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By fusing the best of the three psychologies with political and cultural critiques, the book poses the question: what if class conflict and the crises of psychology are related? This is precisely the Gordian Knot which Fozooni tries to untangle. First, the author demonstrates how psychology has traditionally veered towards either an upper-class or a middle-class paradigm. With the demise of these two old paradigms a new understanding of psychology is gradually emerging – a postpsychology. Describing how ‘mainstream’ and ‘critical’ psychologies are undergoing late-life crisis, and ‘postpsychology’ is experiencing its birth pangs in an environment hostile to its existence, the book provides an alternative narrative of psychology. The author suggests that while all three forms of psychology have contributed to our self-comprehension, it is only postpsychology that possesses the attributes necessary for a global remaking of humanity.

Tackling the discipline of psychology head-on, Fozooni pits against it a series of scathing yet tongue-in-cheek critiques, making this fascinating and provocative reading for all students and academics interested in psychology, as well as the general reader.
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Preface



If, as George Orwell once opined, every joke is a tiny revolution, and if you like revolutions, then this book is for you. I’m not kidding. The book tackles the discipline of psychology head-on, taking it to task for its middle-class prejudice against collective action, and pitting against it a series of scathing critiques that operate so powerfully because they are geared not only to the content of psychology textbooks but also to the tedious predictable form they so often take. Psychology is so often mind-numbingly bad not only because it reduces social phenomena to the level of individual mental processes – a boring repetition of the lesson that the way to deal with oppression is for us all to adapt to it – but also because it treads its way through an interminable repetitive incantation of the work of the same old founding fathers. If you do not rage against this book, if you are not animated by bitter complaint that it is disrespectful and fails to provide a constructive solution to the problematic assumptions you have made about psychology, then you will laugh out loud.

I’ll tell you now so you know what you are in for, and this is as much a recommendation for the book as a warning to the reader, that this guy is trouble. I’ve had some difficult PhD students, and his thesis that bedazzled his supervisors and examiners fifteen years ago took us almost to the edge of what a respectable academic psychology department in Manchester could bear. I had already suffered at this guy’s hands during his time on the critical psychology master’s course, but I was a glutton for punishment, for punishing critique of my own timid ‘critique’ of the discipline; if I wasn’t already painfully reflexive enough about my collusion with the discipline, then this encounter pushed me further. Not that there are no limitations to his argument – and this is a clue as to how you might engage in your own thorough-going critique of this book – and you might ask yourself why it is only radical theory boys that are called into the class struggle against psychology? Read this book, work with it, and work against it, to take it further. That would be the best way to take it seriously.

Babak Fozooni breaks radically from the usual format of a psychology (or critical psychology) book, and levels an argument against psychology in such a way that is designed, we might say, to ‘outwit’ it. In that sense, what you have here in Psychology, Humour and Class: A Critique of Contemporary Psychology is a critique that refuses to play the discipline at its own game. That game – one that is usually played on the assumption that there is a level playing field between the old ‘mainstream’ or ‘traditional’ or ‘old paradigm’ psychologists and the outliers, the innovative young paradigm-busters – is rigged against us. What this book must do, then, is to work at the edges, wittily nailing the class-based assumptions of the bourgeois theorists and, this is crucial, not stopping there; the book goes on to subject so-called critical psychology to a like degree of intense scorn. We’ve had it coming, us would-be reformers, and this book twists the knife. This book works at the margins, stepping into the discipline at one moment only to step back again, ‘outwith’ psychology; this is a book that insists that you can do without psychology, and that you must do without it if you have a sense of humour.


Ian Parker


University of Manchester





Apologia addressed to editors and academics




I have not had the pleasure of meeting my Routledge editors face-to-face. Although they have never been anything but courteous and professional in our communications, I suspect they might be somewhat vexed with me. Not only was I late with the submission of my manuscript, but the final version turned out to be far less funny than I had originally intended. I can only surmise that in the course of researching and writing the text, academia somehow managed to suck the humour out of me. Crafty little monkeys, them academics!

Some humour lingers on, though, and the parallels between humour and social class remain a crucial structuring mechanism throughout. At times, the satire exemplifies ‘witcraft’1 at its finest, while at other times it glides perilously close to the mundane sarcasm, pettiness and sleights that bedevil so much of ‘my profession’. However, I have decided to cut out the more vicious instances of buffoonery for fear of causing irrevocable offence. Perhaps the work is better for it, perhaps not. I honestly can no longer tell.

Allow me to be clear, dear reader, for I do not wish to be misunderstood. My assault targets psychology as an ideological institution, a discursive practice and a bourgeois swamp of jealousy and competition. It is not aimed at individual psychologists. Why, some of them I may even consider dear friends! I therefore hope that they can find it within themselves to treat my criticisms with the same generosity of spirit they exhibit when marking student essays.

In relation to academia I have always considered myself an ‘insider-outsider’. This hyphenated existence means that one is never fully trusted within the lodge, but it does offer a unique vantage point. The ‘insider-outsider’ sees it all: the fifth-rate novice teacher who instead of aspiring to become a great pedagogue, settles for the prosaic safety of bureaucracy; the fourth-rate scholar who has to pre- and postfix tired concepts in order to feign postmodern ‘originality’; the third-rate researcher who forges an unholy alliance with senior management so as to empower himself; the second-rate celebrity-academic who uses his connections to procure wealth and, finally, the first-rate thinker who … ay, there’s the rub!

For, if by ‘first-raters’ we mean luminaries such as Marx, Luxemburg, Freud, Einstein and Darwin, then frankly academia learned long ago to get along without them. Today’s academics are mostly mediocrities, bureaucrats and windbags! And since unlike comics they are incapable of self-deprecating humour, they end up projecting all their shortcomings onto students. Poor, ‘rascally, beggarly, b-gg-rly’2 students, so desperate for any kind of education that they don’t even notice that the commodity they cherish is depreciating in use-value, as its market price goes through the roof!

But I do not wish to give the impression that all is doom and gloom in psychology, academia or the world at large. Ironically, the current right-wing, anti-working-class zeitgeist holds one distinct advantage: transparency. The humanising mask, which for so long concealed the warts and blemishes of capital, has finally slipped. Now the real capitalist (politician/news editor/clergy/judge/academic) stands before us: old, decrepit and resentful.

Even psychology, one of academia’s brightest protégés, seems bereft of novel ideas. And so it is timely to chart once more psychology’s brilliant rise and sudden demise. This is the story of its unexpected findings, its momentary sagacity, its arrogance and its countless follies. Crucially, this account also sketches the contours of what may emerge after its demise: a ‘postpsychology’ that is truly worthy of humanity. I hope this is more than a book. I hope it ends up being an atheist’s attempt to reconstruct Noah’s dinghy to save whatever remains salvageable in psychology. May the Great Flood wash away the rest. Amen!

Notes
1    ‘Witcraft’ is a term popularised by, among others, Michael Billig and Jonathan Rée.

2    A phrase attributed to James Justinian Morier (c. 1780–1849), a British author and diplomat no less.
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Introduction



One of the minor themes running through the CBS television series The Big Bang Theory is the overwhelming superiority of the ‘natural sciences’ over the ‘social sciences’. The central character, Dr Sheldon Cooper, a theoretical physicist, expresses on several occasions his utter disdain for the social sciences and psychology in particular, which is dismissed as the ‘doofus’ of the sciences! Does Sheldon Cooper have a point? Is psychology really the doofus of the sciences? Sadly, the answer is not as straightforward as the question, and depends entirely on how we choose to perceive ‘psychology’, ‘science’ and ‘doofusness’. This may seem somewhat pedantic but I am keen to introduce an element of precision into our discussion from the outset.

You see, dear reader, it took me around two years to come up with a possible defence of psychology that does justice to the mockery entailed in Sheldon’s accusation. It took me another year to convince myself to set my thoughts on paper. The famous prohibition, ‘it is better to remain silent and be thought a fool than to open one’s mouth and remove all doubt’, acted as a constant refrain. But now that I have opened my mouth, allow me to remove all doubt.

I have chosen a deliberately simple and schematic approach to understanding psychology which is based on three class-bound forms of knowledge: upper-class psychology; middle-class psychology and working-class psychology. Moreover, a deceptively conventional chapter outline adds to the appearance of conventionality. Throughout the volume I have tried to avoid using unnecessary jargon and over-referencing as a cheap form of impressing the audience. Humour is utilised in order to defamiliarise some of the material, and to allow the emergence of an alternative narrative about psychology. I have used academic, literary and cultural resources without demanding feedback from any specialised sector. My aim is not to evidence the nature of contemporary working-class lives, study them in focus groups or reward them with cheddar cheese at the end of a maze quest. Nor am I interested in ‘representing’ the proletariat, regulating their behaviour, or speaking on their behalf.

I wrote this book primarily for myself and for those workers who still read books. I wrote to laud the semi-glorious past and the social struggles to come. I wrote to expose the fragility of bourgeois demagogy. I wrote to escalate and intensify the class struggle, because just like Walter White, I too am Breaking Bad. Sadly, unlike Mr White I did not have the good sense to study something useful like chemistry. Instead, I have to make do with turning the base metal of senile social science into alchemical gold.

On psychology

Psychology has always reminded me of an alcoholic in recovery. It seems forever one drink away from falling off the wagon, and turning a mishap into a crisis. Its numerous crises are usually blamed on methodological confusion, or dualistic thinking, or a tendency to reduce complex phenomena to one dimension of analysis. Its epistemology and ontology are charged with criminal intent and brought to justice and yet the crisis ridden nature of psychology persists.

What is ignored in such orthodox narratives is the centrality of social conflict. This book attempts to re-centre class issues and to demonstrate how various crises of psychology have their roots in class struggle. For the sake of convenience, I have sometimes categorised psychology in terms of ‘modernist’, ‘high modernist’, and ‘postmodernist’ paradigms. At other times, I may refer to the clash between ‘mainstream’ and ‘critical’ forms of psychology. When sarcasm gets the better of me, I blithely differentiate between ‘smart psychology’ and ‘not so smart psychology’. During moments of rage I may even use terms such as ‘revolutionary’ or ‘reactionary’. And, finally, when I feel particularly cocksure, I divide psychology into ‘upper-class’, ‘middle-class’ and ‘working-class’ variants.

What all these faultlines within psychology reveal is a kingdom that is not at ease with itself – a kingdom that is neither unitary nor united but rather is an ‘invented tradition’ (Hobsbawm and Ranger [1983] 2012), or if you like, an ‘imagined community’ (Anderson [1983] 2006). Once this basic element of the narrative is established, certain questions forcibly present themselves: if psychology is an invented tradition, who is doing the inventing and for what purpose? Can the imagined community of psychology be disrupted? Perhaps superseded by something better? Is psychology worth saving? If most forms of psychology serve the ruling class, how can we reinvent it to become an ally of the working class?

The central claim at the heart of this book can thus be expressed in a few simple words: the social sciences (and in particular psychology) are entrapped in a series of crises caused mainly by class conflict. Occasionally some of these class-driven crises are partially overcome, resulting in sudden bursts of ‘progress’ within the field. So, both the crises and the temporary and partial resolution of crises are shaped by class conflict. This is not always easy to see since class struggle has morphed into a complex web of ambiguities and incertitudes. What was once clear and obvious has over the years become mediated, diffused and obscured. But it seems to me both urgent and eminently demonstrable to reclaim what was once common knowledge.

In Part I, I begin by examining upper-class psychology. This does not mean that upper-class people have a different psychology to the rest of us. Nor does it mean that the individual psychologists selected (namely Freud, Hirschfeld, Watson, Maslow and Rogers) were all paid-up members of the ruling elite. In fact, most would probably self-identify as middle class. However, their contributions were taken up and utilised to bolster capitalism, and in this sense they represent an upper-class psychology. Appropriate examples are provided from psychology and the world of humour. In upper-class psychology, style and occasionally form may be undermined but the fundamentals of the status quo are left untouched.

Upper-class (or to simplify things, mainstream or modernist) psychology is epitomised here by psychoanalysis, behaviourism and humanistic psychology. All three began on the margins of orthodoxy but were soon co-opted as a bulwark of conservative capitalism. Each enjoyed its moment in the Sun, until its limitations catalysed not so much a ‘paradigm-shift’ (Kuhn 1970) but a ‘perspective-shift’. This subtle difference suggests that psychoanalysis, behaviourism and humanistic forms of psychology have more in common that is usually admitted by their advocates. All three offered us occasional moments of insight and a rich vocabulary. It would be churlish to deny it. However, they represent a bankrupt approach devoid of originality. Their crisis is manifested ideologically, structurally and even at the personal level. No doubt new technology will breathe some fresh air into their lungs, but these attempts at resurrection are as pointless as digitalising old Monty Python sketches. Once the parrot dies, no amount of trickery can bring it back to life.

The crisis within upper-class psychology compelled some psychologists to interrogate its foundations with renewed rigour. Various currents came together as a middle-class (aka critical) form of psychology in the 1960s, 1970s and 1980s. This phenomenon emerged initially in some ‘western’ countries, especially the United Kingdom and Germany, and was soon exported elsewhere. Middle-class psychology posed a challenge (of sorts) to the status quo. Within this tradition, some further elements of style, formatting and even content are subverted. A number of new fields of inquiry are established. Under the umbrella term, critical psychology, certain aspects of individualism, reductionism, positivism, essentialism and empiricism are challenged. All this is explained in Part II of the book by foregrounding the likes of Frankl, R. D. Laing, Foucault, Michael Billig and Ian Parker.

The very best of critical psychology (and some of it is represented in the current Routledge series) remains thought-provoking. But let us be frank with each other. So much of critical psychology today is nothing more than intellectually impoverished, clichéd, middle-class judgementalism. It has become lazy and predictable. I am afraid its crisis is very real. At present, the decline shows itself only ideologically. Critical psychology’s structures are still expanding and its personnel are still enhancing their reputations through accumulating prestige. Undoubtedly the application of its theoretical heritage to new fields and subjects will continue to throw up interesting ideas. Nevertheless, the creeping obsolescence of postmodernism will inevitably catch up with critical psychology and expose it at every future turn.

The third, and final, form of psychology is a strange entity, and is given added mystery by the simple fact that it is not yet fully formed (see Part III). It is difficult to know what to call it since linguistic innovation usually lags behind the appearance of a new phenomenon. I don’t think ‘anti-psychology’ is an appropriate nomenclature. I initially wanted to call it ‘meta-psychology’, or even ‘trans-psychology’. I finally settled on the term, ‘postpsychology’. This new phenomenon represents a centrifugal tendency that has its roots in psychology but is forever trying to escape the confines of specialism. It is nourished by subversive thinkers working within other social sciences, as well as by radical social movements aiming to reshape humanity. I have chosen to focus on Vico, Dietzgen, Sohn-Rethel, Fromm, Artaud, Vygotsky, Bakhtin and Luria in Part III. Postpsychology is analogous to the working-class humour of Charlie Chaplin and Dario Fo. In postpsychology, form, style and content all undergo radical subversion. It is fair to say that postpsychology is also experiencing a ‘crisis’ (as with mainstream and critical psychologies), but these are the birth pangs of a new creature fighting for survival in a toxic environment.

Having provided an alternative narrative arc, I will go on to argue that while all three forms of psychology are contributing to our self-comprehension, it is only postpsychology that can aid in the global remaking of humanity. By fusing the best of the three psychologies with accounts from outside psychology, I hope to demonstrate a new way of ‘doing’ psychology. The discussion will contain specific recommendations for teaching and research.
On class

In many ways class conflict is the crisis of psychology. This obvious truism has been suppressed for so long that social class has garnered a distasteful quality. It is not something that decent psychologists discuss in polite company. Even when alluded to, social class is commonly presented as either an afterthought, or as a lingering historical appendage, or worse still, as an independent variable jostling for attention. The reader will soon realise that I have little patience for those thinkers who consider the issue of class ‘settled’, or who have consigned the class struggle to a bygone age. In short, my central argument is that psychologists either don’t do class, or when they do, they make a God-awful mess of it! There are, thankfully, a few honourable exceptions and we will come across them in the course of this book.

A shallow reading may adjudge the book ‘a history from above’. After all, the eighteen chapters at the core of it seem to correspond to his-story, a classic recounting from above by famed male psychologists. Very soon, however, the reader is disinvested of such false notions. I have taken account of the Whig historiography of psychology but countered this with a people’s history from below (Thompson [1963] 2013; Hill [1972] 1991). This project has undoubtedly benefited from the autonomist school of historiography (Linebaugh and Rediker 2012) that has recently been making serious inroads into the panegyric accounts of kings and queens. But I have also tried to overcome some of the exaggerated claims of the autonomist school by acknowledging the persistent authority of capitalism.

There have been previous attempts to look at class from a psychological viewpoint (cf. Argyle 1993). The reader will gradually discover that my approach is very different. Part of this difference is due to the use of a more expansive definition of class. For me, social class is an entity that should be pursued at different levels simultaneously: at an abstract level, class is a set of social relationships that shapes one’s productive and reproductive activities; at an institutional level we see the visible mechanisms of power and wealth at work; and at the personal level we encounter real individuals who are embedded in various social relationships. For example, we can describe the abstract level of relationship under capitalism for most people as being governed by ‘wage slavery’. We are compelled to find a buyer for our labour power, otherwise poverty and suffering ensue. For the ruling class, the institutional level may be represented by the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund, while for the proletariat autonomous syndicates and workers’ councils are exemplars of institutional power.

The most vital point to convey here is this: in contemporary societies the working class should be defined as those who either directly or indirectly create the wealth – not some of the wealth, not even most of the wealth, but all of the wealth. From my perspective, the working class includes the ‘traditional’ industrial wing of the proletariat but also (most) office workers, education workers, health workers, firefighters, technicians, scientists, cultural workers, athletes, homeworkers, the unemployed, etc. In short, the overwhelming majority of people in society are working class. Both the ruling class and the mainstream media have been exceptionally successful in suppressing this basic truth for far too long.

Without a shadow of a doubt there are always complications. In a society such as Great Britain, for instance, with its somewhat unique history, one could argue there are three (and not one) viable sources of wealth: the labour power of those workers born, educated and trained in Britain; the labour power of those who at some stage of their lives have migrated to Britain; and the labour power of those workers colonised (directly or indirectly) by the British ruling class, who may never see the ‘motherland’ but who will continue to have surplus value extracted from them, which is then transferred to Britain. In a fair world, the decisions regarding how, when and where to use this immense accumulated wealth would really be up to these three sections of the working class, and yet at present anyone but these workers are the ultimate arbiters of wealth utilisation. Mainstream psychology’s insistence on routinely categorising us, not as the overwhelming majority of each and every society, but as a countless myriad of ‘minorities’, has done untold damage to the anti-capitalist cause. Our united power is diffused and our differences as workers (and there are many) are not seen as yet another source of strength. These provide us with a diverse set of skills, experiences, resilience and abilities but they are viewed as essentialist attributes, and can be used to divide us.

Another complicating factor is this: class has both an ‘objective’ dimension (e.g. our relationship with the forces of production; which jobs we do; the wages we receive in return for our labour power, etc.), as well as a ‘subjective’ dimension (e.g. our desires, values, plans, concerns, sources of alienation, etc.). Instead of investigating the objective and subjective side of social class simultaneously, psychology has traditionally taken a dualistic stance and studied one or the other in isolation. This reinforces the artificial divide between quantitative and qualitative methods of research.
On humour


Some forms of reality are so horrible we refuse to face them, unless we are trapped into it by comedy. To label any subject unsuitable for comedy is to admit defeat.

Peter Sellers

I do not remember the first time I laughed but I vividly recall the first time I became aware of the magical power of humour. For me, watching a TV version of Trevor Griffiths’ play, Comedians, was an eye-opener. It is set in a Manchester evening class for aspiring working-class comedians during the 1970s. The most enjoyable version I have come across boasts Jonathan Pryce and Stephen Rea in the cast.

The play captures the economic desperation of workers who wish to use stand-up comedy to escape the poverty trap. Only one of them cares about the social ability of satire to expose the ills of society, while for the rest it is mostly about making money and breaking into showbusiness. Their teacher (artfully played by Jimmy Jewel) tries to teach them the difference between laughing at people and laughing with people. During an open mic night the temptation to go for the easier option of laughing at minorities, women and gays, and to give the audience ‘what they expect’, proves too strong for most of them. Only the Jonathan Pryce character resists the urge and performs a powerful, difficult, avant-garde piece of subversive comedy. Despite being brilliant, he fails to make the grade in showbusiness.

My second lesson in humour came courtesy of the Italian anarchist playwright and actor, Dario Fo, who taught us that different kinds of comedy are associated with different classes. For instance, a court jester addresses only the ruling elite. Most court jesters tickle their masters’ fancy using safe jokes but a brave minority use the opportunity to inform the absolutist monarch that all is not well in his kingdom. The taxes on peasants may be too high, the latest military recruitment drive might have come just before collecting the harvest, the king’s sons have taken too many liberties with married women, etc. No one else may be able to broach these issues openly, not even the king’s advisers, but the court jester’s unique social status allows him room to manoeuvre (Fo 1991).

On the opposite pole to the court jester is the figure of the people’s clown who performs for the ‘lower’ classes. Once again, the majority of these clowns take the easy option and confine themselves to entertaining the audience, but some risk it all by using humour as a cloak for social criticism. This is the most radical type of humour and tends to subvert style, form and content simultaneously. Sandwiched in the middle of the court jester and the people’s clown is a third figure that represents a more genteel and refined critical sensibility. This figure, let’s call it the wandering Sufi, uses subtle criticism not to bring down the system, but to reform and repair it.

These three forms of class-bound comedy have always been with us. The ancient Greeks might have used different terminology to describe them. The upper-class court jester engaged in ‘magisterial’ humour, the middle-class wandering Sufi specialised in ‘Socratic’ humour which often featured irony, and the working-class people’s clown used ‘Menippean’ humour which aims for belly laughs. I am sure a few contemporary examples will help to cement this classification.

The examples of court jesters that come immediately to mind include Morecambe and Wise (especially their later work), Brain Manning (who was born working class but introjected the values of the ruling elite), Rolf Harris, Jim Davidson, David Chappell and Michael McIntyre. When Shakespeare and Monty Python were directly addressing the state and recommending various changes in order to modernise its institutions, they too can be included in this group.

Middle-class comedians prefer to stand above it all and poke fun at those above and below them in the social hierarchy. The likes of Woody Allen, Douglas Adams, Mark Twain, Sarah Silverman, Steve Martin, Bill Maher and (some) Stephen Fry represent different shades and styles of this particular group of performers. The Pythons should also be included in this group, as well as the wonderfully inventive Black Adder series, and the short-lived TV series Brass Eye (Chris Morris).

People’s clowns are a more dangerous and critical set of performers/authors. The good ones take risks and push the boundaries of ‘decency’. Their cruel jokes usually go to the root of problems that no one else dares to discuss. These are some well-known examples: Richard Prior, David Leary, Russell Brand, John Belushi, (early) Roseanne Barr, Kathy Burke, (some) Lenny Henry, (some) Sacha Baron Cohen, Joe Brand, (early) Billy Connelly, Grock, Charlie Chaplin and Dario Fo. Some fresher, lesser known British comics might include Sophie Willan, Sian Davies, Adam Rowe and Darren Harriot. The underestimated sci-fi series Red Dwarf deserves an honourable mention in this category, as do the more deliciously ‘vulgar’ plays of Shakespeare.

The point is not to reach a consensus on all these exemplars of class-bound comedy, but to acknowledge that there exist different levels of subversive humour associated with different social classes. Furthermore, there is a rough and ready correlation between these three types of humour and the three classes of psychology mentioned above. Criss-crossing them can help us to think through many of the issues related to psychology and class.

If my first lesson in the importance of humour was Trevor Griffiths’ Comedians and my second lesson the plays and performances of Dario Fo, then I think my third lesson was an academic study by Lesley Griffiths (2010). This is a fascinating investigation into humour as a form of resistance by workers in a community mental health team. ‘Humour allows staff’, writes Griffiths, ‘to raise forbidden topics that would be difficult to discuss in ‘serious’ discourse’ (ibid., p. 213). Specifically, in this ethnographic study, humour allowed the psychiatric nurse and social worker to ‘gang up’ on the more powerful psychiatrist in the team, and to undermine both his diagnosis and the bio-medical model he was employing. Humour can, therefore, become the subject of investigation as well as a critical literary device.

Inspired by this work I carried out a preliminary online survey of the use and misuse of humour during psychotherapy. The results were published as a draft paper in Fozooni (2017b). I found that no major theoretician of humour holds sway among therapists, although there was a slight preference for the works of Albert Ellis, Freud and Rogers. The most frequently utilised type of humour seems to consist of jokes and funny anecdotes, followed by the therapist’s spontaneous response to a comment by the client. Therapists prefer ‘to avoid humour with those they deem “easily offended” and also those with ‘narcissistic personalities’. Humour is most often used in the middle and end phase of therapy, with early humour reserved mainly for “ice-breaking” exercises’ (ibid., p. 213). Although most of the respondents are in favour of the judicious use of humour in therapy, some recalled at least one negative example of ‘failed humour’. The main reasons for this are related to using the ‘wrong type of humour’ (for example, using irony instead of banter), or using humour during the wrong phase of therapy (for instance, using it before a ‘therapeutic alliance’ has been established).

Finally, I cannot end this section without mentioning two major thinkers. First, Bakhtin. No other writer has helped me to think through the potentials and pitfalls of humour as much as him. I find his rich terminology and nuanced elaborations relevant to a whole host of topics including therapy, psychology and social emancipation. I will pick up on his contribution throughout the book, but especially in Chapter 17. Michael Billig (2012) has also been useful, although I sometimes wish he could be more open about the relationship between class and humour.
Final remarks on ‘doofusness’

After all that rambling, we return to Sheldon Cooper’s original charge against psychology. Is psychology the doofus of the sciences? I would argue that if we utilise restrictive definitions of science and psychology, then it is difficult to defend psychology against the charge. If science is limited to natural science criteria of observable behaviour, simplistic cause-effect relationships and statistically verifiable hypotheses, and if psychology insists on replicating these assumptions, then I am afraid we have to concede the doofusness of psychology.

By contrast, if we use an expansive definition of science, as the accumulated knowledge and practice of billions of faceless and nameless people (Conner 2005), and synthesise the very best of mainstream and critical forms of psychology, and relate all that to the class conflict raging all around us, then psychology can shed its doofusness, and become worthy of attention and respect. In short, psychology must become postpsychology!





PART I

Mainstream psychology as upper-class prescriptions



All the psychologists discussed in Part I (Freud, Hirschfeld, Watson, Maslow and Rogers) would probably be classified as middle class by most people. Yet their ideas and research contributions were taken up by capitalism and used instrumentally to boost labour productivity, repair damaged labour power, and ensure command over the working class. In this sense, they embody upper-class prescriptions for the smooth running of the system.

In Part I, I try to convey why psychoanalysis has become a highly fetishised area of psychology with both supporters and detractors habitually over- and under-estimating its achievements. I situate the rise of behaviourism within two capitalist traditions, the USA and the USSR. I argue that the humanistic tradition might have represented a ‘perspective-shift’ from what went before, but not a wholesale ‘paradigm-shift’ (Kuhn 1970). Finally, I will show that despite recent refinements, most updated versions of these schools remain anchored in a fictive, decontextualised, bourgeois self.
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Freud and social class



I count religion but a childish toy, and hold there is no sin but ignorance.

Christopher Marlowe, The Jew of Malta, Prologue (c. 1589)

There is nothing more humdrum than yet another critical account of Freud. As is the case with all celebrity intellectuals, Freud has had the dubious honour of being inspected, measured, weighed, pulled, pushed, debated and painfully probed. I have no intention of sanctifying yet more scholarly necrophilia. And while I have availed myself throughout this book of numerous opportunities to laugh at other psychologists, I have steadfastly refused myself this wonderfully sadistic pleasure in the case of Freud. You see, dear reader, he is simply too easy a target. Freud’s follies take all the fun out of Schadenfreude!

Here is the man at his loopiest:

It seems that women have made few contributions to the discoveries and inventions in the history of civilization; there is, however, one technique which they may have invented – that of plaiting and weaving. If that is so, we should be tempted to guess the unconscious motive for the achievement. Nature herself would seem to have given the model which this achievement imitates by causing the growth at maturity of the pubic hair that conceals the genitals. The step that remained to be taken lay in making the threads adhere to one another, while on the body they stick into the skin and are only matted together. If you reject this idea as fantastic and regard my belief in the influence of the lack of a penis on the configuration of femininity as an idée fixe, I am of course defenceless.

(Freud [1933] 1953, p. 132)

So, women invented weaving to replicate their pubic hair and to hide their ‘inferior’ genitalia! And as if this analogy was not asinine enough, Freud also demonstrated his inadequacy as a sex educator when he declared the clitoris unsuitable for sexual pleasure, being no more than a ‘stunted penis’ (Freud, quoted in Millet 2000, p. 199). There is sufficient sexual naivety in this one paragraph alone to make one weep for poor Mrs Freud.

Instead of poking fun at his absurdities, or proposing yet another unsustainable Freudo-Marxist contraption, or worst still, offering a tedious re-reading of Freud through his many disciples, what I propose to do in this chapter is something very specific to the needs of ‘postpsychology’. I aim to pool together class issues related to Freud (and occasionally, Freudianism). The value of this exercise will become clear later on. No doubt my list of topics is far from complete, and I have omitted many seminal works and some of your favourite ‘stories’. I beg your forgiveness and your indulgence at the outset, and once again remind you of the deliberately narrow focus of my investigation.

Historical background

By the time Sigismund Freud (1856–1939) was born in Freiberg, Moravia (now part of the Czech Republic), the achievements of the Hussites, Taborites and Adamites were a distant memory. John Huss (c. 1369–1415) and his wandering preachers had called for complete liberation from the petty guardianship of the church. But he was arrested by King Sigismund and executed in Constance in 1415. The Taborites (who represented a more radical faction within the Hussite movement) believed in the abolition of taxes, dues, rents and all other forms of private property. Kenneth Rexroth (1974) describes them as ‘extreme millenarians, the most militant so far in the history of dissent’, while Murray Bookchin (1982) classifies them as an early example of anarcho-communism, and Raoul Vaneigem (1994) sees them as part of the heretical and millenarian movements that challenged both the church and the state. The Adamites (who constituted a more hedonistic version of the Taborites) experimented with new forms of love and sexuality (ibid., pp. 192–193).

By the time the bourgeois revolutions of 1848 broke out, the lofty dreams of these egalitarian currents had transmuted into an assertive nationalism. According to A. J. P. Taylor,

in great areas of Eastern Europe, the educated classes, the business classes and sometimes the landed classes spoke German, whereas the majority of the inhabitants, even in the towns and still more the peasants, spoke some other language - Czech, Polish or Croat.

(1980, p. 102)

Around the time of Freud’s birth, the Czech language and culture were gaining momentum. Musicians such as Antonin Dvorak (1841–1904) further contributed to this revival through their operas, concertos and symphonies. But Freud never became part of this Czech renaissance. The eight languages in which Freud eventually became proficient did not include Czech. As a migrant Czech he showed little interest in Czech nationalism, nor did he identify with the radical currents from below that had shaped the ideological contours of his homeland.

By the time Freud and his family moved to Vienna in 1860, ‘the Austrian secret police was commonly regarded as the most effective in Europe’ (Bukey 2000, p. x). They needed to be since the Austrian proletariat was one of the most restless at that time. No sooner had Freud internalised the national identity of his new surroundings than the Austro-Prussian War of 1866 occurred. Otto van Bismarck expelled Austria from German affairs, resulting in an identity crisis for Austro-Germans who now included Freud (ibid., p. 6).

The turbulence of these formative years left Freud with a healthy contempt for the machinations of the ruling elite but also with a fear of proletarian crowds. This explains the ideological overlap between Freud’s theory of the crowd and that of Gustave Le Bon. It is also key to understanding him as the archetypal, sceptic, liberal cosmopolitan.
Ensconced within a petty bourgeois bubble

Freud, I would argue, was excruciatingly middle class. By this I mean that some people are born into the middle class, some ‘raise’ themselves up to it, and yet others ‘fall’ into the middle class. But Freud, it seems to me, arranged every aspect of his life methodically, in order to become both objectively and subjectively entrenched within the middle class. Once safely ensconced in it, he artificially separated his politics from his psychoanalytic doctrine in an effort to bolster psychoanalysis’s scientific respectability and to shield himself from potential political fallout. This manoeuvre was part of a knowing stratagem to sell his middle-class doctrine to the ruling class. But for Freud this campaign was not merely about short-term profit – he was building an empire to conquer our minds.

From time to time Freud would come out of his invisible political shell and make a pronouncement as reactionary as it was ill-informed:

[T]he psychological premises on which the system [socialism or communism] is based are an untenable illusion. In abolishing private property, we deprive the human love of aggression of one of its instruments, certainly a strong one, though certainly not the strongest.

(Freud [1930] 2015, p. 87)

In unguarded moments he displayed open contempt for the working class. Ehrenreich writes,

In a letter to his fiancée, Martha Bernays, [Freud] agreed with her that the behaviour of the lower-class revellers at the town fair in Wandsbeck was ‘neither pleasant nor edifying’, especially when compared to the more acceptable and bourgeois pleasures of ‘an hour’s chat nestling close to one’s love’ or ‘the reading of a book’.

(2008, p. 14)

He famously referred to psychoanalysts as a ‘handful of people’ whose work is restricted to the ‘well-to-do classes’ (Freud, quoted in Jacoby 1997, p. 126). In a sense this sales pitch has been an integral part of the success story of many pioneering psychologists: Jung sold his soul to the fascist faction of the German ruling class; Watson hustled for liberal US capitalism; Pavlov salivated for Bolsheviki capitalism; Sir Cyril Burt went beyond the call of duty to conjure up ‘data’ for the British ruling class’s (unwarranted) sense of superiority; Hans J. Eysenck lit up a ciggie after delightful coitus with the tobacco industry; and Martin Seligman kneeled in front of neo-liberal capitalism to make it ‘happy’!

Freud augmented his middle-class values with a penchant for cosmopolitanism. This cosmopolitanism can be seen in both the range of his places of domicile as well as the variety of scientific and literary sources he drew upon in bringing psychoanalysis to the attention of the world. Social class, which shaped everything Freud ever said or did, had to be concealed under a Harry Potter-like ‘invisibility cloak’ lest it was noticed by the passing ‘Snatchers’ and ‘Death Eaters’.
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Figure  1.1  Freud in Wikipedia



In one of the very few texts that directly deals with issues of class and psychoanalysis, Joanna Ryan reminds us that although the class status of patients is sometimes obliquely referred to in clinical descriptions, it is filtered out of theory and clinical interpretation (2017, p. 10). As Benjamin Brody concluded in an earlier study, ‘there is no indication in the psychoanalytic writings that Freud ever worked psychoanalytically with a lower-class patient’ (1976, p. 197). Eissler referred to one of Freud’s patients, Katherina, as ‘unquestionably [belonging] to the lower class’ (cited in Brody 1976, p. 196). However, closer examination reveals her to be the daughter of an innkeeper and probably a petty bourgeois.1

Part of living in a safe and shielded middle-class bubble is about attaining equilibrium,2 and part of it reflects a need to avoid reality. I find the manner in which Freud suppressed certain uncomfortable truths while ensconced in his bubble quite revealing. Parker informs us how ‘Freud deliberately avoided Nietzsche’s work, partly because of the very similarity of concepts between the two writers, and [partly because] he found the existence of competing views of the unconscious and the “It” … most discomforting’ (1997, p. 19).

Despite the protection of the bubble, Freud lived in turbulent times. It was not always possible to protect himself and his family from the brutal realities surrounding them. After all, he lived during the ascendant phase of capitalism when the growth of privately owned property was shattering the old traditions and long-established taboos. The preponderance of ‘hysterics’ in this era was, for instance, ‘the symptomatic fall-out from flourishing capitalism’ (Parker 1997, p. 23) in the same way that the contemporary mental health landscape is characterised by narcissism, eating and ‘borderline personality disorders’.

One of Freud’s most controversial works, Beyond the Pleasure Principle ([1920] 2010), postulated the death instinct within all of us (usually referred to as Thanatos). Death is a constant companion. As Richard Stevens explains:

[During the war] his own sons were called up and one had gone missing for several weeks. As a therapist, Freud had encountered the problem of soldiers suffering from shell shock and ‘war neurosis’. And, in January of the year in which the monograph was published, his daughter Sophie died of influenza.

(2008, p. 21)

His own heart complaint and obsession with death further convinced him of the actual existence of Thanatos. His friend and biographer Ernest Jones reports how Freud sometimes followed his goodbye by saying, ‘You might never see me again’ (1957, p. 301).

The suppression of class

Classical psychoanalysis played a significant role in suppressing class issues and turning working-class identity into a taboo subject, so much so that even today many people are reluctant to discuss class ‘personally and interpersonally’ (Ryan 2017, p. 12). The upper class find grandstanding about their ‘superiority’ counter-productive, the sandwiched class hope that by ignoring the issue it will somehow go away, and the working class (who constitute the bulk of the population) are socialised from an early age into viewing their ‘lower’ class position as a permanent sign of inferiority and shame.

One well-known example of denying class is the classic case of Wolf Man. He was, you probably will not need reminding, an aristocratic Russian with a ‘compulsive attraction to working class women’ (Ryan 2017, p. 43). Part of this attraction might have been personal and part of it cultural, since in Russia as in the rest of Europe the myth (or some say reality) of the concept of the droit du seigneur (aka ‘lord’s right’) lingered on. Aristocratic men felt entitled to possess and have sex with underlings. Yet here is Freud downplaying any significance of power disparity: ‘all the girls with whom he subsequently fell in love … were also servants, whose education and intelligence were necessarily inferior to his own’ (Freud, quoted in Ryan 2017, p. 43).

Freud rather naively dismisses the importance of class differences during childhood: ‘A child pays no regard to social distinctions, which have little meaning for him yet’ (Freud, quoted in Ryan 2017, p. 45). On the contrary, we know how astute children are in picking up on the minutest of power imbalances in their surroundings (ibid., p. 105). When he does acknowledge class, the focus is usually on the exaggerated notion of ‘class envy’. In ‘Family Romances’ he describes situations when the working-class child becomes envious of bourgeois privileges to such an extent that s/he daydreams about having parents of higher social standing (Freud, see Ryan 2017, p. 157).

A more mundane method of suppressing class is to make sure that psychology ignores extra-psychological factors of development. Freud’s analysis usually oscillated between two levels: the intra-psychology of the individual and the inter-psychology of small groups such as the family. In other words, Freud did dissolve some of the barriers between the private and the public, the individual and social, but only to some extent. Class and society were only referred to tangentially, if at all. A similar point is made by Fromm who argues that this is the reason why Freud never developed a fully fledged social psychology (1982, p. 60).

His oft-maligned concept of the Oedipus complex is also intertwined with class issues. Vološinov claims that by sexualising the family, Freud was making it harder for people to understand its true purpose:

The Oedipus complex is indeed a magnificent way of making the family unit ‘strange’. The father is not the entrepreneur, and the son is not his heir – the father is only the mother’s lover, and his son is his rival!

(1987, p. 91)

At a more interpersonal level, Freud’s memories, sexual fantasies and dreams about his working-class nurse (later identified as Monica Zajic) were instrumental in linking arousal and shame to the Oedipus complex. The fact that Zajic was written out of the account, not even identified by name, is for Ryan a clear example of ‘disavowal’, a defence mechanism usually defined as ‘rejecting the reality of a perception on account of its potentially traumatic associations’ (Penot 2005). Our rulers know that they preside over a reality without being its creators and they also are cognisant that it is the proletariat that generates all social wealth. The knowledge is pushed aside or ignored, since its implications are too severe to contemplate. This disavowal may also be related to Freud’s tendency to dismiss the huge contribution made through the expenditure of ‘emotional labour’ by wet nurses and carers in raising bourgeois children (Suchet 2007).

Disavowal is rapidly becoming the chief defence mechanism of our times. The dominance of disavowal is probably the chief reason why irony and the exposure of hypocrisy have lost their subversive edge. Sennet and Cobb ([1972] 1993) in their seminal work on social phenomenology show how disavowal operates within the working class by creating a split between the knowing self who understands the injustice being done to it by capitalism, and the sense of guilt, shame and self-blame that becomes introjected. This disavowal eats away at one’s ability to resist and fight back, and makes the working class vulnerable to the bourgeois gaze.

The bourgeois family is mostly treated by Freud as universal and permanent, and yet as Raymond Williams (1973) might have argued, Freud’s notion of a bourgeois family also contains ‘residual cultural artifacts’ from feudalism. The father, for instance, is at times portrayed as a lord protector and a knight all rolled into one. Given Freud’s adulation of all things modern, it is possible that he was also disavowing all the residual cultural artifacts in his own upbringing. Whether this supposition is true or not does not alter the real tension between feudal and capitalist components in his work. Perry Meisel puts it thus: ‘Feudalism and the unconscious are the scaffolding upon which capitalism and consciousness are respectively propped (2017, p. 21).

By disregarding both the cross-cultural traditional families abroad, as well as the proletarian families living all around him, fundamental errors crept into Freud’s thinking. One example is the importance that Freud attached to the ‘primal scene’ in which the child witnesses, and is supposedly traumatised by, the sexual intercourse of the parents. As Fromm correctly observes:

It is obvious that the significance of this experience is inflated by the fact that in the bourgeois family children and parents live in different rooms. Had Freud thought of the family life among the poorer classes of his time, where children lived in the same room with their parents and were witnesses to their intercourse routinely, this early experience would not have seemed so important to Freud.

(1982, p. 61)

 Ah, yes, the good old days when we did not need to be educated by internet pornography because entertainment came in the shape of mummy and daddy’s nocturnal shenanigans!
Is psychoanalysis even worthy of the working class?

It is important not to exaggerate Freud’s distaste for working-class culture. After all, he was no hateful bigot. In the early years of psychoanalysis, free clinics were established with Freud’s blessing in Berlin (1920) and Vienna (1922). These catered mainly to a working-class clientele. His empire might have had its headquarters in the middle class, but it planned to annex territory from the upper and working classes when opportunity presented itself. However, after World War II, the ‘notion that working-class people were not “analysable” gained widespread acceptance, confining them to physical and pharmacological treatments’ (Ryan 2017, p. 58). Hollingshead and Redlich found that

those in lower class positions were over-represented in treatment, and were more likely to enter treatment via referral by official agencies such as courts as opposed to choosing to enter treatment themselves. They were also more likely to have physical treatments such as shock therapy rather than organic treatments such as psychotherapy.

(Quoted in Holman 2017, p. 113)

While some may see this exclusion from the ‘pure gold of analysis’ (Freud [1919] 1955) as unjust, others no doubt will hail it as dodging a bullet. Leaving the question of efficacy aside for the moment, it is perfectly fair to ask if psychoanalysis is even capable of dealing with the complexities and harshness of working-class lives. To be working class is to exist in a space pre-structured for exploitation and oppression – a space where different forms of consciousness and unconsciousness engage each other in a dialectical vortex. The psychological plane of this space is constituted by both ‘neurotic’ and ‘psychotic’ tendencies (old terms that have fallen out of fashion). However, as Kovel reminds us:

[Despite] a major effort to widen the scope of psychoanalysis … by and large the treatment remains most clearly suited for neurotic problems, in contrast to psychoses or other kinds of severe impairments, such as alcoholism, where the person’s life is, practically speaking, out of control.

(1987, p. 118)

The problem is, for much of the time most working-class lives are precisely that: ‘out of control’! The everyday cycle of desperate trips to the post office to pay utility bills on time while avoiding the repo man, followed by dashes to pick up the children from school, and then to work to please the boss, leave us with little time for therapeutic reflection.

Most forms of psychotherapy espouse values such as individualism and self-sufficiency, whereas working-class survivability has traditionally depended on solidarity and group decision-making. This and the emphasis on bourgeois linguistic repertoires were the reasons for which Freud (1919) argued that the proletariat was not well suited to psychotherapy. When he did give his support for working-class psychoanalysis, it was a ‘watered-down version of psychoanalysis for the poor; a large-scale, state sponsored treatment involving direct suggestion and hypnosis’ (Holman 2017, p. 114). One can argue that these prejudices remain with us today. The recent UK-organised Improving Access to Psychological Therapies focuses on large-scale, short-term courses of cognitive behavioural therapy for the working class.
Capitalism’s ups and downs

It is reasonable to speculate that if Freud’s most productive intellectual years coincided with an era of capitalist assertiveness, his later work captured the decay and disillusionment of bourgeois culture. One world war and an impending second had shaken bourgeois faith in its own permanence, and Freud’s early optimism was giving way to something darker and less sanguine. The imperative to whinge and whine in psychoanalysis became so stark that one of his most persistent critics, Sebastiano Timpanaro, has argued that

with the exception of some inspired but fairly restricted conquests, psychoanalysis is neither a natural nor a human science, but a self-confession by the bourgeoisie of its own misery and perfidy, which blends the bitter insight and ideological blindness of a class in decline.

(1976, p. 224)

As Stephen Frosh has correctly argued, ‘this is not wrong but it is also not the whole story … psychoanalysis can be more than a portrayal of “a class in decline”’ (1987, p. 11).

Vološinov, an even more astute critic of psychoanalysis, goes further and suggests that psychoanalysis is motivated by an old motif: ‘A fear of history, a shift in orientation toward the values of the personal, private life, the primacy of the biological and the sexual in man’ (1987, p. 11). He traces psychoanalysis’s motif of ‘supreme power and wisdom of Nature’ to such phenomena as ‘epicureanism, stoicism, the literature of the Roman decadence … the skeptical ratiocination of the French aristocrats in the seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries’ (ibid.).

Timpanaro and Vološinov offer harsh judgements that even an ardent anti-Freudian such as myself would have difficulty accepting. Instead I would suggest that, despite its bourgeois heritage, many contributions of Freud and neo-Freudians remain tools waiting to be turned against the ruling class. To deny ourselves this rich treasure trove of ideas, concepts and imaginative speculations would be counterproductive.

Postpsychology’s attitude towards Freudianism is not a blanket rejection but an engagement that treats Freudianism as primarily a project in dire need of ‘translation’. This act of translation entails, on the one hand, the setting aside of those arcane concepts that are reactionary and time-conditioned (such as Freud’s ideas about character structure; his forays into biological determinism; his dream interpretations; and his patriarchal views of the family), and, on the other hand, the re-accentuation of lasting ideas that illuminate workers’ misery under capitalism (for instance, the concept of the unconscious; transference; narcissism, especially for our times group narcissism; and defence mechanisms). Fortunately, some of this translation work has already been carried out by various Marxist and anarchist neo-Freudians from within the Freudian empire.

Herbert Marcuse (1898–1979) provides us with a useful re-accentuation of Freud’s ‘reality principle’. Marcuse shows how the present-day reality principle has become a form of ‘performance principle’. This manoeuvre brings it closer to Marx’s notion of alienation:

The performance principle, which is that of an acquisitive and antagonistic society in the process of constant expansion, presupposes a long development during which domination has been increasingly rationalized: control over social labor now reproduces society on a large scale and under improving conditions.

(Marcuse 1955, p. 45)

This performance may be imposed by the apparatus of domination, but it also requires voluntary acquiescence with the apparatus.

Having offered this useful translation work, Marcuse then overplays his hand by asserting that the performance reality (the maximisation of competition and production) has created the preconditions of a non-repressive form of life: ‘The very progress of civilization under the performance principle has attained a level of productivity at which the social demands upon instinctual energy to be spent in alienated labor could be considerably reduced’ (Marcuse 1955, p. 129). He is implying here that the ‘affluent society’ has co-opted the proletariat and that the class struggle is passé. A convincing counter-argument to Marcuse’s exaggerated claims for capitalism can be found in Paul Mattick (1972). Mattick shows convincingly that the capitalist crisis is ongoing and that the need for revolution is as real as ever.
Wet-panning Freud

Sometimes we need to go further than mere translation and indulge in what gold prospectors refer to as ‘wet panning’. Erich Fromm (1900–1980) has provided us with an excellent account of how we can scoop into a pan some alluvial Freudian deposits, gently agitate them in (Marxist) water to make the gold nuggets sink to the bottom, and throw away the black sand. One example of this black sand that needs to be decanted is Freud’s bourgeois materialism. Under the influence of Germans such as Karl Christoph Vogt (1817–1895), Jacob Moleschott (1822–1893) and Ernst Wilhelm Ritter von Brücke (1819–1892), he refused to ‘conceive that there could be strong psychical powers whose specific physiological roots could not be demonstrated’ (Fromm 1982, p. 5). Their epistemological influence on Freud notwithstanding these half-forgotten bourgeois materialists are interesting due to Marx’s criticisms of them. Marx took Vogt to task in Herr Vogt (1860) for both his politics (a bourgeois democrat who gravitated towards ‘Napoleon the Little’) and his brand of materialism. All three were criticised by Engels for flip-flopping between a pre-Darwinian over-emphasis on natural co-operation to a post-Darwinian belief in struggle for existence everywhere (Engels 1875). Bourgeois materialism is the black sand that needs to be separated from whatever gold is left in the pan.

Another Freudian concept in dire need of ‘wet panning’ is the unconscious. Vološinov has offered us a neat method of rescuing something worthwhile while discarding the black sand. According to Vološinov (1987, pp. 30–31), there are three periods in the history of its development:

	The ‘Freud-Breuer period’, approximately the years 1890–1897, and exemplified by Studies in Hysteria (Freud and Breuer [1885] 2004). The women studied in this book are victims of sexually repressed family situations. But instead of holding these patriarchal institutions to account, Freud blames the women themselves (Brown 1974, p. 60). During this period Freud’s concept of the unconscious was closely influenced by French psychiatrists and psychologists Charcot, Liébault, Bernheim and Janet. A demonstration of hypnosis by Bernheim in particular seems to have made an impression (ibid., p. 32). On the basis of hypnosis and clinical studies, Freud and Breuer worked out what was called the ‘cathartic method of treating hysteria’. Freud still treated the unconscious as an ‘incidental phenomenon in the human psyche’ at this stage.

	The positivist period, approximately the years 1897–1914. Vološinov writes, ‘Now, in the second period, the unconscious becomes an essential and extremely vital component of the psychical apparatus of every single human being’ (1987, p. 35). Moreover, it becomes ‘a productive source of psychical forces and energies for all domains of cultural creativity, especially for art’ (ibid.).

	The metaphysical period, 1914–1939. During this period the concept of the unconscious ‘has begun to approach the metaphysical doctrines of Schopenhauer and Hartmann. General issues of Weltanschauung now begin to take precedence over particular, specialized problems’ (Vološinov 1987, p. 31, emphasis in the original).


The point, of course, is not to agree with the exact classification offered by Vološinov but to see that every seminal concept in Freudianism is dynamic in terms of the individual human psyche, and also in terms of the concept’s historical development. What Freud meant by the ‘unconscious’ in 1885 is not the same as his use of the term in 1939. Second, and just as importantly, I suggest that perhaps we need to restrict the unconscious as a concept to the first and, at most, the second period cited above. Most unwarranted flights of fantasy seem to emerge when the unconscious crosses the threshold of the metaphysical period, and becomes an all-embracing ‘revelation’. Wet panning is a useful technique for saving the nuggets of wisdom Freud has to offer.
Sex ed: Freud or Stormy Daniels?

One of Freud’s chief personal contradictions is also a very vivid reflection of unresolved contradictions within capitalism: his attitude towards sex. On the one hand, he sometimes referred quite disparagingly to sexuality as ‘the common animal need of mankind’ (Freud [1910] 1957, p. 101); on the other hand, he seemed to both his contemporaries and to his followers today to be obsessed with all matters sexual.

Freud’s grounding in physiology provides us with a clue to solving the riddle. As Fromm reminds us sexuality was one of just a few fields where the connection between the physiological and psychical was understood by the science of his era. Whenever Freud felt intellectually insecure or confused, he would make a fast getaway towards the terrain of sexual biology. It was his ‘get out of jail card’.

Here an important point about Freud needs to be underlined. His physiological psychology is reductionist in the sense that he yielded unwarranted powers of interpretation to the physiology of the individual. This reductionism was aimed at controlling sexuality. For Freud, this was key. Control and rationally utilise sexual urges, and capitalism will prosper. Lose control, and libidinal chaos will engulf us all. The parallels with another controlling doctrine, Weber’s ‘Protestant work ethic’, are self-evident. At the heart of both doctrines we find the concepts of self-control and accumulation. It took future generations of psychoanalysts to realise that out-of-control sexual urges can also be harnessed for capitalist profitability. It took Stormy Daniels to complete Freud!

In addition to his mistaken views on sex, it is also valid to point out that by promoting a form of structuralism, he was producing a disempowered subject, one that was being watched over, ‘like a garrison in a conquered city’ (Freud [1930] 2015, p. 71). However, and this is what raises Freud above the usual advocates of psycho-biological structuralism, his model was over-saturated with complexity. Fromm goes so far as to claim that

Freud never simplified, he complicated and overcomplicated to the point that, once in the middle of his interpretations, one almost feels in a labyrinth. Freud’s method of thinking led one to discover that a phenomenon means what it seems to mean, but that it also may express its negation. He discovered that every emphasis on love could hide suppressed hate, that insecurity could be covered up by arrogance, fear by aggressiveness, etcetera.

(1982, pp. 19–20)

This may well be the secret to the longevity of psychoanalysis: Freud succeeded in building an over-saturated structuralist model with enough variety and nuance to also appeal to post-structuralists, thus extending the sell-by date of his doctrine.


Freud and neuropsychology

Psychoanalysis is able to expose the rosy picture painted by rationalists and pragmatics as a forgery. This explains why Freud remains pivotal in psychological debates, not just among neo-Freudians (who acknowledge him openly) or humanists and behaviourists (who acknowledge while marginalising him), but also in recent neuropsychological research.

Neuropsychology inherently gravitates towards the eighteenth-century bourgeois materialism that privileges ‘matter’ (usually reduced to brain activity) over ‘mind’. However, the best neuropsychologists instinctively recognise this as an ontological error. In The Man Who Mistook His Wife for a Hat (1985), Oliver Sacks augments his fascinating neurological case studies with either phenomenology, discursive psychology or psychoanalysis, thus turning case studies into narratives. He points out that we have two ‘universes of discourse’; the physical and quantitative on the one hand, and the phenomenal or qualitative on the other (Sacks 1985, p. 135). Neglect of either of these discourses leads to reductionism. The recommendation which follows is simple: ‘we must deepen a case history to a narrative or tale: only then do we have a “why” as well as a “what”, a real person, a patient, in relation to disease – in relation to the physical’ (ibid., p. x).

In this instance Sacks was influenced by Luria’s notion of a ‘romantic science’, an approach that brings together the scientific and the romantic; at the intersection of fact and fable (1985, p. xi). But Sacks is very clear that before Luria, Leontiev and Anokhin attempted to bridge this gap, it was Freud who advocated ‘the science of brain/mind’ (ibid., p. 4). This synthesis is essential if neuropsychology is to overcome its abstract and mechanical presumptions as seen in the classical neurology of figures such as John Hughlings Jackson (1835–1911), who interpreted the brain as merely a machine and not a component of personal judgement at the same time (ibid., p. 21).

Certain Freudian concepts are utilised throughout The Man Who Mistook His Wife for a Hat to turn Sacks’ case studies into genuine narratives. One illustration should suffice. In Chapter 15, Sacks presents the tale of Mrs O’C who, following temporal lobe seizures, was experiencing musical ‘reminiscences’ in the form of Irish songs from her youth. Sacks’ narrative fuses the physical Jacksonian side of her reminiscence with the personal Freudian anamnesis:

Mrs O’C found [her seizures] refreshment to the spirit. They gave her a sense of psychological grounding and reality, the elemental sense which she had lost, in her long decades of cut-offness and ‘exile’, that she had had a real childhood and home, that she had been mothered and loved and cared-for.

(1985, p. 152, emphasis in the original)

Sacks concludes from this case study that the most trivial and random Freudian free association ‘may turn out to have an unexpected depth and resonance’, but only if a case study can be turned into a narrative (ibid., p. 148).

The great challenge, of course, will be to fuse neuropsychology and critical psychology in such a way that the resultant perspective becomes capable of adding to our understanding of not only ‘organic’ problems (such as Huntington’s disease, Korsakoff’s syndrome, senile dementia, syphilis, etc.), but also ‘functional disorders’ (such as schizophrenia, depression, personality disorders, eating disorders, etc.). To reiterate, I am not suggesting that ‘functional disorders’ have biological causations, but I am pleading for a more serious consideration of biology when critical psychologists provide an account of human behaviour. I will elaborate on this theme in Chapter 18 when discussing Luria.
Going beyond Freud

One way of overcoming Freud’s limitations is to take his ideas out of the office and into the real world of socio-economics. Winslow has demonstrated the close resemblance between Freud’s ideas about money and John Maynard Keynes’ account of capitalist motivation. Keynes had studied Freud thoroughly and regarded him as ‘one of the great disturbing, innovating geniuses of our age’ (Keynes, quoted in Winslow 1986, p. 550). As Keynes abandoned his belief in the ‘rational economic man’, he drew even closer to psychoanalytic thinking, in order to come to grips with the ‘insane and irrational springs of wickedness in most men’ (ibid., p. 576). Keynes’s account of the ‘animal spirits’ of capitalism is indebted to a Freudian explanation of the love of money and the pursuit of power. When Keynes wrote about the ‘cruelty’ of capitalists he was inspired by Freud’s analysis of the ‘anal-sadistic character’.

No one has written about this psycho-economic nexus more persuasively than Joel Kovel. His seminal The Age of Desire (1981) is a masterpiece of synthesis, combining the insights of Freud with the rigour of Marx. Frankly, it is as good as Freudo-Marxism can get without distorting the kernel of both Freud and Marx. In line with most of the thinkers I have relied on thus far, Kovel is also an admirer of history: ‘The effort to locate the object of psychology within a person’s so-called mind must be seen as a particularly strategic attempt to obscure participation in history’ (1981, p.33).

One of the semi-fictive case studies described by Kovel has parallels with Winslow’s attempt to fuse Freud and Keynes. In Chapter 4 of The Age of Desire, Kovel describes Curtis, a successful executive who ‘considers his work a kind of disease or intoxication’ (1981, p. 37). He is a very well-paid workaholic, with a yearning for his deceased father that is rooted in unresolved infantile conflicts. Although Curtis cannot enjoy commodities, ‘he was fiendishly interested in money for its own sake’ (ibid., p. 43). But Kovel gradually comes to the conclusion that Curtis’s relationship with his father is not the root of his alienation. It is capitalist society that is the main culprit. At this point, Marx becomes indispensable for Kovel’s analysis.

Postpsychology would have little or no qualms with Kovel’s views on psychotherapy. He argues, quite correctly, that more and more health workers (including lower- and middle-rank psychiatrists) are becoming proletarianised ‘and [capitalism’s crisis] forces them into alliances, however uneasy, with those for whom they are supposed to care’ (1981, p. 252). It is also useful to emphasise that

there is no essential contradiction between being with a patient on an individual level, and organizing with fellow workers and clients against the oppressive features of the state. Indeed, the two praxes can enrich each other, for they are both movements towards universality, albeit by different routes.

(Ibid.)

If psychotherapy is not to succumb to the capitalist imperatives of profit and command then it must allow itself to be fertilised by the desire lurking behind ‘madness’ (ibid., p. 253). Desire is a key concept for Kovel. It ‘exists within and is transformed by every historical situation’ (ibid., p. 69). For Kovel, psychoanalysis is the discourse of desire. Capitalism ‘has alienated desire itself, has twisted it about, and made it spectral and monstrous. And when desire became enough of a historical problem, psychoanalysis was created to deal with it’ (ibid., p. 72). Desire is not just intra-psychological but is also intersubjective, capable of being experienced collectively – in the process of a class emancipating itself from bondage, say.

‘Psychotherapy’, in Kovel’s view, ‘must be measured not simply by the care it offers but by its attitude toward desire. The patient brings an alienated desire to the therapist, who is given the privilege of deciding what to do with it’ (1981, p. 253). Kovel’s language is a little dated but the aim is as laudable now as it was then.

Another way of going beyond Freud is to unearth all those analysts who were deliberately excluded from the official history of psychoanalysis. One such figure is Otto Gross (1877–1920), who is caricatured in David Cronenberg’s 2011 movie, A Dangerous Method, but ably brought to life in Heuer’s 2017 biography of him. Gross was an anarchist and the first psychoanalyst to interpret Freudianism radically. As I wrote in a review of the book,

At a time when most psychoanalysts restricted investigation to the intra-psychological plane of existence, Gross deliberately expanded the purview to include the inter- and extra-psychological dimensions as well. Like Reich and Fromm after him, Gross was determined to narrate a multi-faceted story. In theoretical terms, Gross strove to overcome the ‘will to power’ with the ‘will to relating’. In practice this meant a more egalitarian therapeutic alliance and experiments with group therapy years before Bion formulated his ideas.

(Fozooni 2017c)

Gross found inspiration not in Marx but in Kropotkin. He began ‘his short career partially influenced by a “biomedical” paradigm. During this phase he was keen to achieve a linkage between Freud’s psychoanalytic theory and Kraepelin’s psychiatric concepts’ (Heuer 2017, p. 47). Gradually he garnered more social and psychological ideas until the biomedical paradigm transformed into a ‘biopsychosocial’ one. Later still, he broke with the positivist and mechanical presuppositions of the biopsychosocial approach and embraced ‘an artistic and increasingly radically psycho-political orientation’ (Fozooni 2017c).

In his biography of Gross,

Heuer claims a number of firsts on behalf of Gross: it was Gross who first suggested that the ‘personal is political’ (Heuer 2017, p.
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