
Clio’s Psyche Page 99 September 2006 
 

Clio’s Psyche Page 99 September 2006 

with it in order to gain approval and avoid rejection.  
Beyond  representing  empty  platitudes,  “niceness” 
also cloaks hypocrisy and a retreat from reality. Som-
mers urges patients in therapy to use their relation-
ship  with  their  analysts  as  a  model  for  self-
transformation.  In the consulting room, they can 
learn to be more self-reflective while exploring intra-
psychic conflicts as they question and work to change 
lifelong habits of mind and behavior.   

 

Through the experiences of her clients, Som-
mers shows how hiding one’s true feelings can alien-
ate people from their own inner selves, ruin relation-
ships, and lead to illness.  Instead of standing outside 
of the subject as the “authority,” Sommers is frank 
about her own dispositions toward niceness and how 
they often confused and hampered her, leading to 
some painful experiences.  The book argues that en-
trenched beliefs in our culture keep us policed by si-
lence, and some silence (such as the refusing to 
openly account for a clandestine offense) can damage 
the trust and welfare of other people.  The more we 
can chip away at facades and pithy clichés, the more 
critical and flexible our response to our worlds will 
be.  Without the ability to reflect or think critically, 
we short-circuit our ability for self-examination and 
understanding.  

 

We’ve all heard the saying: “flattery will get 
you nowhere” but we are probably less aware of how 
we use flattery to manipulate others.  When people 
refuse to think through their feelings and opinions, 
they are in danger of becoming robotic and unques-
tioning of attitudes and prejudices held against some 
members of society.  In order to maintain humane 
responsibility, people must be critical first, and then, 
if they wish, conforming.  Hannah Arendt empha-
sized the need for people to engage in active internal 
dialectical thinking.  Being nice, or agreeable, or 
overly compliant can become a habit that enables us 
to avoid making more difficult choices. 

 

Sommers’ book is valuable for helping us to un-
derstand that change is always possible, and that 
staying silent when circumstances dictate that one 
should be outspoken can have serious consequences, 
even for one’s self.  In one example, Sommers illus-
trates a patient’s overwhelming need to be nice to her 
physician and follow his orders, rather than to think 
through the wisdom of doing so.  In that example, 
Sommers also discloses a painful truth about her own 
struggle as a medical patient when she failed to be 

outspoken about her wishes to her surgeon and un-
derwent an unwanted hysterectomy.  This portion of 
the book is especially effective and enhances its mo-
tivational power.  Moreover, Sommers’ friendly and 
intimate tone demonstrates how an author can com-
bine an agreeable and supportive approach with a 
critical and challenging perspective.  She states that 
“one of the difficulties in writing a book such as this 
is that readers, left alone with their thoughts may see 
the worst in themselves.  It is my hope that should 
this happen, that self-view will be short-lived.”  She 
goes on to say that “I know from personal experience 
that the road to self-love is riddled with moments of 
self-loathing as we learn about our weaknesses.  But 
our trip…encompasses these moments as surely as it 
encompasses an increasing amount of joy as we also 
recognize our attributes” (p. 134). 

 

Sommers successfully explores the image of 
niceness, its origin, and  consequences—“The High 
Cost of Being Nice”—and how to let go of it when it 
is no longer an expression of amiability, but a way to 
manipulate others in order to get what one wants.  
Sommers’ last chapter, “Letting Go of Niceness,” 
offers some tips for cultivating a fairer image of 
one’s own self and allowing one the room to make 
better decisions.  Ironically, Sommers reminds us 
that if we agree with her too reflexively, too auto-
matically, we ourselves are colluding with our own 
tendency to be passive and uncritically “nice;” we 
would rather defer to authority than risk disapproval.  
The author concludes that when the choice is con-
tinuing to relate in a mutually destructive manner, or 
taking a step outside of that dynamic, it is most often 
for the better to try to change the pattern.  Holding on 
and acting upon the duality—one’s own needs and 
wishes along with the needs and wishes of others—is 
not impossible.  It simply means allowing more of 
the script to be written as events actually happen, 
rather than trying to mold them. 

 

My only problem with the book is that Som-
mers does not acknowledge the psychoanalytic and 
philosophical thinkers who have already foraged 
through this topic, including ones as familiar as 
Freud, Foucault, or Sartre.  While this foundation 
may not be the immediate concern of the author, I 
think that, by avoiding it, Sommers detracts from her 
own argument.  In reading, I kept wondering when 
she would link her ideas of silence breeding illness 
with Freud’s concepts of repression and reaction for-
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mation.  Overall, Sommers’ book is very instructive. 
Giving up niceness and clichéd or lazy language 
means “speaking what is true and accurate and avoid-
ing equivocation” (p. 78).  A better awareness can 
foster more rewarding relationships and a greater per-
sonal authenticity. 

 

Judith Harris, PhD, is the author of Signify-
ing Pain: Constructing and Healing the Self Through 
Writing (SUNY Press, 2003) and two books of poetry 
from Louisiana State University Press:  Atonement 
(2000) and The Bad Secret (2006).  In addition, her 
work has appeared in South Atlantic Quarterly, Psy-
choanalysis and Social Change, Tikkun, The Ameri-
can Scholar, Ploughshares, The Southern Review, 
Southwest Review, Ontario Review, and Clio’s Psy-
che.  Professor Harris may be contacted at <jlha@ 
gwu.edu>.�  
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In his latest book, Michael Eigen offers us a 
freely associative discourse on the theme of lust.  
There is no organization into chapters, little organiza-
tion overall, separate themes and aphorisms being 
marked only with a kind of squiggle.  “With all my 
might,” Eigen writes, “I try to keep things open” (p. 
5).  While it’s true that a closed mind may be an im-
pediment to understanding, might not the same be 
said of one that is excessively open?   In his resis-
tance to what he calls “hallucinated certainty,” Eigen 
seems to have fallen prey to “hallucinated uncer-
tainty,” as against singularity, he celebrates multiplic-
ity; against knowing, not knowing; against stasis, 
flow; against totality, the partial; against plenitude, 
lack.  In other words, against the metaphysics of 
presence, he embraces, in typical postmodern fashion 
(thankfully increasingly out of fashion), a metaphys-
ics of absence. 

 

Although generally opposing anything that 
might threaten to limit the multiplicity of possible 
meanings, he opens with a definition, “Lust, one of 

the seven deadly sins, is part of what gives life luster, 
heightening existence” (p. ix).  Allowing that it “can 
be degrading and part of a will to power, an assertion 
of dominance,” he argues that it can also entail “an 
act of self-affirmation.”  He confesses “Since child-
hood I have wondered why ‘evil’ is ‘live’ spelled 
backward,” an association congruent with his empha-
sis upon lust’s vital and constructive elements as dis-
tinct from its destructive elements.  In refusing to set-
tle for conventional associations of lust with sin or 
pathology, Eigen departs from its ordinary definition, 
increasingly conflating it with desire, so that his book 
becomes as much a discussion of the latter as of the 
former. 

 

Various dictionaries describe as “obsolete” 
the association of lust with pleasure and delight.  In-
stead they define it as “intense or unbridled sexual 
desire,” as “lasciviousness,” or as “intense,” 
“unrestrained,” “overwhelming” or “obsessive” long-
ing or craving.  In other words, common definition 
associates lust with something essentially excessive, 
pathological or sinful, and contrasts it with normal 
desire.  While certainly stemming from a sense of 
“lack”—as the book proceeds, Eigen relies increas-
ingly upon Lacanian concepts—normal desire lacks 
these qualities of obsessive and lascivious driven-
ness.  This is because, however passionate, normal 
desire is accompanied by an expectation of response 
and fulfillment.  With confidence that my desire will 
be gratified I am not inflamed with envy, tormented 
by a teasing and withholding object, nor driven by 
the idea that I must aggressively seize what will oth-
erwise be denied me, as is the case in lust.  It is not 
that Eigen altogether neglects the desperate, envious 
and aggressive qualities of lust grounded in the lus-
ter’s experience and expectation of frustration but, 
rather, that he resists defining it in these terms, 
broadening his definition to include the vital and life-
affirming aspects more commonly associated with 
desire. 

 

Whereas some may see this broadening as a 
virtue, I consider it more obscuring than enlighten-
ing.  If theorists come away from this book wonder-
ing what it is about lust that has been clarified 
(assuming Eigen’s aim in writing is to clarify, a dubi-
ous assumption in my view), clinicians will likely 
feel that not only is there little that is new here, but 
important elements of our current understanding have 
been ignored. 
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One of Heinz Kohut’s most important contri-
butions is the concept of the “disintegration product”: 
the intense sexual and aggressive driven-ness that 
Freud viewed as a natural manifestation of the 
somatically-rooted drives of the id, Kohut reinter-
preted as a “breakdown product” arising from frustra-
tion of what he viewed as natural (though sometimes 
pathologically intensified) needs for recognition, af-
firmation, soothing and “holding”—i.e., for empathy 
and love.  W.R.D. Fairbairn had earlier made the 
same point when he argued against Freud that, in 
health, we do not turn to others as means to the end 
of pleasure through drive discharge, but rather for the 
sake of a meaningful and good human relationship.  
For Fairbairn, as for Kohut, it is the failure to estab-
lish such good relations with others that leads to 
driven pleasure-seeking of the sort we associate with 
lust. 

 

At times, Eigen foregoes broad generaliza-
tions about the alleged nature of human desire in fa-
vor of genuine psychoanalytic insight.  At one point 
he writes: “All through childhood I masturbated, day 
and night, many, many times a day, constantly.  This 
means I was a sick child.  Only sick children mastur-
bate all the time.  An attempt to soothe madness” (p. 
17).  There it is: lust as disintegration product.  Much 
later, toward the end of the book, he provides a clini-
cal vignette in which such insight appears again.  At 
the outset, Gary and Marge enjoyed “Great sex!”   
Until one evening, in the midst of a perfect blow-job, 
Gary was appalled to find himself feeling nothing: 
“But it was great.  It was great—and I didn’t feel a 
thing. I couldn’t get into it” (p. 77).  After a host of 
rationalizations had been worked through it gradually 
became clear that the root of the problem was that 
neither partner had ever been prepared to make the 
other a center.  Gary came to suspect that “it was his 
peripheral status [for Marge] that dampened his 
spirit.  He thought he wanted more, but could he give 
more?”  Each partner was “readily blaming the other 
out of their own unknown deficits.  The beauty of 
sexual urgency was supposed to fill in blanks of self-
knowledge?  Too big a burden for lust to keep up 
with” (pp. 78-9). 

 

Whatever the limitations of his theoretical 
work, Eigen’s talent for acute and perceptive clinical 
description is undeniable.  In particular, he has such 
empathy with psychosis that at times his descriptions 
of it seem to merge with the processes he describes.  

There are a number of vivid case vignettes peppered 
throughout an otherwise meandering text, although 
their theoretical relevance to the theme of the book is 
not always so clear.  But what is of interest here is 
that, having just implicitly acknowledged lust as a 
disintegration product of Gary and Marge’s 
“unknown deficits,” “blanks of self-knowledge,” and 
incapacity to make an other a center—that is, their 
narcissism and inability to love—Eigen immediately 
veers away from such useful psychoanalytic insight 
into personal pathology (as he did earlier in the text 
with respect to his revelation of his own childhood 
pathology) in favor of highly questionable claims 
regarding the general nature of human desire.  It is no 
longer the narcissistic pathology of Gary and Marge 
that is the problem: it is the universal problem that 
for human subjects “desire fades” because, as sym-
bolizing beings, we suffer from “aphanisis,” the per-
petual disappearance of the meanings we create and 
the desires we experience. 

 

But Lacan’s saying so doesn’t make it so—at 
least not in the case of the healthy desire that is ma-
ture and genuine love (which “Beareth all things, be-
lieveth all things, hopeth all things, endureth all 
things”) as distinct from the unhealthy desire that is 
lust. It’s true that lust fades, because lust is about 
looking for love in all the wrong places. None of its 
objects will ultimately satisfy because the lusting 
subject, encased in  narcissism and the sadism that 
inevitably accompanies it, is incapable of giving or 
receiving love.  But as Freud reminds us, “in the last 
resort we must begin to love in order that we may not 
fall ill, and must fall ill if, in consequence of frustra-
tion, we cannot love.”  

 

Writing of a patient who complains he has 
insufficient appreciation of the role of hate in lust, 
Eigen admits, “A lot of people are more down to 
earth than I” (p. 28).  He writes, “I’m not sure I have 
ever felt lust that didn’t take me closer to God, open 
God for me” (p. 26).  My own experience is quite the 
contrary, I have never felt love, including loving 
sexuality, that didn’t take me closer to God, or lust 
that didn’t take me further from Him. 

 

Donald Carveth, PhD, teaches sociology and 
social and political thought at Glendon College of 
York University in Toronto.  He is a training and su-
pervising analyst in the Canadian Institute of Psy-
choanalysis and past Editor-in-Chief of the Canadian 
Journal of Psychoanalysis/Revue Canadienne de 
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Psychanalyse.  He was the Clio’s Psyche Featured 
Scholar in the March 2006 issue.  Many of his publi-
cations may be found on his website <http://
www.yorku.ca/dcarveth>.  Dr. Carveth may be con-
tacted at <dcarveth@yorku.ca>.�  

 
Arnold A. Rogow (1924-2006):  

In Memoriam 
 

Paul Elovitz with Jeanne Rogow 
 
After a long illness, Professor Rogow died on 

February 14, 2006 from a massive stroke following a 
staph infection during treatment for lung cancer at 
New York-Presbyterian Hospital/Columbia Univer-
sity Medical Center.  During a productive career as a 
political scientist, professor, and psychoanalyst, he 
published numerous books, primarily based upon 
psychodynamic concepts. 

 

Arnold Austin Rogow was born in Harris-
burg, Pennsylvania on August 10, 1924, as the sec-
ond of two sons.  He faced early loss with the death 
of his father from a stroke when he was five years old 
and his mother of complications from diabetes when 
he was twelve.  He did not have fond thoughts of the 
rabbi who assumed parental responsibilities.  He was 
a survivor whose inquisitiveness, intelligence, and 
love of books helped him to endure despite his losses.  
Arnold graduated with high honors from high school; 
however, his education at the University of Wiscon-
sin at Madison was interrupted when he volunteered 
for the infantry in World War II. 

 

As a Jew he faced prejudices on the part of 
his superiors, just as he had faced anti-Semitism 
while growing up.  A leg wound early in the Battle of 
the Bulge resulted in his being hospitalized, perhaps 
saving his life.  In Paris, Arnold Rogow was friendly 
with Gertrude Stein, giving her his combat infantry 
badge.  He fell in love with France, becoming a life-
long Francophile.  Writing for the Armed Forces 
newspaper, Stars and Stripes, enabled him to extend 
his Parisian stay for some months.  The young man 
returned to America with various medals including 
the Purple Heart and Bronze Star.  Like so many 
other veterans, he did not like to talk about what was 
the defining experience of his life.  A sign of the im-
portance of his combat experience was his request 
that his ashes be scattered among his fallen comrades 

in a military cemetery in Luxembourg. 
 

After WW II Arnold Rogow completed his 
bachelors degree at the University of Wisconsin in 
1947.  He went on to study at Princeton where he 
earned his masters degree in 1950 and PhD in 1953.  
The productive young professor became Assistant 
Professor of Political Science at the University of 
Iowa in 1955, prior to going on to teach at Haverford 
College, Stanford University (where he earned tenure 
and became full professor in 1964), and at the City 
University of New York (1966-86).  The lowering of 
academic standards due to open admissions caused a 
disappointing decline in the quality of his students, 
though less so in his capacity as Graduate Professor 
of Political Science.  He held visiting professorships 
at Hebrew, Tel Aviv, and other universities, prior to 
becoming Professor Emeritus of Political Science at 
the City University of New York in 1986.  Rogow 
received a Center for the Advanced Study of the Be-
havioral Sciences Fellowship in 1954-55, a Ford 
Foundation Fellowship in 1956, a Guggenheim Fel-
lowship in 1965, and a National Endowment for the 
Humanities grant in 1978. 

 

 Professor Rogow was trained in psychoanaly-
sis at the New York Psychoanalytic Institute in the 
1970s and saw patients for some years.  He worked 
on the staff of the Center for Psychoanalytic Training 
and Research at Columbia University and was a 
member of the American Psychoanalytic Association 
from 1977 until his death.  The Professor’s psycho-
analytic knowledge was integrated not only into his 
books, but also into his teaching.  As a political sci-
entist with an international reputation, he brought a 
unique blend of social criticism and individual psy-
chology to his work.  He was one of a relatively 
small number of professors in history, political sci-
ence, and the social sciences apart from psychology, 
to became trained Freudian analysts—a learning 
process in mid-life which gave more depth of analy-
sis to his academic publications.  (See the Clio’s Psy-
che Special Issue, “Dual Training in Psychoanalysis 
and History or an Academic Discipline” [September, 
1997, 14 articles], pp. 33-62.)  To share his new 
knowledge, he created and co-chaired the program on 
the Psychodynamics of Political Behavior with the 
Chair of the psychiatry department at Mt. Sinai Hos-
pital. 
 

Included in his eight books are: Power, Cor-
ruption, and Rectitude (with Harold D. Lasswell, 


