proposal in New York: the Stop Addic-
tive Feeds Exploitation (SAFE) for Kids Act.  This Act seeks to 
limit addictive features on social media platforms.  According to 
the Governor’s Press Office, Attorney General Letitia James quite 
plainly stated how “Social media platforms are fueling a national 
youth mental health crisis that is harming children’s wellbeing and 
safety.  Young New Yorkers are struggling with record levels of 
anxiety and depression, and social media companies that use addic-
tive features to keep minors on their platforms longer are largely to 
blame” (October 11, 2023, para. 3).  Coupled with a growing young 
population with mental health issues and addictive behaviors not 
being able to problem solve and make decisions could exacerbate 
these struggles and reduce the ability of our youth to develop resili-
ence.  

Since COVID-19, students’ intellectual perceptions of 
themselves whose self-images are embedded in their relationships 
with others on social media is an urgent situation.  An addiction to 
social media, compounded by a negative self-image and low level 
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of self-efficacy, has led to some students having an unhealthy at-
tachment to social media.  Many students find themselves without 
the necessary tools to successfully navigate their college experi-
ence, academically and socially, in the presence of others.  Not pos-
sessing the necessary tools may also be a contributing factor to their 
displaying negative coping strategies by inappropriately using 
LLMs in stressful academic situations.   

From a psychoanalytic perspective, using LLMs may be a 
reaction to anxiety driven by a perceived danger.  Freud (1926) tells 
us that “anxiety is a reaction to a situation of danger” (p. 57).  
What’s peculiar about responding to danger in a state of anxiety is 
that the anxiety can come about as a means of avoiding a situation 
of danger or one that is triggered by a previous experience in which 
anxiety occurred (Freud, 1926, pp. 63-64).  An example Freud 
(1926) provides is if a person suffering from obsessional neurosis 
were prevented from washing their hands after touching something, 
that may lead to anxiety; the act of washing hands is what curbs 
that person’s anxiety (p. 75).  In effect, symptoms associated with 
the anxiety are attempts to remove the ego from danger (Freud, 
1926, p. 76).  Of course, the obsession with washing one’s hands 
betrays a person who is in a perpetual state of anxiety.   

Transferring Freud’s analysis of anxiety to the average col-
lege student who is under constant stress from a heavy workload, 
accompanied by poor time management skills and study habits, a 
fear of failure may lead some students to use LLMs to complete 
their work as a way to alleviate anxiety.  However, the type of anxi-
ety experienced is a little more complex and presents us with a par-
adox.  As Freud (1926) explains in his supplemental material on 
anxiety, there are two types of anxiety: realistic and neurotic.  The 
former pertains to a real known danger; the latter pertains to an un-
known danger (Freud, 1926, p. 100).  Essentially, the threat of re-
ceiving a low or failing grade may be a realistic danger based on a 
realistic expectation.  At the same time, due to variables such as the 
students not knowing how the instructor is in terms of being a 
tough or relaxed grader, the danger becomes one that is unknown. 

In The Education of Children, Alfred Adler (1930) de-
scribes our education institutions as places in which children strive 
for superiority.  On the one hand, Adler claims that the striving for 
superiority is based on a fundamental need for the individual to be 
socially useful to his fellow man.  On the other hand, there is a per-
sonal need for recognition that comes with visible success and 
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recognition (Adler, 1930, p. 45).  Adler (1930) notes something 
very important when a striving for superiority wanes: “We have 
always been able to prove that it is a danger sign when a child be-
gins to fail at school.  It is a sign not so much of failure in studies 
but of psychological failure.  It means that the child has begun to 
lose faith in himself” (p. 13).  Consequences include feeling a lack 
of worth attached to being useful to the community, the inability to 
solve life problems, and a basic unpreparedness for social life 
(Adler, 1930, p. 21).   

Of particular interest to me as an educator is how Adler 
(1930) highlights the power of negative self-perception that stems 
from an external stimulus: “A failure in any given task often makes 
a child believe in his own incapacity.  This is because such children 
are extraordinarily sensitive to difficulties and regard each obstacle 
as a confirmation of their lack of power” (p. 97).  A prime example 
Adler (1930) offers is when homework is given that will be graded: 
“The system of giving children marks is not always a commendable 
one.  Children would be relieved of a great burden if they were not 
classified in such a way.  School becomes a sort of constant exami-
nation or test in which a good mark is necessary to strive for, while 
a bad mark is like a permanent judgment” (p. 106).  This judgment 
can be internalized and carried through a child’s life into adulthood 
unless it is corrected with positive reassurance (Adler, 1930, p. 
138).  Thus, we are presented with a second paradox: The striving 
for superiority can become a means for increased lack of self-
worth, so a vicious cycle begins. 

As Adler (1930) observes, a sense of ambition is instilled in 
the child, and their success is dependent upon reassurance from oth-
ers (p. 45).  Educational institutions foster this striving with a focus 
on student success, but how is success internalized by the student?  
What is the psychological impact on a student who does not feel 
that he or she is cutting the mustard based on the opinion of others?  
A natural human tendency is a yearning for belonging, and educa-
tional institutions are important places for socialization.  This is 
particularly the case for students and their relationships with their 
peers.  However, most of our young population’s socialization oc-
curs on social media in the isolating confines of their rooms.  They 
are constantly fed information and spend much of their time scroll-
ing through it.   

A case in point: In one of my courses, I give students an as-
signment that tasks them with filling in a weekly schedule with 
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hourly details of their activities during waking hours.  After com-
pleting the schedule, I ask students to note one thing they would 
like to change.  A frequent response is to lower social media usage.  
This assignment is given twice for comparative purposes.  After 
completion of the second schedule, I ask students if they made any 
positive changes in regard to what they wanted to change in the 
first schedule.  Oftentimes, social media usage is not mentioned.   

We cannot underestimate the lack of power a child or teen 
feels who has a lack of confidence in themselves and their ability to 
succeed.  Similarly, in educational institutions today, as in the 
1930s, if the child’s striving for superiority is blocked by feelings 
of lack of self-worth, that child will think of “a way to es-
cape” (Adler, 1930, p. 54).  Adler (1930) observes the child’s ten-
dency to draw attention from the teacher and put the admiration of 
his or her peers ahead of receiving positive praise from the teacher 
(p. 54).  Today, in a technological world driven by the need for ad-
miration and striving for ideals that have little to do with individual 
success but social and beauty affirmation, I suggest that these expe-
riences out of school become manifest in academic situations in 
which a striving for success is tested, encouraged, and oftentimes 
avoided by students.  The use of LLMs like ChatGPT and Gram-
marlyGO is fast becoming today’s easy escape.  Thus, we are pre-
sented with a third paradox: While using LLMs may serve as a 
means of escape, this usage can exacerbate students’ anxiety by 
running the risk of facing possible suspension or expulsion from 
college for plagiarism or cheating.  It’s another vicious cycle on the 
wheel of anxiety. 

Albeit unwittingly, as educators, we may believe we are al-
ways putting students in positions of success and giving them tools 
for empowerment.  However, for some students whose mental 
health is declining, our positive intentions may be negatively inter-
nalized by them.  In these circumstances, how do we curtail our stu-
dents’ increasing reliance on LLMs as a possible coping mecha-
nism and avoidance behavior to alleviate stress and negative inter-
nalization that may only result in a slew of unproductive and un-
healthy paradoxical situations?  How can we put these students in 
positions of success and empowerment without these kinds of dan-
gers lurking in the background?   

Revisiting Adler’s comment on the potential negative psy-
chological impact graded homework has on students, giving stu-
dents low stakes and ungraded assignments are a couple of options 
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to reduce student stress and fear of failure; this is something I have 
started doing more in my own classes.  It is my hope that shifting 
students’ perceptions from a need to always write perfectly and 
sound professional to a focus on their authentic voices will aid in 
alleviating some of their academic stress and contribute to their 
striving for success and empowerment in ways that foster well-
being.  However, we must not overlook how failure can be an op-
portunity for growth, too.  As Henry Ford once famously said, 
“Failure is simply the opportunity to begin again, this time more 
intelligently.”  

Marcia Anne Newton, PhD, is a lecturer in the Program of 
Writing and Critical Inquiry at the University at Albany.  She is a 
former Court Appointed Special Advocate for abused and neglected 
children in the legal system and community as well as a Research 
Associate of the Psychohistory Forum.  Dr. Newton has published 
on a variety of topics in psychoanalysis, including sexual trauma 
and psychosis, paradoxical notions of sexuality, the creative im-
pulse, Brexit, female suicide bombers, Trump, and at-risk students.  
She has also published numerous reviews on poetry, theater, and 
memoirs.  She can be reached at mnewton@albany.edu.   
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Taking Responsibility for a Genocide and 
Raising Questions 

Pamela Steiner—Harvard University 

Abstract: The story of the 20th century’s first genocide, committed by Ger-
many against two tribes in the territory of what is today Namibia in 
Southwest Africa, is not well-known.  The descendants of the victims of 
the genocide responded to their tragedy in terms that were both tradition-
al and modern, while a woman who married into the family of the geno-
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cider took it on personally, shaping her life as a German for the second 
time, the first being after close exposure to the adult child of Holocaust 
victims. 

Keywords: “good enough,” identification-with-the-aggressor, Namaqua, 
Ova Herero, process, transmitted-trauma, von Trotha 

In Hamburg, Germany, Karin von Trotha noticed three tiny 
photos accompanying a brief newspaper story in 2003.  One photo-
graph showed Fijis living in a village much as they had in 1867 
when British missionaries appeared.  The second photograph was 
of Reverend Baker, one of the 19th century missionaries.  Reverend 
Baker had been cannibalized because he had touched the head of a 
village chief, a crime punishable by death.  He was axed, boiled, 
and eaten.  The last photo showed the current Fiji chief and Baker’s 
great-great grandson embracing at the close of a six-hour ceremo-
ny.  The newspaper story explained how villagers had all but liter-
ally reenacted the cannibalistic scene, apologized, and begged for-
giveness from ten descendants of Baker’s family who, as well as 
Fijis from other villages, had traveled to the island for the event.  
They gave the Baker family “woven mats, a dozen highly prized 
whale’s teeth and a slaughtered cow” (Squires, November 2003). 

 At the event, Fiji’s Prime Minister, Laisenia Qarase, spoke 
about the cultural reasons that justified death by cannibalism.  “‘In 
this area, the club and the old gods still ruled.  Those who killed 
and ate the Reverend Baker and his believers would have felt they 
were defending themselves against threats to their established 
ways’” (Squires, November 2003; all the quotes in this paragraph 
come from this source).  The Prime Minister’s apology not only 
expressed regret for both the death itself as well the means of his 
death but for Fijian history of cannibalism as a normal practice: 
“‘We came here to apologize for that terrible moment in history.’”  
The great-great-grandson’s response to the request for the accep-
tance of remorse was granted favorably, if indirectly: “‘The past is 
the past and we need to move ahead to the future.  I feel that the 
spirit of Thomas Baker is at rest.’”  The recommendation to “move 
on” is a cultural boilerplate after mentioning a traumatic experience 
or, in this case, transmitted trauma.  Do we need to develop res-
ponses that allow for processing in non-therapeutic settings?  

 The woman central to my article, Karin von Trotha, who 
remembers that she was “‘inspired’ by the story” and “admittedly 
amused” by the religious and cultural practices, came to think so.  
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(My article is based on four interviews with her.)  The event held 
her attention, however, for a personal reason.  She was just becom-
ing aware of her own country’s and her family-in-law’s involve-
ment in what is understood as the first genocide of the 20th century: 
the genocide of the Herero and Namaqua people of what is now 
Namibia.  (The Herero, Karin says, call themselves the Ova Herero, 
the name I use from this point on.)  Thus, it was the reconciliation 
between two very different peoples that held her attention.  “It 
stays, from 150 years ago.  This immeasurable event still holds 
such importance, to the Fijis, and also to the Bakers, although they 
had so moved on in how they lived,” says Karin, “So much for 
‘Let’s move on!’” (personal communication, Summer 2017).  

 In the 1800s, German colonialists drove the British out of 
Southwest Africa to secure Lebensraum (mineral-rich land for 
growing food), presaging similar efforts by the Nazis in Eastern 
Europe.  German settlers, manifesting the entitlement of consider-
ing themselves racially superior, forcibly took communally pos-
sessed land from its inhabitants, the Ova Herero and Namaqua peo-
ple.  By 1904, backed by military aid from the British, both tribes 
rose up and fought.  To protect German settlers and their interests, 
the Kaiser and Chancellor von Bismarck deployed 30,000 soldiers 
under General Lothar von Trotha.  From May 1904 to November 
1905, the General carried out his assignment brutally and thorough-
ly.  Large numbers of both peoples, perhaps more than 100,000, 
were driven into the desert where they could not, and did not, sur-
vive.  Concentration camps were set up.  Detainees were forced to 
work in the mines and build rail lines.  For those unable to work, 
there were massacres or forced death marches in the desert.  Fol-
lowing an outcry in the German Parliament, von Trotha was re-
called.  The event, already known as the first genocide of the 20th 
century, was recognized as such by the German Parliament in 2015.   

 Karin von Trotha, born in 1945, grew up in postwar Germa-
ny in a small town near the Danish border.  She married a member 
of the von Trotha family, raised five children, and taught school.  In 
1999, still years before she learned anything about General von 
Trotha, she took into her heart another piece of her country’s and 
her own history.  While living in Lexington, Massachusetts, on sab-
batical with two of her five children, the family of her son’s class-
mate came to dinner.  The young father talked about his own father, 
who fled Poland at the age of ten.  Karin had learned about the Hol-
ocaust growing up and traveled to Israel.  While she knew that her 
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father-in-law had been a member of the Kreisau Circle of Nazi dis-
sidents, she had not yet felt emotionally connected to the fate of the 
Jews under Nazism.  However, she felt a sudden connection to her 
German history when she heard this story.  “This came to me as a 
personal shock,” she recalls, “Here, in my home, at my dinner ta-
ble, here I was confronted with my German history, directly look-
ing into the eyes of the son whose father had fled his homeland in 
order to survive” (personal communication, Summer 2017). 

 After this conversation, while she was still in Lexington, 
Karin took a course with the organization called “Facing History 
and Ourselves.”  Afterward, she decided to “dare more personal 
exposure” (personal communication, Summer 2017).  She joined a 
German-Jewish Dialogue Group in the Boston area.  Jointly spon-
sored by the American Jewish Committee’s Brookline branch and 
the German Consulate, the meetings had been occurring for over 20 
years.  The aim was greater understanding and a measure of heal-
ing.  Karin, still in Lexington beyond her sabbatical year, attended 
these meetings for the remainder of her time in the United States. 
Even afterward, she continued to participate during her many return 
trips to the U.S. 

 At her first Dialogue Group meeting, she recalls two memo-
rable experiences.  Before the meeting began, one participant intro-
duced himself to her.  She noted that he was Jewish: dark, curly 
hair, Jewish features, and olive skin.  At that very instant of aware-
ness of him, as a stereotypically physically identifiable Jew, she 
was also overcome by her awareness of herself as a stereotypically 
identifiable German: straight blond hair, rosy cheeks, blue eyes, 
and light skin.  In a split second, she felt guilty of being, at that mo-
ment, a Bund Deutscher Madchen (BDM) girl—the manifestation 
of an Aryan Nazi, a member of the League of German Girls (or 
German Maidens).  Then, when the meeting began, she introduced 
herself as someone whose history lessons ended in high school with 
Bismarck and that she didn’t know that much.  An old Jewish wom-
an looked her straight in the eye and asked, “When did you start to 
educate yourself?”  Karin still hears this remark as a command to 
learn and understand her own accountability.   

 Over time, Karin has found herself feeling “involved, carry-
ing a sense of responsibility, not guilt, of caring, of wishing not to 
look the other way, but not knowing exactly how to turn to-
wards…” (personal communication, Summer 2017).  Thus began 
her growing awareness of her country’s history and herself in rela-



       Acknowledging Genocide in Namibia      Page 391 
 

 

tion to it.  Upon returning to Germany, she continued to educate 
herself by embracing the work of Israeli social psychologist Dan 
Bar-On, himself the son of Jews who had fled to Haifa, Israel, in 
1933.  (Bar-On’s work greatly influenced how my colleague, Prof. 
Eileen Babbitt, and I, have facilitated our conflict resolution work-
shops.  Our chapter, “Combining Empathy with Problem Solving: 
The Tamra Model of Facilitation in Israel,” in Building Peace: 
Practical Reflections from the Field [2009, pp. 157-178], is still 
widely read.) 

Karin took Bar-On’s two-year training, “Dialogue in Con-
flict,” organized by the Körber Foundation.  The training was based 
on Bar-On’s experience of organizing a multiple-day workshop that 
brought together the adult children of important Nazis with the 
adult children of Jews who had survived the camps.  The BBC 
made a remarkable documentary on the workshop.  (I once owned 
the film but lost it and cannot find it.)  

 At this time, Karin knew only that “There had been a ‘bad 
guy’ in the von Trotha family.  There was something you just sort 
of know but don’t ask about” (personal communication, Summer 
2017).  But in 2001, at one of the large family gatherings of the von 
Trothas, Karin’s daughter, Laetitia, and an aunt who had lived all 
her life in Namibia and Angola asked the family about what they 
should do for the 100th anniversary of what the family tended to 
refer to as “the decisive Battle of Waterberg” in which their ances-
tors were victorious.  The word “genocide” was not used in family 
talk.  There was little response—a kind of family conversation that 
so often never happens. 

As she learned about this first 20th century genocide, Karin 
also found out that this ancestor of her husband had been orphaned 
when young and raised in a para-military institution.  She has no 
doubt that he had been badly scarred.  In all likelihood, she be-
lieved, his childhood was traumatizing and prevented his develop-
ment into a full person.  She found herself struggling to put together 
different realities.  She could perhaps understand humanly and 
compassionately how this man became so unable to feel empathy, 
but she felt “distressed by his actions” (personal communication, 
Summer 2017).  Aware that not everyone with such a background 
commits such acts, she tried to understand, not excuse, him.  In his 
review of the 2009 film The White Ribbon, noted psychiatrist and 
film critic Alan Stone (March/April 2010) wrote that the children 
who were depicted in a dour German village in 1913 “would grow 
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up to be the first generation of Nazis.  Life in the bleak German vil-
lage [director] Haneke has created is beset by inexplicable acts of 
sadism … [These are] universals in the lives of children and fami-
lies, but we see them in their cruelest and most bitter form.”  Gen-
eral von Trotha never married and had no children, but it was his 
generation that produced the children of this film who were to be-
come Nazis.   

In 2004, the 100th anniversary of the genocide, the matter 
became a national issue.  As her awareness and understanding 
grew, Karin’s distress turned into a sense of increased responsibil-
ity.  Her aunt initiated contact with the Lutheran Church in Namib-
ia’s capital, Windhoek.  This contact sparked a 2004 visit to Ger-
many by a group led by Umbara Maharero, the eldest of the five 
Ova Herero kings, and the Lutheran bishop of Namibia, traveling as 
guests of the Lutheran Church.  Karin attended the private meeting 
at the estate of a von Trotha cousin.  Umbara Maherero and the 
head of the Trotha Family Foundation each read a statement with 
an acknowledgment and an apology.  The King accepted the apolo-
gy.  They exchanged small presents.  Karin watched them shake 
hands and look into one another’s eyes.  She remembers this mo-
ment of naive hope: “You only need two people looking at each 
other and feeling the sincere wish to work together for the better-
ment of both peoples” (personal communication, Summer 2017).  
Not thinking about official statements and financial reparations, for 
her, “This seemed to be the first and moving step towards a mutual 
understanding of shared history” (personal communication, Sum-
mer 2017).  She began to relate the reconciliation between the Fijis 
and the Bakers, her own learning process about the Holocaust and 
Germany’s role, and what she was now just discovering about the 
fate of the Ova Herero and her great-great-uncle-in-law’s involve-
ment.   

 A few months before the Ova Herero’s visit, the German 
development aid minister, Heidemarie Wieczorek-Zeul, attended a 
ceremony near Okakarara in Namibia and formally apologized.  
“‘We Germans accept our historic and moral responsibility and the 
guilt incurred by Germans at that time … The atrocities committed 
… would have been termed genocide’” (n.a., 2009).  On behalf of 
Germany, Wieczorek-Zeul donated an assembly house to this tribe.  
Two years later, the same minister renamed streets throughout Ger-
many to reflect the horrors rather than the triumphs of the colonial 
period: Munich’s Von Trothastrasse became Hererostrasse. 
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 From 2001 to 2004, Kuaima Riruako, the head chief of the 
Ova Herero, pursued a court action against the German government 
and two German companies.  His claim had been opposed by the 
German government on the grounds that international laws protect-
ing combatants and civilians did not then exist.  The Namibian poli-
tician fought for reparations from Germany but dropped the suit in 
2004.  While Germany has provided considerable aid to Namibia, 
Karin points out that these funds mean little for the Ova Herero to-
day as they comprise a small fraction of the new nation (8%).  
Within the nation-state of Namibia, formed in 1990, the Ova Here-
ro occupy a low status due to their nomadic farming heritage and 
their physiognomy, which differs from the dominant tribe, the 
Ovambo.   

 After their trip to Germany, the Ova Herero invited the von 
Trotha family to visit Namibia.  Hoping this visit would lead to 
wide acceptance of each other among their people, they negotiated 
the matter among themselves for three years.  All but one royal 
house, headed by Kuaima Riruako, agreed.  In 2007, Karin and 11 
other von Trothas traveled to Namibia.  Part of the plan was to visit 
the gravesites of their ancestors with the visitors.  Before leaving 
Germany, the 12 had learned that Riruako and his people were 
threatening to kill them at these sites and that the government had 
assigned them heavy police protection during their stay. 

 The most important event was the visit to the gravesite of 
Samuel Maherero, the last Paramount Chief of the Ova Herero peo-
ple and a national hero because in 1904 he had escaped with ap-
proximately 1,000 men to British Bechuanaland Protectorate 
(today’s Botswana).  It took hours for the approximately 100 people 
to gather for the commemorative event.  They arrived by cars and 
trucks but mostly by foot.  Mounted police officers oversaw every-
thing.  All of the Ova Herero men were wearing, as they do on spe-
cial occasions, German-inspired uniforms of the period of the geno-
cide, while their women wore long Wilhelminian dresses.  Prior to 
this gravesite visit, a man dressed in this uniform had said to Karin, 
“We should have drunk your blood, but we are wearing your uni-
forms, and we will have your strength.”  The small group of von 
Trothas bearing a wreath to place on the grave were the only White 
people.  They followed the long procession of the Ova Herero 
King, his retinue, and some 50 members of the tribe.  The pathway 
became more and more narrow, squeezing the von Trothas together 
and surrounding them with Blacks not speaking English.  In spite of 
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the heavy police protection, they were anxious. 

 Once at the gravesite of Samuel Maherero, the King imitat-
ed a deep bark in order to wake up the souls of the ancestors.  Then 
he called out loud: “I am here with the descendants of those who 
killed you.  Will you allow us to talk to you?”  He waited, then 
gave notice of acceptance.  Next, he asked, in the name of the chil-
dren of the perpetrators, for forgiveness.  He closed with the state-
ment, “Now you will be able to rest in peace.”  The ceremony con-
tinued with walking around the graveyard many times.   

 At a second site, the experience was similar, except no one 
explained what was going on.  A White journalist, a local, was 
among those observing.  From his place in the crowd, Karin heard 
in English, “Thank you for coming.”  She felt acknowledged: 
“There is a meaning in what we are doing.  Our ‘sacrifice’ in walk-
ing hours in the dust and heat will help reconciliation.”  Another 
ceremony followed.  Men sat in a circle around a tree amid the de-
sert.  After several hours, an old wise woman was led into the cir-
cle.  She spoke slowly and deliberately: “This visit of the white 
men is like a woman with a baby in the womb.  You don’t know 
what it will be like.  It can be like this, or it may be different.”  Ka-
rin felt touched by a wisdom she could not understand, “connected 
to a deep, old culture that I could not see into from the outside.”  
Karin asked herself these questions many times even as she con-
nected with a number of Ova Herero women: “Why am I here? 
What is my connection with so utterly different a culture, living on 
dirt, in shaky huts, dry sand everywhere?”  She remains in contact 
with the woman recording the oral history of the Ova Herero.   

 The events, says Karin, “started a process, now on 
hold” (personal communication, Summer 2017).  The primary goal 
of the von Trothas had been reconciliation on a private, personal 
level.  It did not include donating a significant sum of money.  Nev-
ertheless, the visit presented the von Trothas with the question of 
compensation.  Some of the Ova Herero asked for it directly while 
others asked for a donation of four more meeting houses.  It seemed 
to Karin that the von Trothas were thought of as the German gov-
ernment—understandable since the General was acting under the 
German government’s orders.  But, she says, things worked out.  
The family supported the initiative of a Hamburg entrepreneur to 
build a preschool, a grade school with afternoon programs, an or-
chard of olive trees, and support for organic farming in Okakarara.   
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 In spite of the official apology from Germany and the von 
Trotha apology, the withdrawal of the lawsuit, the construction of 
the meeting house, and aid to the country, Karin’s sense is that the 
Ova Herero “are still primarily burdened by the genocide and have 
no place in society, that the genocide is responsible for their lack of 
success in life” (personal communication, Summer 2017).   

 Pamela Steiner, EdD, is a Senior Fellow at the FXB Center 
for Health and Human Rights at the Harvard T.H. Chan School of 
Public Health as part of her long involvement with Harvard Univer-
sity.  In the last quarter-century, she has worked to improve rela-
tionships among Armenians, Turks, and Azerbaijanis, as well as 
between Jewish Israelis and Palestinians.  She practices psychother-
apy, focusing mostly on working with traumatized individuals.  She 
can be reached at psteiner@hsph.harvard.edu.   
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Book and Movie Reviews 

Antisemitism Influences Freud’s  
Jewish Identity 

Eva Fogelman—Child Development Study 

Review of Merle Molofsky’s (Ed.) Jew-Hating: The Black Milk of 
Civilization (International Psychoanalytic Books, 2022), ISBN: 978-1-
956864-35-9, 356 pages, paperback, $35. 

The current proliferation of expressions of antisemitism motivates 
psychoanalysts to take a look backward and explore how Freud manifest-
ed his Jewish identity, living as a Jew in Vienna in the rampant antisemitic 
milieu of Central Europe at the turn of the 20th century.  This is not sur-
prising since Freud’s identity as a Jew plagued him as well.  Merle Mol-
ofsky, editor of Jew-Hating: The Black Milk of Civilization, has compiled 
a multifaceted, engrossing collection of 13 essays in response to Arnold 
Richards’ incisive lead essay, “Freud’s Need Not to Believe.”  Richards 
combines Freud’s commitment to cultural assimilation (Bildung), the im-
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pact antisemitism had on his Jewish identity, and how “Freud’s godless-
ness” influenced some of his theories.  

Some of the reactions in Molofsky’s book are personal; others 
emphasize Freud’s ideologies as a reaction to being subjected to antise-
mitic attacks; a few essays outline the history and various types of anti-
semitism; and yet others explore the extent to which Freud was influenced 
by Jewish texts of Kabbala, mysticism, and the Bible.  To enhance the 
relevance of the subject of antisemitism, Molofsky includes an essay by 
Jonathan Greenblatt, CEO of the Anti-Defamation League, which focuses 
on the current rise of antisemitism.  In her book, Molofsky reviews an 
edited book on the new antisemitism.  Further, in the addendum, Jacob 
Arlow’s essay on the blood libel accusation against Jews is noteworthy.   

Psychoanalyst Arnold Richards is at the forefront of re-
examination of Freud as a Jew.  His essay is replete with evidence of 
Freud’s knowledge of Yiddish and Hebrew from childhood, which he 
minimized in his adult years.  Richards offers a useful chronology of 
Freud’s encounters with antisemitic attacks, which began when Freud was 
a student in Gymnasium, where he was made to feel that he belonged to 
an “alien race” (p. 20).  Freud understands that he “must take up a definite 
position” (p. 20).  Richards concludes with a significant psychohistorical 
insight that Freud’s “contempt for religion was not based in his childhood 
and not in his personal—psychological history, but after adolescence in 
his social—psychological history” (p. 21).  More specifically, it is Freud’s 
shame of his fellow Jews who appear as different and follow ancient ritu-
als.  This shame is what shapes his identity as a “godless” Jew.  

Molofsky collects noteworthy essays in Jew-Hating, which to-
gether result in fascinating discussions of Richards’ analysis of a “godless 
Freud.”  Each essay strengthens Richards’ point of view or adds new di-
mensions.  For example, David Lotto concludes that Freud’s “militant 
godlessness” was not a rejection of his Jewish identity.  Lotto explains 
how Freud’s anti-religious dogma emphasized his devotion to science, 
which to Freud is antithetical to religion.  Jewish observance of rituals 
and Jews’ manner of dress are fodder for antisemites.  Lotto goes on to 
explain that since all infants need to be taken care of by “all-powerful 
parents,” there is no need for God.  Therefore, religion can be viewed as 
an illusion. 

A different point of view for why Freud rejected religion is ex-
pressed by Daniel S. Benveniste in “Musings on Arnold Richards Paper.”  
Benveniste suggests that Freud, in renouncing his Jewish religious tradi-
tion, can be understood as disavowing the Jewish mysticism of Kabbala, 
which Benveniste claims is more similar to psychoanalysis.  Another in-
triguing interpretation is that Freud’s father may have been wise not to 
fight the antisemite who threw off his hat.  Therefore, says Benveniste, 
“Freud’s conflicts with his father [are] only secondary [to] the anti-
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Semitic bullies” (p. 38).  The positive outcome of the antisemitism Jews 
confronted “created a community of outsiders” (p. 39), which enabled 
Jews to become “critics and innovators in art, literature, and science” (p. 
39), including Karl Marx, Albert Einstein, Ludwig Fleck, and of course, 
Freud.  

Adding to our understanding of antisemitism’s influence on 
Freud’s psychoanalysis is Pamela Cooper-White.  Cooper-White, an or-
dained Episcopal priest, was sensitized to antisemitism in growing up 
with friends whose parents had numbers on their arms.  She embarked on 
a study to read the minutes of Freud’s Wednesday Night Psychological 
Society, which was attended mainly by Jews, and to study Freud’s writ-
ings published from those gatherings.  The participants discussed a wide 
range of interdisciplinary topics, from the paranormal to religion in differ-
ent historical periods and cultures.  Cooper-White concluded that religion 
was not just viewed in negative terms, but that it advanced “the sublima-
tions and compromise formation necessary for civilization” (p. 196).  
Most importantly, Cooper-White stresses that the “repressive Austrian 
Catholicism casts its shadow over everyone in Vienna” (p. 197).  

Cooper-White’s findings substantiate Richards’s thesis that the 
social pressure of the other Jewish analysts played a role in Freud’s god-
lessness.  However, her research led her in a new direction.  She views the 
antisemitism of the time as an impetus to develop psychoanalysis in order 
to understand the psyche of racists.  Cooper-White bemoans that 
“psychoanalysis has been among the slowest to recognize the impact of 
context of the psyche—both on the level of the individual patients’ suffer-
ing, and at the level of society” (p. 198). 

In the addendum to Jew-Hating, the reader is introduced to Ar-
lene Kramer Richards’s incisive review of Dennis Klein’s historical anal-
ysis of the psychoanalytic movement, the place of Jews in psychoanalysis 
in America, and current antisemitism.  The authors make a convincing 
case that Jewish analysts had to assimilate to integrate into the greater 
society and achieve the upward mobility that had been denied to Jews.  
Freud was pessimistic about the possibility of his psychoanalytic theories 
as a science to spread to the outside world.  He was convinced that this 
could only happen if a non-Jew would disseminate his ideas. 

In Moses and Monotheism (1939), Freud’s final portrayal of him-
self as a Jew, Freud identifies himself as the Moses who will never see the 
land and portrays C. G. Jung as the Joshua who will lead the people to the 
promised land.  Antisemitism ultimately influenced Freud to 
acknowledge, at the age of 70: “I prefer to call myself a Jew.” 

Eva Fogelman, PhD, is a social psychologist, a psychotherapist 
in private practice in New York, a filmmaker, and the author of the award-
winning Conscience and Courage: Rescuers of Jews During the Holo-
caust (1995).  Dr. Fogelman moderates the podcast The Blue Card Stories 
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of the Holocaust: Overcoming Historical Traumas and a Zoom program, 
“Transforming Moments: Second Generation of Holocaust Survivors,” for 
the Museum of Jewish Heritage.  On December 2, 2023, she was the re-
cipient of a Lifetime Achievement Award in Psychohistory.  She may be 

contacted at evafogelmanphd@gmail.com.  ❑  

The Overwhelming Accomplishments of 
Theodore Roosevelt 

Jerome S Blackman—Eastern Virginia Medical School 

Review of Mark I. West’s (Ed.) Theodore Roosevelt on Books and 
Reading (Lanham, Maryland: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 2023), 
ISBN 978-1538175460, pages 136, Kindle, $45, hardbound, $90. 

Mark West’s book is overflowing with knowledge.  The thou-
sands of philosophical ideas and references mentioned in it are over-
whelming and may make even the most erudite reader feel undereducated.  
Certainly, after reading this, it becomes clear that Theodore Roosevelt 
(TR) was not “that damned cowboy.”  Nor was he insensitive to animals.  
Although he hunted, he criticized those who killed for the sake of killing.  
Also, who would have known that Roosevelt wrote for The New York 
Times Review of Books, The Atlantic, and Ladies’ Home Journal?   

Professor West makes clear that the breadth of the 26th President’s 
knowledge is nothing short of astounding.  The book has sections from 
his own autobiography where he references works on animals by Mayne 
Reid.  Longfellow’s poems on Nordic literature inspired TR to read about 
King Olaf.  He was a fan of the epic poem Nibelungenlied (around 1200 
CE).  Regarding novels, Roosevelt liked to read love stories where the 
boy not only meets girl but through trial and tribulation marries her.  He 
also loved Milton, Sophocles, and Aeschylus.  TR treats us to his own 
definitions of good literature, including a virtual bibliography—although 
he disdained the “five-foot bookshelf” of “100 Classic…” favored by Ivy 
League schools.  Nevertheless, he gives precises on Tacitus, Thucydides, 
Herodotus, Polybius, Goethe, Keats, Gray, Lowell, Mahaffy, and Ferrero. 

A Renaissance man who read about 300 books a year, Roosevelt 
was a student of Darwin, Huxley, Carlyle, Emerson, Kant, and Suther-
land.  He compares the poems of Browning, Whitman, and Kipling.  A 
large section of the book gives his references and comments on big-game 
hunting, and he expressed sympathy for King Louis XVI—who failed to 
be at the tiller when the mob came for him because he was off sport-
shooting.  There is also a dissertation on the value of Shakespeare’s Rich-
ard III (1916). 
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Surprisingly, TR was a devotee of Dante Alighieri’s Divine Com-
edy (1320).  Not only does he discuss the characters and morality, but he 
draws analogies to the politics of New York City in the early 1900s.  Roo-
sevelt was also taken by The Federalist Papers (1787-1788) and opined on 
the popularity of Darwin—thinking that Lamarck might have been more 
popular if his prose had been more “colorful.” 

Perhaps one of the more intriguing parts of the quoted sections of 
the book involves TR’s personal opinions about a large variety of matters.  
The virtues of activity, hard work, and risk are spelled out in his speech 
on “The Strenuous Life.”  Roosevelt said he only read books that he en-
joyed. His criticism of the hypocrisy of having an Egyptian obelisk in 
Central Park and his scathing attack on “passive defense” in war.  These 
are only a few of the matters he touches on. 

I had read several books about TR, his parents, and his siblings, 
as well as some of the books he wrote, before tackling West’s small but 
packed book.  Notwithstanding those endeavors, I found this compilation 
humbling.  I had always found Roosevelt to be a curious fellow, but I 
came away from reading this book realizing what a serious and brilliant 
scholar he was in addition to being a man of action. 

 Jerome S Blackman, MD, FIPA, is Professor of Clinical Psy-
chiatry at the Eastern Virginia Medical School and an International Psy-
choanalytic Association training and supervising analyst at the Washing-
ton DC Freudian Society.  He may be contacted at jeromesblack-
manmd@gmail.com.    

For What Stage is Barbie Cast? 

Patrick McEvoy-Halston—Independent Scholar 

 Review of Greta Gerwig’s Barbie (Warner Bros., 2023), written 
by Greta Gerwig and Noah Baumbach, starring Margot Robbie and Ryan 
Gosling, 1h 54 m, PG-13.   

It is tempting to see Barbie as telling the story of a girl’s emer-
gence into adolescence, as if what we are witnessing is a switch from one 
of Erik Erikson’s social stages to another.  The film begins with girls 
smashing their baby dolls to bits as they appreciate their new Barbie 
dolls.  Though not even close to being adolescents, these girls seem to 
recognize the full-figured Barbies as already a part of who they are, thus 
rejecting their previous dolls for only mirroring their infancy.  All the 
Barbies in Barbieland have lived the same constant life, only knowing 
one that is instantly provisioning and supporting a preoedipal existence, 
as seen by theorists like James Masterson, who argue it is a period of rela-
tive calm before the leap into adolescence.  
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Stereotypical Barbie, the oldest Barbie in terms of product design 
(and the Barbie I will be referring to throughout the rest of this review as 
simply “Barbie”), rejects the Ken who wants to sleep over at her place 
and who’d tried and failed to kiss her; she has done this every evening.  
But the next morning, we learn a breach has occurred, a breaking of a 
membrane that had separated Barbieland and our own world, reality.  The 
specific use of the term “membrane” makes one think that the next time 
Ken asks to sleep over, it might have dawned at least on Barbie what ex-
actly they might do together while alone at night, something that had pre-
viously been a mystery to the both of them.  Her previously perfectly 
arched feet are now flat, the smell of her breath is changing, and she is 
lacking her normal coordination as she accustoms herself to a new body.  
Surely many of us feel at this point that Barbie has found adolescence 
sprung upon her, whether ready or not.   

However, there are difficulties with this picture.  While all the 
Barbies are enjoying themselves, none of the Kens are.  The Kens live 
only so that they might get the attention of Barbies.  They will do any-
thing to get their attention, even if it means their own hospitalization, and 
only furtively get it, as every Barbie vastly prefers girl-only events.  The 
Kens are actually Cinderellas, attention-deprived victims, creatures of 
Harlow, not Erikson; the Barbies, who are so minimally impressed with 
them and also so spoiled, are the equivalent of Cinderella’s stepsisters.  
By keeping the Kens in mind, not just the Barbies, seeing this story as a 
transition of life stages hides its resemblance to a fairy tale of child abuse, 
where some are favorites and others are barely acknowledged.  

Barbie is experiencing something new to her but not new to the 
Kens—we’d already seen a Ken show a lack of grace as he tried to surf a 
spectacular wave and fumbled badly.  As the changes to her body induce 
retching in other Barbies, Barbie is compared to burnt toast, spoiled milk, 
and vomit.  She is compared to things that, like the Kens at times, Barbies 
automatically reject rather than accept.  This is not about the price auto-
matically incurred in growing up for the Kens and Barbies; it’s more 
about how parents can potentially make a child feel if they feel there is 
some crime in their growing away from them.  We do learn that Barbie is 
feeling gross because she is carrying the emotions of a mother in our 
world who feels rejected and no longer appealing after her daughter has 
become much more interested in other people. 

When Barbie and Ken penetrate the membrane that separates 
Barbieland and our world, a transition in how they are situated vis-à-vis 
one another on screen occurs.  Barbie begins the journey by driving a car 
while Ken remains in the back seat, and she is similarly in the lead 
through the various landscapes they go through.  But just as they are 
about to arrive, Ken is in front.  This change in how they are positioned 
on screen is appropriate to his experience in this new world because his 
stay in it is in some ways akin to how Cinderella felt when she finally left 
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her abusive household and got to the ball—there are contexts, he discov-
ers, where he would actually get attention automatically and the ad-
vantages of being a man.  Our world begins a reparenting of him.  It in-
forms him of how it could have been for him if not only the Barbies but 
also the Kens had been made to feel special in Barbieland.  Given this, it 
is no surprise that he takes everything he notices about this world and re-
makes his previous home in its image, thereby shaming his home and fur-
ther integrating this new awareness of worth into himself and the other 
Kens.   

In contrast, Barbie’s stay in our world is a continuation of where 
she just was, the previous state of dissimulation.  While Ken is delighted 
with the attention, Barbie is uncomfortable with it.  Before she led; now 
she finds herself used.  Ken sees so much that is thrilling, while Barbie 
notices, most especially, depressed people.  Before she rejected Kens, 
now she is rejected.  She had told Ken, “You can go now,” and “I don’t 
want you here.”  Now she is told, “We haven’t played with Barbie since 
[we were] five years old,” and “even then it was horrible for us.”  Barbie 
learns that if she is to recover herself, she has to tend to the mother who 
has regressed into playing with her again; she has to heal her wounds and 
this older woman’s wounds in the hopes that it will trickle down.  She 
doesn’t realize it, but potentially sacrificing your own self to hopefully 
have your own needs met is precisely what Ken was doing when he tried 
to charm Barbie into being less self-involved.  It can entrench resentment, 
a source for future dissimulations, in no way necessarily involved in tran-
sitions between life stages.   

Barbie reclaims Barbieland from the Kens, a reversion of the re-
gime that gives the mother who had been playing with her a chance to 
both re-bond with her daughter and find herself heard.  She, and therefore 
Barbie, are restored.  But their victory involved distracting the Kens by 
playing to their lack of self-esteem, a replay of what Barbie dolls are ac-
cused of having been: a capitalist tool that breeds insecurity.  The result is 
that even though the film leads us to see Barbie as embracing sexual ma-
turity by seeing a gynecologist, we can’t be sure how welcoming we 
should be.  If she exploits the vulnerabilities she helped implant, how 
readily should we grant her growth?  In our world, she found an elderly 
woman she met beautiful and told her so, and in her previous one, she 
does admit to having neglected the Kens.  I will try and keep in mind 
these aspects, as with the success of the film, Barbie dolls populate the 
world once more.   

Patrick McEvoy-Halston is a literary critic in Toronto, Canada.  
He can be reached at pmcevoyhalston@gmail.com.    
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Letter to the Editor 

Praising Peter Petschauer  

 Peter Petschauer is a scholar and poet of uncommon integrity.  
There are twin strands to integrity: a quality of uprightness and honesty, 
and a structure of meshing together all aspects of a deed, a movement, or 
an ideal.   

Trauma seems to have burned within his life—both consciously 
and subconsciously—as a flame that flickers and flares.  Peter keeps a 
keen eye looking inward even as he observes and chronicles the world 
around him. 

A longing for wholeness and fairness has propelled Peter through 
a professional life marked by excellence in teaching and dedication to 
service.  Retired now from classroom teaching, he continues to pursue a 
higher level of educational distinction by concentrating on faculty needs, 
facility and technological improvements, financial support, and so much 
more.   

Peter’s striving toward unity in both personal and professional 
relationships, as well as his endeavors to foster institutional strength, are 
hallmarks of his integrity.  In the chapter submitted for my book, he pon-
ders a variety of causes, or perhaps traumas, leading to Vladimir Putin’s 
recent invasion of Ukraine.  As Peter explained to me concerning his 
chapter: “I have actually been thinking about an approach that might be 
somewhat different than the ‘usual’ regarding Putin and Ukraine.”  This 
eagerness to tie together such disparate historical threads as child swad-
dling and World War II carpet bombing, which Peter does seamlessly, 
speaks to his finely integrated appreciation of psychology and action. 

 His outrage over the misdeeds of the past and present, and his 
concerns for the future, shine in his prose and poetry.  Truth and lies mat-
ter.  Times and places may be widely separated, but we must look at them 
unflinchingly. 

 Karyne E. Messina, EdD, is a psychoanalyst and scholar who 

can be contacted at dr.karynemessina@gmail.com.  ❑  

[Editor’s Note: Dr. Messina submitted a much longer article for 
Petschauer’s Festschrift, which was regrettably not included through no 
fault of her own, so I asked for a short Letter to the Editor so her words 
could be read.]  
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2024 CONFERENCES: The next Psychohistory Forum Work-in-
Progress seminar will be on April 6th, when Inna Rozentsvit (Object Rela-
tions Institute) will present on the Psychohistory of Antisemitism.  On 
April 27th, we will have a joint presentation related to sports.  Tom Ferra-
ro will discuss the Defense Mechanisms of Athletes, and Ken Gross 
will discuss the Psychoneurology of sports.  On November 2nd, as is our 
custom, we will have a political psychobiographical wrap-up of the 2024 
U.S. Election.  Details will be announced.  At the moment, a committee is 
making a judgment on two proposed seminars.  Additional meetings will 
be virtual or possibly hybrid and announced to the membership at a later 
date.  In-person meetings will be at the Lincoln Center of Fordham Uni-
versity thanks to Professor Harold Takooshian, who hosts them, and each 
will have a virtual component.  Other presentations are currently being 
planned for 2024.  

A Psychohistory Forum Lifetime Achievement Awards in Psychohistory 
is planned for later this year at a yet-to-be-determined date.  Vamık 
Volkan will be included in the recipients.  Prior 2023 awards were grant-
ed to Nancy Chodorow, Carol Gilligan, Eva Fogelman, Nancy 
McWilliams, Peter J. Loewenberg, Robert Jay Lifton, Alan C. Elms, Da-
vid R. Beisel, Lawrence J. Friedman, Howard F. Stein, Jacques Szaluta, 
Daniel Dervin, Herbert Barry III, C. Fred Alford, David J. Fisher, Daniel 
Rancour-Laferriere, and William M. Runyan.  

The Psychobiography Reading Group of the Research and Publication 
Group of the Psychohistory Forum continues to have its interesting meet-
ings on alternate months with March 30th and May 18th being confirmed 
dates.  The German Society for Psychohistory and Political Psychology 
(Gesellschaft für Psychohistorie und Politische Psychologie—GPPP) con-
ference will be held May 10-12, 2024, in Cologne, Germany; the 
IPhA’s 47th Annual conference will be held virtually on May 30-June 2, 
2024; the Association for the Psychoanalysis of Culture and Society 
(APCS) will be on June 17-18, 2024, and meet at St. Mary’s University, 
Twickenham, London TW1 4SX; the International Society for Political 
Psychology’s (ISPP) meeting will be on July 4-6, 2024, in Santiago, 
Chile; and the Interdisciplinary Conference of the Forum for Psychoana-
lytic Education (IFPE) will meet on October 17-19, 2024, in Seattle.   

PSYCHOHISTORICAL SCHOLARSHIP: Charles B. Strozier is 
working with Robert Jay Lifton on a volume on the history of the Well-
fleet psychohistory meetings.  In Iran, Mehdi Nourian is writing his doc-
toral dissertation on “An Analysis of the Identitarian Shia Discourse in 
Post-Revolutionary Iran with an Emphasis on a Psychohistorical Ap-
proach.”  Jun Lu successfully defended her  disser tation proposal and 
published a chapter delving into the use of a psychoanalytic lens to under-
stand a Chinese film, exploring the memory of the Cultural Revolution.   
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CONGRATULATIONS ON BOOKS: To Karyne E. Messina on the 
publication of Barbie and the Great American Identity Crisis: The Unfor-
tunate Reality of a Nation Plagued by Racism, Patriarchy, and Stark Hy-
pocrisy by PI Press; and to Joseph Ponterotto, whose delayed The Psy-
chobiographer’s Handbook: A Practical Guide to Research and Ethics is 
now scheduled to be published in August by the American Psychological 
Association.  DEATHS: It just came to our attention that outstanding Har-
vard (1976-98) psychoanalytic anthropologist Robert Alan LeVine (born 
March 27, 1932, and author of 15 books) died on August 22, 2023.   To 
honor him, Dinesh Sharma, editor, published The Cultural Psyche: The 
Selected Papers of Robert A. LeVine on Social Science (2021).  

WELCOME NEW MEMBERS: Nina Cerfolio, Daphne Chang, Jef-
ferson Singer, and Lynne Tenbusch.  To our  International Electronic 
Members, we have added Ludwig Janus, Gabriel Pascua, and 
Kathryn A. Taylor.  THANKS: To Lifetime Member  Candace 
Orcutt; Platinum Members David James Fisher and Mary Peace Sullivan; 
Benefactors Herb Barry III,  Peter Barglow, Tom Ferraro, Eva Fogelman, 
Peter Loewenberg, David Lotto, Jamshid Marvasti,  Inna Rozentsvit, and 
William McKinley (Mac) Runyan; Patrons Theresa Aiello, James Wil-
liam Anderson, Donna Crawley, Desy Safán-Gerard, Paul H. Elovitz, 
John J. Fitzpatrick, Susan Kavaler-Adler, Ruth Lijtmaer, Judith Logue, 
Alice Lombardo Maher, Peter W. Petschauer, Joyce Rosenberg, Dean 
Simonton, Jacques Szaluta, and Duke Wagner; and Members C. Fred Al-
ford, James R. Booth, Connie Benson, Nina Cerfolio, Kenneth Gross, 
Peggy McLaughlin, Karyne Messina, Merle Molofsky, Marcie Newton, 
Richard (Rick) Reibstein, Arnold Richards, Bob Samuels, Jack Schwartz, 
Christine Silverstein, Jefferson A. Singer, and Brenda Solomon.  Our spe-
cial thanks for thought-provoking materials to Benny Beit-hallahmi, 
Jerome Blackman, Jerome A. Chanes, Tom Cook, Paul H. Elovitz, Eva 
Fogelman, Anna Geifman, R. D. Hinshelwood, Juhani Ihanus, Kurt Ja-
cobsen, Dorothea Leicher, Sheila Levi, David Lotto, William C. Manson, 
Patrick McEvoy-Halston, Karyne Messina, Marcie Newton, Peter 
Petschauer, Inna Rozentsvit, Jeffrey Rubin, Adam J. Sacks, Charlotte 
Schwartz, Susanne B. Seperson, and Pamela Steiner.  To Nicole D’Andria 
for editing, proofing, and Publisher 2016 software application and Profes-
sor Paul Salstrom, and Kevin McGinnis for proofing.  Our special thanks 
to our authors, editors, and numerous overworked referees who must re-
main anonymous.  

We Wish to Thank Our Talented Authors, Diligent, 

Hard-working, and Prompt Editors, and Our Loyal  

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

Psychohistorical/Psychoanalytic Explorations of the Threats to 
U.S. and World Democracies 

(Papers due 06/15/2024) 
  

Some possible psychological/psychoanalytic approaches include: 
  

- Psychobiographical explorations of DeSantis, Trump, Orban, et al.  

- The remaking of the responsible Republican Party as the nihilistic party of 
Trump 

- Psychobiographical/psychopolitical explorations of dictators & would-be 
dictators   

- The joys of supporting MAGA and its equivalents elsewhere  

- Why my (PHE) frustrated postal clerk said he would jump off the George 
Washington Bridge if Trump was not elected in 2016 

- Comparisons of Trump and would-be dictators with Franco, Hitler,  
& Mussolini  

- Comparison of threats to democracy in the U.S. with 1920s Weimar Germany 

- How the worldwide environmental crisis is creating mass movements of  
people and dangers that make democratic countries more vulnerable 
to fearmongering   

- How the democratization of communication has strengthened alarmist fears 

- Why U.S. voters have favored less qualified newcomers over the experienced 

- What happened to the traditional values of millions of Christian voters who 
are far more concerned with the policy result than with the immoral 
Trump as the messenger?   

- Examples of the projection of success and strength being more important than 
its reality  

- Why U.S. Republican voters care so little or not at all about foreign policy  

- The flaws in U.S. democracy and how specifically they can be healed  
politically  

- Psychobiographical insights from the autobiographies, books, and speeches of 
dictators and would-be dictators          

- Psychohistorical reviews of major works on threats to democracy      

 
We seek articles from 1,000-2,500 words—including a 25 to 50-word abstract, 
7-10 keywords, and your brief biography ending in your e-mail address—by 

06/15/2024.  Case studies are encouraged.  Send articles as attached Microsoft 
Word documents (*.docx) files to cliospsycheeditor@gmail.com. 




