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35 Psychoanalysis in a Troubled World

DOI: 10.4324/9780429483103-1


Psychoanalysis is under attack from various sides. As hedonistic—as puritanical. As mystical and unscientific—as hyperrational. As revolutionary—as old-fashioned and tradition-bound. As right-reactionary—as left-communistic. Such accusations may often seem justified, since psychoanalysis observes man from various sides and on different levels, uncovers many layers of human passion, explains—and while explaining removes—diverse inhibitions of human activity. Hence, one can always accuse psychoanalysis of having disregarded a dialectically opposite psychological finding or explanation with regard to each of the empirical discoveries it claims to have made, and with regard to each of the theoretical explanations it holds to be true. If analysis is put to the test in this way, the task of the would-be attacker is facilitated, while the task of the defender remains difficult indeed. The indictment is simple and concrete; the defense has to rest on the laborious study and slow integration of all the many psychological insights that psychoanalysis has provided—including the acknowledged incompleteness of this science and its capacity to grow.


Based on an address given to a broad audience of students, professionals, and nonprofessionals on October 7, 1970, at the Free University in Berlin, Germany, on the occasion of the celebration of the Fiftieth Anniversary of the Berlin Psychoanalytic Institute (Karl-Abraham Institut).
This address appeared in The Annual of Psychoanalysis (1973), 1:3-25. New York: Quadrangle.
Although I must take responsibility for this English version of my originally German-language address, I am glad to express my indebtedness to Dr. Ernest S. Wolf, who quickly and skillfully prepared a draft of an English translation which I then took as the basis for my own efforts.


The analyst is on the whole not greatly upset by the aforementioned attacks, which frequently strike him as biased and pedantic; and he will tend to be philosophical about the fact that he cannot convince all the various insufficiently informed detractors of psychoanalysis of the value, the significance, the importance of this science. Still, much as the analyst may be able to discount a great number of these generally ill-intentioned and often flimsy criticisms, the problem of the worthwhileness of analysis in today’s world, which is pondered by many a serious-minded and responsible observer both inside and outside the field of analysis, must not be lightly brushed aside. It is in fact fully understandable that the question should be raised whether the detailed and intensive investigation of the inner life of man can still be considered as having sufficient relevance to our deeply troubled times—and there exist indeed a number of weighty arguments that could be marshaled in support of a negative verdict.

We are living in a time of great changes. Whole populations must regroup themselves rapidly in accordance with new guidelines of communal organization. Everywhere is the individual suddenly faced with the task of aiming toward newly defined goals and meanings, of grasping new values and of making them his own, of quickly adapting to a new societal order. Such tasks arise not only in territories where a social revolution has prevailed, where a new state has been founded, or where the basic form of government has been altered, but also within those nations—the United States, for example—whose structure appears on the whole to have remained unchanged. One need call to mind only the rapid emancipation of the American Negro and his impetuous tendency to use militant means; or the rapid Americanization of new ethnic groups who, contrary to the traditions of the nation, wave the flag of amoral patriotism, who impatiently push aside all questions concerning the justice of the actions of the state, and who—contrary to historically established ideals—level their self-righteous intolerance against the man who will not disregard his moral scruples. Everywhere, new thoughts have to be thought and new plans for action devised if effective participation in the new world is to be accomplished. And everywhere are dying the Zhivagos who are incapable of adapting to the new conditions without the loss of the core of their life-sustaining traditions and ideals.

And how does depth psychology pass muster when it is evaluated against the background of the contemporary situation? Pretty badly—at least if one is satisfied with only scanning its broad outlines rather than undertaking a careful scrutiny of the actual and the potential significance of its functions.

The investigations of depth psychology must in the main be undertaken in the setting of the therapeutic situation. The patient comes to his analyst four, five, or even six times during the week, and for nearly an hour he is encouraged to talk freely about everything that goes through his head, apparently at random. The analyst, employing the skills acquired in many years of arduous professional training, listens with empathic attention to these seemingly disjointed communications; and, whenever it is appropriate, he communicates to his patient the insight he may have acquired. This process may go on for years, and if everything goes well, which luckily occurs with increasing frequency, then all this great effort will indeed lead to the deep-going improvement of a single human fate, to the new, undreamed-of psychic integration of a person who has made peace with his past, has won respect for himself, and who looks to the future with independent strength and initiative. “Well and good,” it may be said, “but is all this effort worth it? All these hundreds and hundreds of hours of work, for a single individual? Is not such effort wastefulness, immoral luxury, in a time when uncounted numbers of people are struggling and suffering, and when millions perish?”

I do not wish to involve myself here in a circumstantial and petty defense of therapeutic analysis. I could stress that the assistance analysis provides is often to the benefit of very valuable individuals. Statistically it has been demonstrated — a fact of which every analyst has been aware without the aid of polls—that we do not treat the idle rich, as is often asserted, but that, in general, we help the educated and potentially creative to liberate their energies from sterile internal entanglement and thus make them available for tasks of social importance. I could also argue that each resolution of a deeply grounded psychic disturbance of an individual father or mother may benefit a whole series of generations — an analogy to (and a reversal of) the biblical punishment leveled against the children and children’s children of the sinner. Of the truth of these assertions I have no doubt. But I do not believe that they, by themselves, constitute a satisfactory justification for all the time-consuming and cumbersome effort that the therapeutic endeavors of depth psychology require.

If we wish to affirm that this effort is indeed worthwhile, then we must demonstrate that its therapeutic and scientific goals carry a significance that transcends the fate of the single person and the knowledge obtained about the psychology of the individual. We must show, in other words, that psycho-analysis makes a contribution to the activation of wholesome social, cultural, and historical effects, which may influence the future of not only a handful of individuals but of large groups, whole layers of society, and—yes!—even of mankind as a whole.

W. H. Auden (1945, p. 166) may have had something similar in mind when he wrote, in 1940, one year after Freud’s death, the following beautiful lines in his poem “In Memory of Sigmund Freud”:


To us he is no more a person
Now, but a whole climate of opinion
Under whom we conduct our differing lives.1




1 Reprinted with permission of the publisher, Random House, Inc.


Yes, few will doubt that Freud’s work has exerted a significant influence on the conduct of life, on the Weltan-schauung of modern man. Still, there are a number of possible objections to the assertion Auden presents to us so impressively. It could be said that it was man’s outlook on the world that changed first, and that psychoanalysis and Freud’s discoveries were the result, not a cause, of the new cultural attitude. (One could, of course, make the same claim with regard to Copernicus or Darwin. How is one to decide about such an issue?) Or one could take the stand that the influence of great men and of their discoveries and actions should not be overestimated. (One is reminded, in this context, of Tolstoy’s opinion that even as important a figure as Napoleon was not the initiator of the events generally considered to have resulted from his actions, but that, on the contrary, he was just passively carried along by the currents of history.) True enough, terms such as “libido,” “the unconscious,” and “Oedipus complex” are widely used today; and people are usually ready to admit that a person’s unknown thoughts and feelings may be “projected” onto others and that our parapraxes—the slips of memory, tongue, and hand —reveal our hidden intentions. And the artists, poets, dramatists — they know all this only too well. The modern psychological drama and film are frequently saturated with Freudian discoveries and insights and use them not rarely in an all too obvious, inartistically intentional manner. Is that the “whole climate of opinion” of which Auden speaks? “Easy come, easy go!” one thinks. And one calls to mind the ebb and flow of fashions: one day they seem to dominate the world, but next day they are gone as if they had never been around.

To be sure, the influence of psychoanalytic thought has maintained itself for some time now in the Western world; it appears to be more a persisting cultural style than a quickly passing fashion. But one is inclined to remember the old saying "plus ça change, plus c’est la même chose.” Every Tom, Dick, and Harry is using a few words of the psychoanalytic vocabulary, and they may have become superficially acquainted with a few new concepts. Some people have even learned to play analytic parlor games; that is, they permit themselves the ill-mannered license of subjecting the actions and the personality of their acquaintances to (generally malicious) explanations they consider to be psychoanalytic interpretations. In essence, however, they have remained untouched.

The foregoing comments are only of peripheral importance, for it is by no means my intention to claim that analysis and its insights have already exerted a deep and genuine influence on the present generation. What I do wish to express is the hope that the influence of analysis will indeed be brought to bear broadly on future generations and—what is of at least equal importance — that analysis as an important civilizing force will become actively engaged in man’s battle for his biological and spiritual survival. The goal of my presentation is therefore, generally speaking, a moral one.

But first a practical and technical question: is psychoanalysis indeed able to influence society? In other words — leaving aside for a moment the much more important uncertainty whether the broader application of the insights of analysis would have beneficial results—do we have the means for an effective penetration of analytic insights into society, and is there any likelihood that analysis could ever influence the actions of large groups?

It may appear at this point that my inquiry leads into unrealistic directions. Is it necessary to demand such large effects from the professional activity of a small group of psychotherapists? Is it not enough for analysts to concentrate on their therapeutic work and to be satisfied with the appropriately circumscribed results of these therapeutic activities? Is it not a sign of insecurity when a small professional group becomes restless, begins to put on airs, and agonizes ostentatiously about the question whether it could and should influence the future of mankind?

Yes and no. I have complete sympathy for those of my colleagues who, in quiet restraint, want to focus their whole attention on the concrete problems of their therapeutic activity without spending sleepless nights over the course that mankind is taking. But I think that it also is justifiable to adopt a more comprehensive point of view. I know, of course, how tempting it is to exaggerate the importance of the small events of our workaday life and to see them in a broad historical perspective. But what I wish to affirm appears to me to be a concrete and by no means exaggerated claim, namely, that psychoanalysis — as a form of psychotherapy and as a branch of investigative science —is potentially a cultural factor of considerable importance.

Here I would point out that some of the most decisive events in history—events that ultimately came to exert a profound influence on the actions and thoughts of mankind — appeared to be small in scale and insignificant when evaluated within the framework of their original historical setting. The inconspicuous events, for example, that may have formed the historical basis of the story of the Gospels had reverberations (in the development of culture, in the shaping of morality, in the whole history of Western man) that would seem to be of incomprehensible magnitude if measured against the scale of their tiny beginnings. Clearly, it was the power of a set of ideas that prevailed here so decisively — not the weight of the bigger battalions, not, at least not in the beginning, the trumpet call of a mighty propaganda apparatus. The apparently simple and circumscribed recognition that the earth is not the center of the universe has not only revolutionized the thinking of all generations of scientists since Copernicus, it also exerted a considerable influence on cultural and historical development in areas that lie outside of the province of science (in the areas of art and literature, for example, and perhaps even in the area of political activity). Darwin’s theory of the origin of species had consequences far transcending its original field of application. Out of Darwin’s revolutionary approach to a sector of biology grew both a new fundamental ordering principle valid within the total biological realm and a broad new outlook on the world. Darwin’s theory of the developmental transience of biological phenomena, by introducing a scientific relativism to the field that stands in sharp contrast to the preceding absolutism of man’s grasp of these phenomena (exemplified by the biblical story of creation), altered man’s whole outlook, from the realm of physics to that of psychology.

But why the emphasis on the banal truth that small causes may lead to large effects? Because the preceding examples can teach us the important lesson that these so-called small beginnings were small only in appearance. Their greatness remains unrecognized as long as we insist on measuring them with yardsticks and weighing them on scales that are not designed to gauge the scope of their intrinsic energy or to respond to their potential impact. One cannot determine the power of a hydrogen bomb by weighing it as if it were a stone.

There are some fields, of course, in which we are willing to treat even inconspicuous activities with respect. We do not expect a researcher who attempts to identify a new virus to be concerned only with large epidemics; we gladly allow him to spend his working days in the laboratory with his test tubes, culture media, and filters. He receives both our moral and financial support. The work of the scientist and teacher in the field of depth psychology, however, finds little public appreciation, and he will hardly be able to obtain adequate public assistance for the research he pursues in the small arena of his consulting room. The day will come, I think, when people will shake their heads in disbelief about this short-sightedness of our society.

The analyst’s attention is focused on small-scale activities, and his psychological inquiry concerns apparent trifles, which seem to be far away from the events that are shaping our world. The assertion, however, that these facts speak against the importance of psychoanalytic investigation would be just as unwarranted as the conclusion that the small size of the virus or the atom negates the importance of virological or atomic research.

A short time ago a young patient reported to me that on the preceding day he had become involved in an ugly argument with a neighbor, an elderly man, who had refused him the temporary use of his driveway. Through careful psychological scrutiny of the incident, we ascertained that the apparent unfriendliness of the response of the usually friendly neighbor had not been, as the patient had thought, a reaction to his request in itself, but had been elicited by the provocative way in which he had made it. I remembered, and I reminded the patient, that a similar event had taken place once before. At that time the patient had started a serious quarrel because he had felt crowded by a man who sat next to him in a busy restaurant. I was able to demonstrate to my patient that at that time, just as now, his actions had been unnecessarily provocative and that he had left the other man no choice but to react with aggression to his own aggressivity.

I don’t want to burden this presentation with a description of the details of an analysis. But I must mention briefly that both events occurred shortly before my leaving for a journey; that the patient, who had become fond of me, felt himself excluded when I told him that I would go away; that he became enraged about the inconsiderateness with which he felt treated by me; and that all these events repeated a devastating trauma of his childhood, when his beloved and admired father suddenly left the family and thus abandoned the patient.

I did not report this clinical episode in order to make propaganda for the correctness of the theories of psychoanalysis or for the usefulness of its methods; nor in order to demonstrate that in an analysis the key conflicts of a person’s life are reactivated and thus become available for a new attempt to solve them. I adduced the clinical vignette in order to suggest that certain insights obtained in the analytic situation may help us understand human behavior in the broad social arena. My patient’s request to use the neighbor’s driveway and his wish that the other restaurant guest should move away from him were not unreasonable, and a small shift in the way he made his demands would have led in both instances to friendly compliance and would not have brought about the ugly confrontation which in fact ensued. Are such considerations without significance with regard to the understanding of the events that determine whether there will be war or peace among nations? Are we really unable to learn anything that illuminates the behavior of large groups from the careful study of the inner life of the individual? Or might we not by this road obtain insights that would allow us to cope in new ways—without having to resort to force and terror and killing—with those reality situations (social injustice, for example, or national insecurity) which up to now have been considered to be the all-important causes of the conflicts of world history?

Psychoanalysis assumes that the existence of a tendency to kill is deeply rooted in man’s biological make-up and stems from his animal past. The omnipresent aggressive drive must be taken into account if we are not to yield to the lures of a shallow and misleading optimism which claims that man’s pugnacity could be easily abolished if only his needs were satisfied. But analysts are also fully aware of the fact that certain external circumstances—e.g., those which bring about emotional and material deprivations — will arouse man’s anger and may lead him to engage in aggressive actions. The influence of the environment on the propensity toward hostile behavior is, therefore, crucial; and the relevant external factors must be investigated thoroughly, whether we are trying to understand the aggressive reactions of the individual patient (in response to the fault-finding and belittling behavior of the marital partner, for example), or those of social groups (in response to discrimination or maltreatment), or, in the arena of world politics, those of nations and large populations (for instance, in response to territorial and mercantile injustices).

I am well aware of the danger of one-sidedness and of the loss of a balanced scientific perspective. This danger becomes especially great in areas where multiple factors are involved in the production of the phenomena we are striving to explain. Under such circumstances it is tempting to lift one set of factors from the whole intricate pattern of causes, to declare that it is primary and fundamental, and to assign a mere secondary and subsidiary role to other influences.

The depth psychologist, for example, who day in and day out observes the manifestations of the enormous power of unconscious motivations, will naturally be inclined to look upon unconscious psychic factors as the decisive, essential — i.e., as the only valid—forces in the life of individuals and of groups. The psychoanalyst must resist this temptation to espouse a naïve attitude of biased one-sidedness; he must not overrate the explanatory power of the insights of depth psychology. The analyst’s insights about the role played by the unconscious forces in the depth of the personality do not, in fact, constitute a complete explanation of the behavior of either the individual or the group.

Still, there are of course many instances when psychoanalysis can make a person aware of previously unconscious motivations, thus increasing the control he is then able to exert over his behavior. Minute as the increment of understanding often appears to be, suddenly—and surprisingly! — a hitherto unbreakable deadlock may become loosened: the patient’s attitude becomes more tolerant; his previously provacative behavior becomes transformed into relaxed strength and moral firmness; his aggressions begin to serve constructive aims. Can there be any doubt about the appropriateness of a judicious application of insights such as these to the understanding of the events of history? And might we not expect that an increased grasp of the causal role played by depth-psychological factors will lead us also to greater control over our historical destiny?

“Could be!” it may well be said, “but are these not just empty speculations?” The bacteriologist, the virologist, with whose small-scale research in the laboratory I compared the analytical work with individual patients, have demonstrated, after all, that their efforts lead to far-reaching benefits for mankind. Where are the analogous results of analysis? It may be true that the individual patient benefits from the research that has steadily increased the body of psychoanalytic knowledge and the technical skill of the practicing analyst. And we can perhaps also say that as a result of our persevering investigations we are now able to undertake the successful treatment of psychological illnesses that had formerly been therapeutically as unapproachable as was diabetes before the introduction of insulin. Still, analytic research has up to now given us no therapeutic techniques corresponding to the powerful therapeutic agents discovered through biological research; and, above all, it has not provided anything yet that could be made available to the population at large—nothing, for example, that comes near to equaling the brilliant successes bacteriological or virological research achieved in its fight against the great epidemic scourges of mankind.

I shall again resist the temptation of losing myself in narrow argumentation. It could, of course, be stated that the psychological knowledge slowly being accumulated as the result of work performed in the laboratory of psychoanalytic treatment is also becoming increasingly useful in the broader arena of general psychotherapy. I am thinking here, in particular, of those forms of psychotherapy which set themselves circumscribed and limited goals. The expenditure of time for patient and therapist is here significantly less than in analysis—yet, as in psychoanalysis, the therapeutic work is focused on the individual. With the possible exception of the crudest application of suggestion or of that type of psychological coercion (“conditioning”) by which the patient is drilled to behave normally, there exists hardly any form of psychotherapy that does not owe a significant debt to the expanding scientific insights of psychoanalysis—whether this debt is acknowledged or repudiated.

Although claims such as these no doubt sound impressive, I must admit that the adoption and utilization of the findings of psychoanalysis by other forms of psychotherapy do not always lead to favorable results. The particular therapeutic procedure analysis employs is correlated to a specific conceptual framework and forms an integral part of the analytic situation itself. It is therefore not easy to achieve a viable transplant when the technique of psychoanalysis is employed in other therapeutic settings.

Certain forms of psychotherapeutic counseling, for example, which enjoy at present a not inconsiderable popularity, restrict their technique in the main to letting the patient say everything that occurs to him. The counselor’s passive attitude seems to be similar to the analyst’s attitude of expectant silence: he listens, and either says nothing or merely repeats what the patient has just said himself. But while the analyst employs his method for a specific purpose — he listens in order to understand and then explain, thus enabling the patient to enlarge his knowledge of himself—for the counselor, the method of free association appears to have become an end in itself. But when this use of free association is extolled as being superior to psychoanalysis, then the analyst cannot refrain from shaking his head in amazement. He understands, of course, how, in certain instances, temporary improvements are quickly brought about in this way. If we consider a patient, for example, who as a child had not been able to feel certain of the attention of the important adults in his environment and who never acquired a secure sense of his own worthwhileness and acceptability because he had been criticized too much and lectured at too frequently, it is evident that for such a patient simply the devoted attentiveness on the part of a therapist can be a beautiful and wholesome experience. But among the countless variations in psychological disturbances and human needs, such a constellation represents only one specific kind of problem. It is not a rarity; but it is hardly the form of psychopathology that a therapist is most frequently asked to treat.

Therapeutic benefits such as these remind me of an amusing incident that occurred during the early years of the war. I had an old alarm clock which one day refused to work and just stopped running. As a result of the conversion of industry to the production of armaments, no new clocks were obtainable. Yet nobody was willing to accept my old, cheap, nonelectric one for repair. One day I happened to pass by a small hardware store which had a sign in the window advertising the repair of alarm clocks. The owner accepted my clock without hesitation and told me to pick it up the next day. The price, he said, would be two dollars—not exorbitant, I thought, in view of the circumstances. The following day I did indeed receive my clock, which was now ticking again normally, and I happily paid my two dollars. But I was curious, of course, and I asked the shopkeeper to explain how he alone had been able to see his way clear to take on this repair and to carry it out successfully. With disarming frankness he replied that he knew next to nothing about watch repairs, let alone about the repair of alarm clocks, but that it had occurred to him one day that many of these old clocks had simply collected dust and grime in their wheels for too long and needed nothing more than some cleaning and a little oil. He decided to accept some clocks for repair, and put their movements into an oil bath overnight. If that simple process did the trick, he asked for the agreed payment. If it did not, he explained to his customer that, unfortunately, even he was not able to repair the clock; he then returned the clock to the owner and of course demanded no payment. There is no need to spell out the analogy between the so-called watchmaker and the practitioners of certain kinds of psychotherapy—except, I think, that my so-called watchmaker had a higher percentage of successes and knew more about what he was doing than most of the psychotherapists who borrow one or the other insight or technical rule from psychoanalysis and apply it without understanding.

But I don’t want to exaggerate. Although the application of the methods and theories of psychoanalysis to many types of abbreviated psychotherapy is indeed unsatisfactory, scientifically well-founded and effective forms of short-term psychotherapy that are practiced and taught by skillful and experienced professionals do also exist. And analysts are rightfully proud of the fact that the utilization of analytic insights in brief and financially less burdensome forms of psychotherapy opens a path toward emotional health for many who might have remained bogged down in neurotic inhibitions without this assistance.

It would be tempting for the psychoanalyst who is confronted by the accusation that analysis belongs only to a sociocultural elite to reply that the principles of analysis are indeed successfully employed in the service of briefer forms of psychotherapy which can be made available to larger numbers of those who suffer from emotional disturbances. But in the context of our present considerations, I do not believe this argument carries sufficient weight, since even the more broadly available forms of psychotherapy, which are derived from psychoanalysis, continue to deal either with the single disturbed individual or, at most—I am thinking here of forms of group and family therapy conducted along analytic lines — with only a comparatively small number of patients. Even if it should be possible in the future, therefore, to extend the availability of psychoanalytic therapy far beyond the present limits, no essential change would be achieved. For is not the problem of the relevance of psychoanalysis, as we are examining it here, to be viewed against the background of the silent assumption that mankind in its totality is in jeopardy— that it is endangered by an affliction more ominous and profound than that which is evoked by calling to mind the sum total of the misery of individual neuroses?

Yes, man is in danger. He may be on the verge of destroying himself. He cannot control his cruelty toward his fellow man. He appears to be forced to respond to differences of opinion or conflicts of interest in one mode only: through the mobilization of his readiness to fight and to destroy. The mere otherness of others frightens and disgusts him. And so powerfully impelling is the influence of these feelings on him that he would rather risk total destruction than bear the burden that an attitude of tolerance toward the demands of his fellow men and the temporary renunciation of his own demands and of his own pride would impose on him. An often-heard statement, which by now strikes us as an unimpressive truism, is that man’s technological power to destroy has risen enormously, while his capacity to control his aggression has at best increased only slightly. Yet, trite as this psychosocial diagnosis appears to be, it points to the heart of the discrepancy in the development of man as an active causative force in history—a discrepancy that calls for a cure. Is it conceivable that the important insights of modern depth psychology since Freud should be irrelevant here? Clearly, we should expect them to help us as we try to control our historical fate. But do they? Does psychoanalysis, for example, make a contribution to the efforts that are being made to bring about greater harmony between ethnic and national groups? Certainly not in any clear-cut and direct way—even though we may console ourselves with the thought that some of the maxims that have been derived from the findings of analysis have filtered through to the masses and to their leaders and are thus inconspicuously and indirectly exerting their influence.

What reason can we adduce for the fact that psychoanalytic insights have not been brought to bear effectively on the great problems of our times? We will start with the simplest explanation: psychoanalysis is young. Such an assertion may well seem strange when we consider that the first psychoanalytic book—Breuer’s and Freud’s Studies on Hysteria—was published in 1895 and that the treatment of Breuer’s famous case (Anna O.) had begun fifteen years earlier. We can thus say that psychoanalysis has been in existence for about eighty or ninety years—long enough, one might think, to demand from this science clear-cut achievements in the various areas of its potential application. This is indeed an opinion held by many—including numerous analysts. But it is an opinion I do not share. Analysis may of course lay claim to having provided an important new instrument which opens the path to the deeper layers of the mind; and it has clearly supplied a powerful therapeutic technique by which one can bring about the relief of certain psychic disturbances. Still, despite the accuracy of these claims, the territory staked out by them is too small. For those who thus restrict themselves to defining analysis as a circumscribed profession that employs a specific technology must concede that it is no longer young, that it can hardly expect to make further decisive advances, but has reached the final stage in its development as a limited branch of science whose almost exclusive goal has become the painstaking verification and systematic classification of the discoveries that were made in the days of the pioneers.

No, the preceding definition is too narrow. Strange as it may sound to many ears, I believe that the advent of psychoanalysis constitutes an important step in the history of science and, potentially, even a significant turning point in the development of culture. With psychoanalysis, man has succeeded in transforming introspection and empathy into the tools of an empirical science. Operations that had previously been harnessed to impressionistic, mystical, and speculative approaches have now become instruments for the systematic exploration of the inner life of man. Through the use of these methods, furthermore, a new field has been opened to science. While scientific methodology in the field of psychology formerly could be applied only to comparatively simple data concerning the behavioral surface, psychoanalysis undertakes the scientific exploration of the complex and significant dimensions of human life in depth. It has found the bridge between the two opposing approaches — understanding and explaining—to the inner life of man. It has achieved the first valid integration of, on the one hand, the observer’s ability to understand the endless variety of psychological experiences through introspection and empathy with, on the other hand, the theorist’s ability to conceptualize these data at higher levels of abstraction and to formulate their interrelatedness within a system of experience-distant explanations. Mystical introspection may understand, but it does not explain; and preanalytic scientific psychology explains, but it does not understand. Psychoanalysis, by contrast, explains what it has understood. This combination of empathic-introspective data-gathering with abstract formulation and theoretical explanation in the field of complex mental states constitutes a revolutionary step in the history of science. And I believe that analysis, this new and pioneering foray into the hitherto unexplored, is still in its infancy, and that our present analytic investigations do not yet penetrate very far beneath the surface.

He who has fully grasped the greatness of the step science took with the establishment of psychoanalysis will have no difficulty understanding why analytic research has up to now remained focused almost exclusively on the psychic life of the individual, why so far only one fundamental insight concerning the psychology of groups has been obtained within the framework of psychoanalytic theory: Freud’s realization that the cohesion of certain groups is explained by the fact that the members of these groups hold in common the same ego ideal. It is the relative youthfulness of analysis that justifies our hesitation to transfer the knowledge obtained in the solid central sphere of our observation to the psychology of the group, i.e., to an area in which neither the new methods of observation nor the conceptual framework correlated to them can be directly applied.

Another reason why we have so far concentrated our attention on the individual is the realization that our ability to find access to the inner life of others is dependent on their willingness to reveal themselves. In general we can, therefore, undertake psychological investigations only when illness and suffering provide sufficient motivation. Without an individual's wish to seek relief or to be cured, it is usually difficult to obtain sufficient psychological data.

I am nevertheless not pessimistic. It is indeed possible to learn a great deal about the inner life of man outside the therapeutic setting. Man’s wish to express himself is strong. True, the documents of self-revelation may often have the simultaneously activated tendency to hide and to disguise — perhaps just at the point where they manifestly appear to divulge some decisive secret; yet, the careful scrutiny of the available material may lead us to many insights. Freud thought, for example, that psychotic patients could not be treated by psychoanalysis because they could not come emotionally close to the analyst and lend him their trust. It was Freud’s study of an available document, Schreber’s Memoirs of My Nervous Illness, that allowed him to dispense with the investigation of the mental life of a noncooperative psychotic patient during the treatment process and yet to explain the psychopathology of paranoia (in particular its persecutory and megalomaniac delusions) more comprehensively and cogently than had ever before been done.

Are there analogous methods by which we could investigate the reactions of large groups? Are there ways by which the deep insights psychoanalysis has gained about the individual can be brought to bear on group psychology in a sensitive and creative fashion, so that we may hope to arrive at a solid understanding of the behavior of large groups and thus, in turn, may hope to make a decisive contribution to the strengthening of the self-control of these groups and of their leaders?

To be more specific, let us consider the psychic constellation called narcissism — the love for one’s self—which, as we are realizing with deepening understanding, plays a decisive motivational role in group psychology. The importance of such vicissitudes in the realm of narcissism as wounded selfesteem and deflated fantasies of omnipotence cannot be overestimated — they lead to the most dangerous form of group tension: the group’s readiness for aggressive action. Our broadened and deepened knowledge in these psychic areas is already assisting us to achieve respectable therapeutic successes with individual patients whose prognosis had formerly been rather poor; and the substantal insights in this area concerning the psychopathology of individual patients raise the legitimate hope that we will eventually be able to obtain analogous insights in the area of group psychology which will increase the group’s ability to be the master of its own destiny.

It would not be difficult to present at this point some concrete illustrations of the important role narcissism plays in the psychic life of individuals and groups: how, for example, endless hate and lust for revenge—without regard even for one’s own survival —can result from wounded self-esteem, and why these reactions come about. But I must not allow myself to be long-winded concerning a favorite topic. And instead of supplying clinical or historical illustrations, let me merely mention Kleist’s Michael Kohlhaas (1808), a masterful German story about hurt pride and its consequences, and its English-language counterpart, Melville’s great novel, Moby Dick, two literary masterpieces that deal with this theme — not as rigorous, scientific explorations, of course, but with the freedom an artistic medium provides.

The acquisition of psychological insights, however—be they ever so clearly formulated and validly substantiated — is only a first step. If our insights are to influence others to modify their attitudes and actions, we also must be able to count on the good will and open-mindedness of those to whom these insights are communicated. You can lead the horse to water but you can’t make him drink. We will have to discover methods by which we can make the wholesome potentialities of the discoveries of modern depth psychology not only available but even attractive to the large groups. At the moment, several opportunities offer themselves to us as we strive to reach this goal. I shall discuss two of them.

The first is the mapping out of a psychological technology designed to influence the masses. I admit freely that I am not at home with such methods—indeed, I feel very uneasy about them. The skilled use of techniques to manipulate the masses smacks of demagoguery, suggests the rabble-rousing of the seducer who is able to intoxicate the listening crowds. And there is, of course, no dearth of historical examples to show how a people was led to ruin by its leader —as were the children by the Pied Piper of Hamlin. I think that we understand such events. The great seducers of mankind have retained from their childhood an unshakable conviction of being all-powerful and all-knowing. It is this pervasive sense of infallibility that shapes their attitudes and forges their actions. Such personalities are prone to formulate certain simple and clearly depicted goals—whether in the realm of religion or of politics; whether as the prophets of a salvation through physical exercise or through the eating of herbs. Although these goals may be rational in appearance, they are nevertheless the manifestations of an archaic self which, in accordance with the solipsistic conceptions of early life, is still experienced as possessing absolute power and unlimited knowledge. It is this connection with the archaic self that lends dogmatic certainty to the opinions held by such individuals, and it explains the ruthlessness with which they are able to pursue their goals. These personalities, furthermore, exert a quasi-hypnotic effect on many people. Deeply rooted in our earliest childhood there remains in us a longing to merge with an all-powerful and all-knowing ideal figure. This yearning finds an apparently irresistible fulfillment for many in their total submission to a Messianic leader and to his dogmatic beliefs.

It surely does not have to be explained why we feel instinctively repelled at the thought of advocating methods that resemble those employed by the Messianic leaders and dictators of recent history. But are we not here perhaps the victims of a prejudice? Must we not admit that there are also well-intentioned and constructive leaders who are able to employ irrational forces and to evoke irrational responses— in the service of rational and culture-building goals? What would we not have given — I am speaking here of those of my own generation who lived in Germany and Austria during the thirties—what indeed would we not have given for an inspiring charismatic leader who could have pitted his profoundly held humanitarian ideals effectively against that most pernicious mass seducer of our time who almost succeeded in destroying Western civilization? Under certain circumstances — we have to admit it—pure rationality, however valid its goals, must find support from the irrational depths of the archaic psyche. If not, it will remain impotent vis-à-vis the irrational forces of destruction. It was not by accident that the image of the devil was created by man’s symbol-farming mind.

We must ask ourselves, in addition, whether it would indeed be possible for us to use irrational methods with conviction should we ever decide to take such a step in earnest. People who have once fully committed themselves to rationality, whether in individual psychotherapy or in the realm of social action, are in general simply not able to mobilize and exploit the charisma of archaic omnipotence. And furthermore, should we nevertheless succeed in conjuring up those irrational powers that are effective in the social arena in order to guide and to inspire, then we must not forget that playing the sorcerer’s apprentice is not without danger. One begins by using irrational means in the service of rational ends. Yet, before one knows it, the irrational has taken over and has become our master. At first we are pretending omnipotence, but soon we may begin to believe in it ourselves. The kind and rational leader is now a tyrant, and the friendly mentor becomes transformed into the Messiah who brooks no contradiction. It is not hard to find examples of such inauspicious developments either in the history of nations or—I will here refrain from pointing at specific instances—in the history of psychotherapy.

The second approach to the masses and their leaders — analogous to the conditions that allow access to the psyche of the individual — is opened by the group’s anxiety and need for help. We must not discount the possibility that some extreme, not yet fully foreseeable danger will in the future constitute a turning point with regard to the traditional irrationality of group behavior. Mankind may indeed be facing grave and unusual dangers, since for the first time in history the means for self-annihilation are now at its disposal. Let us assume a dawning awareness in the masses that certain convictions — such as the belief in the perfection, omnipotence, and indestructibility which each individual harbors about himself and about the group to which he belongs — prevent us from acting realistically because they make us blind to the ultimate peril. Could it not then come to pass, in a period of critical danger, that the ability to pause, to listen, to ponder may emerge—to be insightful before the irreversible deed is done? Might it not happen, under such circumstances, that the seemingly unattainable would become a reality and that the large groups, or at least their leaders, would begin to understand themselves, not only superficially but in depth? That they would grasp the significance of psychic areas which under ordinary circumstances can hardly be penetrated and mastered by the mental efforts of even the most rational and courageous individual? What I am speaking of here is the dawning recognition by the masses or their leaders of how easily the ideas of grandeur and omnipotence which are so deeply interwoven with a sense of national identity can become an unrealistic intoxicant and can thus constitute a great danger. What I have in mind, furthermore, is the recognition that neither God nor nature has bestowed on us the right to feel ourselves bigger and better than our neighbor and, what is even more important, that we do not need this right. That each can have pride in himself and be pleased with himself without degrading the other, without having to do away with those whose only fault is that they are different from us, and who thus remind us that we are not the only-begotten: unique and yet divinely universal.

I realize that there are objections to these thoughts. It may well be said that in moments of despair and extreme danger men tend to be less rather than more rational; that in such moments they will not turn to a rational leader, but will be swept toward the charisma of a Messiah. Yet, who can really predict how man will behave when he is face to face with ultimate disaster? At any rate: so long as there is uncertainty, it is the duty of depth psychology to be prepared for the moment when, in a situation of utmost gravity, a last chance for the ascendancy of reason might arise. We must therefore attempt to gather insights that would allow us, if the historical moment is propitious, to exert that influence on behalf of rationality in the arena of public and historical events which depth psychology has up to now exerted in psychotherapy. Beyond that we cannot see today. Yet, the mere possibility of such an intervention should be a sufficient incentive for us to devote all our resources to the broadening and deepening of our work.

But I must take a breath. From what I have said so far one might conclude that it is my intention to deflect analysts from treating their patients and to direct them instead to the investigation of groups — that I am asking them to focus their attention on social psychology instead of wasting their time with psychotherapy and the investigation of the psychology of the individual and his treatment. Nothing, however, is further from my mind. On the contrary, not only am I convinced that the abandonment of the traditional therapeutic goals and investigational tasks of the analyst and their substitution by research in the field of social psychology would lead to very meager results, but I am also certain that such a shift would bring about the drying up of the actual source from which must spring the analyst’s insights concerning group psychology.

Cobbler, stick to your last! Analyst, stay in your consulting room! Don’t be persuaded to relax your efforts in pursuing the work in which you have become proficient: to understand your patient, to communicate your understanding to him, and to help him through his increasing self-knowledge to become the master of his fate.

These appeals are not meant to militate against the social psychologist, or, of course, against those analysts whose predilection and talent have led them to the study of group psychology. The application of analytic insights to the investigation of this field and to related disciplines has already brought us many fine results. And nowhere is the access to the soul of man, to the peak of his love and the abyss of his hate, more open than in that singular, long-term relation between two people which is called the psychoanalytic situation. Since the fundamental discoveries of the analyst will surely continue to be made only in the central sphere of his work, he must not relinquish his therapeutic activity, for he would otherwise deprive himself of the richest source of new insights.

My conviction that the analyst must not turn away from therapeutic activity is still more broadly based. True, every successfully terminated analysis gives us the satisfaction of knowing that a human life has now been freed from the shackles of neurotic inhibitions. And we may also surely allow ourselves to feel pride when—often as the result of having been privileged to collaborate with an insightful and gifted patient—it is our good fortune to contribute a piece of new psychological insight to the enduring fund of general scientific knowledge. But each favorable therapeutic outcome, each scientific advance signifies still more. Each treatment that reaches a valid termination—yes, even each partial success that brings about the reliable modification of a hitherto deadlocked neurotic state—is an important and auspicious event with regard to the survival of what should be regarded as the essence of man. It is a victory of man’s planning and thinking individuality over the impersonal anonymity of his fate-bound matrix. With every analytic success, a human being has made a step toward autonomy, toward freedom.

What I have in mind here is not the traditional conception of the victory of rationality over the irrational, the ascendancy of reason over passion. Humanness comprises not only reason and equanimity but also irrationality and passion. Still — although man as a thinking machine is no more human than man as a frenzied fanatic—a person’s inner freedom and independence, the essence of his human individuality, become enhanced when he begins to discern the determinants of his goals and attitudes; when he knows why he thinks, feels, and acts as he does; and when now, because of his knowledge, it is easier for him to be in control of his feelings and his behavior and to be the master of his choices and decisions. He understands now why he always had to be cold, logical, and rational; and in consequence of this understanding, he becomes capable of passionate feelings and actions. Or he knows now why all his life he had to move from one frenzied crisis to the other, and, in consequence of this knowledge, he is now able to reflect first and not plunge into action. In the terms of Freud’s well-known analogy he is no longer the horseman who claims that he wants to go where in fact his horse is taking him — he is now in truth the master of his horse.

As I get closer to the end of these reflections I realize more and more how difficult it is to state the case of analysis without presenting the empirical evidence on which this science is built. My convictions about the broad significance of depth psychology may therefore seem fanciful to that still not inconsiderable number of skeptics who are inclined to look upon psychoanalytic therapy and research as a somewhat faddish and at any rate rather unscientific occupation.

I should nevertheless like to share with you a speculative train of thought, even though I realize that in doing so I might well run the risk of exposing myself to the justifiable reproach that I am being unscientific, and am liable to increase the very prejudices against analysis that I am trying to reduce. Let me stress, however, that I do not seek the quick acceptance of my suggestions; I have only the wish that they not be rejected out of hand and that they be given some attention. My speculation concerns the nature of the phenomena the psychoanalyst investigates or—to state my topic in traditional terms—the nature of the illnesses he treats.

The arguments I have been presenting up to this point are on the whole in harmony with the enlightened attitude that psychic disturbances are neither a sin nor a disgrace, but are illnesses that ought to be cured. That this view is accepted by the professional psychotherapist goes without saying. I believe that nowadays it is even held rather widely by broad, nonprofessional layers of the population — at least by the educated. I might be too sanguine in this judgment; the old prejudices are possibly still stronger than I think. But, be that as it may, there is no doubt that the view which, according to my optimistic assessment, prevails today among the educated deserves our full support: it is the expression of a progressive and enlightened attitude.

Attractive as these humanitarian views are for us, and much as they deserve our support within the framework of present social reality, I believe that the medicotherapeutic conceptualization of psychic disequilibrium on which they are based is too confining. I believe, in other words, that we need a broader outlook. Specifically, I would like to propose that psychological disturbance should not be looked upon as a disease—or at any rate not exclusively so—but as a way station on the road of man’s search for a new psychological equilibrium.

Throughout the historical period, man has had to deal increasingly with the problems posed by a world that he himself has created. The simple drives which are his natural equipment have become less and less useful to him as the social environment in which he finds himself is growing more complex. His aggressivity, in particular, was once, in his animal past, indispensable for his survival; now, on the contrary, it has become the gravest threat to his existence: he must learn to control it if human life is to continue on earth.

But to suppress human drives can also be dangerous. The capacity of our biological and psychological equipment to adapt to change is limited, and the tension imposed on us by the extensive suppression of our drives becomes intolerable before long. Freud referred to this emotional burden, in a rather understated fashion, as “discomfort” or “discontent.”2 Man feels himself imprisoned by the demands of civilized existence and strives to escape. To let himself go in orgies of lust and aggression leads to disaster. Yet, the suppression of his drives—the meek acceptance of an ascetic existence—is a feat apparently also beyond his capacity, despite the efforts of Christianity for two thousand years. Some of the gratifications from which man has obtained a modicum of relief in his predicament are slowly becoming unavailable. There are more people and there is less space. It is getting harder to find regions in which we can satisfy our need to roam about freely. Everywhere, machines are doing the work of our muscles. And even the joys of parenthood will surely also have to be relinquished, at least by most, or else there will soon be standing room only on this earth.


2 The English rendition of the title of Freud’s great essay “Das Unbehagen in der Kultur" is “Civilization and Its Discontents.” Actually neither the words “discomfort” nor “discontent” do full justice to the meaning of Unbehagen, although "discomfort,” with its milder connotation of suffering and without the implication of resentment, is the closer equivalent.


Are these, then, in the bitter words of the great Austrian satirist Karl Kraus, the last days of mankind? I do not think so. Football and boxing, to be sure, will not be our salvation —not even the enjoyment of nature in hiking and climbing. No, what is needed to ensure the survival of the human race—and here I am revealing the perhaps overly daring hypothesis I announced earlier—is the intensification and, above all, the elaboration and expansion of man’s inner life.

I know that such an assertion will be offensive to many. Western civilization traditionally extols the man of action; it demands that the individual at least be engaged in activities. To contemplate one’s navel, to give oneself over to inward-looking contemplation—these are attitudes that belong in different lands, and in our culture they are supposedly confined to a minority of eccentrics who cannot successfully adapt to the ways of the world.

Well and good—but let us not judge too quickly, and first let us look about us a bit. Let us, for example, consider the widespread attempts of the young people of today to obtain pleasures and satisfactions that are largely unrelated to external activity: by giving themselves over to the intoxicating effect of drugs and rhythmical music; by immersing themselves in Eastern philosophy; or merely by maintaining long periods of a wordless physical closeness, barely touching each other in some kind of ecstasy. I am not claiming that these practices are valid solutions of the great problems of human existence. I merely want to show that the rising generation is searching and exploring—specifically, that it is attempting to find sources of fulfilling gratification that are independent of external activity.

It is safe to assume that, in the future, man’s external activities will have to be restricted even further. If, under these conditions, he wishes to continue to live proudly and contentedly — without the opportunity to fasten his interest upon the absorbing challenge of the conquest of new territories, without the engagement of his energies in battles and wars, and, last but not least, without the joys of being surrounded by the exhilarating play and laughter of his children — then man’s originality, indeed his genius, will truly be put to the test. Under such circumstances the goal of maintaining human life, not only as livable but indeed as worth living, this goal can be reached—and I do not discern an alternative—only through the expansion and intensification of man’s inner life.

But how do these reflections bear on the topic of the significance of the psychoneuroses? I believe that these psychic conditions, which are generally conceived as diseases and which are indeed the cause of much intense suffering and unhappiness, should in certain respects be understood as man’s groping toward the enlargement and intensification of his inner life. I hasten to add that we are dealing here with attempts that have come to grief. Nevertheless, I shall be bold enough to assert that these miscarried attempts should be evaluated as more courageous, and potentially more creative, than some of the forms of psychic equilibrium that make up the area of emotional normality or health.

Mental health may be defined as the psychological condition that allows a person to respond actively to his environment and to obtain satisfaction from his encounter with the world. Freud is said to have described it as man’s capacity to love and to work. Such a conception of psychic normality can remain unchallenged so long as we are referring to the world of yesterday and today, to man’s position as we know it from the study of history and from our own experience. Within this familiar context we will surely consider it a desirable state of psychic health when a person reflects about the physical and social environment in which he finds himself and responds to it with a full range of emotions and effective actions: rejects it in courageous rebellion where he must, and embraces it lovingly where he can.

But what will be man’s psychological task in the future? Let us assume that the dread of self-annihilation will prevent humanity from engaging in wars and that the condition of enduring peace will exert a wholesome, humanizing influence on people. Let us further assume that these psychological changes (coupled with the fear of civil disorders which might lead to uncontrollable wars) will bring about a modicum of social justice. Let us finally assume that reason and selfdiscipline will result in world-wide agreement about the number of people that can be accommodated on this planet and will lead to the establishment of suitable safeguards that this number is not exceeded. What then?

Before responding to the challenge of this question, I will frst acknowledge that I am fully aware that many readers will react with angry impatience to the foregoing considerations. It seems indeed so unlikely that the utopian conditions I have just described are realizable that I might well be told to stop worrying about the welfare of mankind in a paradise which, after all, has no chance of ever becoming established. I could match such skepticism by the rejoinder that the future is unpredictable. And, in particular, I could point out that a world-wide overpopulation and a destructive potential of the magnitude of the unchained atom are factors that combine to bring about an unprecedented psychological situation—perhaps one in which people will act more reasonably than they have so far. The essence of our problem has to be approached by a different road. If the development toward the establishment of a lasting peaceful equilibrium among people is to reach its goal, it must be maintained by the complementary cooperation of internal and external factors, i.e., by the mutually complemental interaction of certain environmental changes and man’s psychological responsiveness to them. Life in a peaceful environment — although apparently the ideal state—would not be without serious psychological problems. Such an existence would, on the one hand, lead to the withdrawal of the psychic energies from the battles and problems of the external world, demanding their new employment and thus necessitating an intensification of man’s inner life. But, on the other hand — and this is the crucial point of my argument—the most important precondition for mankind’s approach to a state of external harmony and peace is a shift in man’s psychological structure. If man could gradually withdraw from his present search for external sources of pleasure and, instead, could increasingly find contentment from the enjoyment of values that are in harmony with an intensification of his inner life, then he would pari passu be able to deflect his aggressive and libidinal drives from those dangerous aims which up to now have blocked the road toward the establishment of peace.

The work of the creative artist and performer and the psychological activities of those who are able to respond to art and to obtain pleasure from it should be regarded as the precursors of that ability to enjoy the pursuit of internalized interests of which I speak. Consider, for example, the powerful psychological forces which music activates in those who can enjoy it. Here, a whole universe of experiences is open to us, which is hardly related to the realities of our everyday existence—a world in which we can reap satisfactions hardly related to those external goals we traditionally strive to attain and for which we fight. It is not only art that I have in mind here but also certain aspects of science. Thinking is trial action carried out with minute quantities of energy, says Freud’s (1925b) beautiful definition. Yes; but passionate reflection and mental conquest can more and more become satisfying purposes per se—and Freud himself is indeed an outstanding example of such an inward shift. Learning in order to know, reflecting in order to understand — not only to construct bridges or to organize excursions to the moon—such exercise of self-contained mental functions is a fulfilling activity for those who are adequately endowed in the intellectual and emotional sphere, allowing them to enjoy life and to consider their energies satisfyingly employed.

Stated in the most general terms, my hypothesis is the result of the application of Darwinian developmental principles to a psychoanalytic sociology. There exist countless variations within the human race. Most individuals with their specific (and, within limits, fixed) abilities and disabilities are destined for extinction when a drastically changed environment ceases to sustain them. But within the legions are a few—perhaps previously ill-adapted and weak—who will adapt to the new environment and will be able to survive, while all the countless others, the host of the formerly strong, will be destroyed.

Thus, psychic disorders may be seen as a manifestation of man’s attempt to achieve the intensification of his inner life: a developmental step he must take in order to survive in his rapidly changing social environment. The neuroses as we know them have succeeded in bringing about a partial detachment of the drives from their primordial engagement with external reality; but the concomitant shift from action to thought and from the external object to the self has led here, not to creative mental activity and to the enjoyment of one’s self, but to unsolved inner conflicts and psychic tension.

What is the relation between the foregoing reflections and the central subject matter of this presentation, the question whether depth psychology is still relevant in the world of today? Does the conception of the psychic disorders as man’s attempt to shift his psychological energies upon his inner life throw new light on our evaluation of the importance of psychoanalysis as an investigative science and as a form of psychotherapy?

In most sciences there exists a more or less clear separation between the area of practical, empirical application and the area of concept formation and theory. In analysis, however, these two areas not only form a partnership of active, reciprocal communication and mutual stimulation which prepares the soil for many important advances in other fields of knowledge—here, they are merged into a single functional unit.

Psychoanalysis as an investigative science is inseparable from analysis as a form of psychotherapy. Not only does the therapeutic situation supply unparalleled opportunities for the systematic empirical observation of psychic processes in breadth and depth, but the aim of psychoanalytic therapy is in essence identical with the aim of science: to extend the reach of consciousness and to enlarge the ego’s domain of knowledge and freedom.

A well-conducted analysis, therefore, which has been brought to a proper conclusion, provides the analysand with more than the diminution or disappearance of his painful and disturbing symptoms—existing in him now is a certain psychological openness, perhaps even a spark of that playful creativeness which turns toward new situations with joyful interest and responds to them with life-affirming initiative. Such a person may yet continue to be more easily traumatized than one who has learned to maintain a reliable yet restricting psychic equilibrium. But he will also be more perceptive and responsive than the rigidly normal.

Yes, depth psychology is still young, and its achievements are limited. But the psychoanalyst has no reason to be either ashamed of the past performance of his science or pessimistic about its future contributions. Not only can he maintain that the venerable injunction on Apollo’s temple in Delphi, “Know thyself!” has nowhere in history found a stricter obedience than in the sphere of his activity, but perhaps he can also claim that he is the only scientifically systematic, yet understanding and respectful observer and helpmate in man’s attempt to achieve a new psychological equilibrium that will be in harmony with the changed social environment of the future.

I have now come to the end. Throughout I have tried to refrain from offering simplistic solutions, from painting in black and white. And I have always attempted not to obscure the doubtful. Still, I will admit to the hope that I have not been unsuccessful in conveying my deep conviction that the continuing study of the inner life of man within the framework of depth-psychological treatment and investigation is an important, a valuable, undertaking. To expand the realm of man’s consciousness and thereby that of his self-control and creative responsiveness, during a historical juncture that confronts him with new and difficult tasks, is a goal that calls for both the analyst’s fullest effort and devotion and the support of his work by an understanding community.





36 Narcissism as a Resistance and as a Driving Force in Psychoanalysis

DOI: 10.4324/9780429483103-2


I hope you will not take it amiss if today I do not present you with a methodically ordered lecture. You see, I chose to devote my time to the preparation of the public address at the university.1 I felt that as a representative of psychoanalysis vis-à-vis the public I should deliver something formally rounded there. But here I may be permitted to speak off the cuff. I am, after all, among friends who are familiar with my thoughts. The results of some of my recent investigations, however, are less well known, and it is these that I want to take up.


1 [The reference is to the lecture Kohut gave three days earlier, at the Free University in Berlin. See this volume, Chapter 35.]



Narcissism as a Resistance in Psychoanalysis

The existence of narcissism as resistance — and let me say immediately that I am speaking here about narcissism as a nonspecific resistance against analysis — is fully acknowledged by all psychoanalysts; it is the only aspect of narcissism for which all analysts make allowance in their clinical work. This, at least, is the classical attitude.


This lecture was given at the meeting of the German Psychoanalytic Association in Berlin on October 10, 1970. The present version was prepared from Dr. Kohut’s lecture notes.
 

Freud, in his “A Difficulty in the Path of Psycho-Analysis” (1917b), compares his discovery of an unconscious mental life to the discoveries of Copernicus and Darwin. He says the findings of psychoanalysis are experienced as a narcissistic injury to mankind, especially the theory of unconscious mental life. Freud, then, speaks here about nonspecific resistance against the total edifice of psychoanalysis as a science.

This same attitude was gradually recognized also as nonspecific resistance of the individual patient against analytic treatment. The individual patient, in other words, believes that he wants to recognize his unconscious thoughts and wishes with the aid of analytic treatment. Yet, simultaneously, he fights against the treatment. He does not want to accept the fact that he is dominated by motivations of which he knows nothing.

This shift in emphasis of the concept of nonspecific narcissistic resistance — a shift from the general to the specific — reached a kind of climax and turning point with Wilhelm Reich. Reich formulated narcissistic resistance as character armor (1933-1934) and he maintained it was the task of the analyst to penetrate this narcissistic armor. The influence of Reich’s teachings and writings on psychoanalytic theory and practice has now waned. His plastic descriptions of narcissistic resistance, however, and of the manner in which the analyst is to respond to it, have left their mark on analytic practice, even today.

The change which the idea of resistance during analysis underwent from Freud to Reich can be regarded as an example of the progressive concretization and intensification of a concept. What for Freud had been abstract and moderate — resistance motivated by fear — became for Reich something concrete, something hardened: an armor. Reich created an aggressive image implying hostility, fight, quarrel between patient and physician. The physician who wants to overcome the resistance turns into an attacker who undertakes breaking to pieces the armor of the analysand.

From Freud to Reich and beyond Reich, we see repetition-compulsion in successive generations. What has hurt the younger generation of analysts, what was suffered passively by them, was later repeated by them actively, rationalized as a moral stance. (What one has passively experienced as training analysand is then actively inflicted upon one’s own patients, including one’s training analysands.) After Reich’s disappearance from the analytic scene, the narcissistic “armor” changed into a narcissistic “crust.” This image still has not completely faded, and it still influences the technical attitude of many analysts. In spite of the moderation of the concept, from “armor” to “crust,” traces of Reich’s ideas are still present: the crust must be pierced.

The narcissistic resistance of which we are speaking here is nonspecific. The pathology whose revelation it opposes can be the outgrowth of unresolved conflicts in the area of object-instinctual drives: for instance,. conflicts concerning the patient’s love and hate for the objects of the oedipal period. But the pathology whose reactivations in analysis the narcissistic resistance opposes can also lie in the area of narcissistic disorders.

The intensity of this nonspecific narcissistic resistance, the hardness of the analysand’s narcissistic “crust,” is not proportionate to the dynamic forces of the underlying pathologic conflicts or needs. The resistance is a function of the general narcissistic vulnerability of the patient. Analytic treatment as a whole offends the pride of the analysand, contradicts his fantasy of his independence, and that is why he now resists treatment — without reference to the specific details of his psychic illness.

I below submit three typical examples of nonspecific narcissistic resistance and discuss them briefly: first two examples of narcissistic reactions to parapraxes, then an example of the narcissistic defense posture toward the analytic process (or, to express it more exactly: toward the analyst as representative of the analytic process).

First, though, some remarks about the behavior of the analyst toward parapraxes of the analysand in the early stages of analysis. In my view, it is an error if the analyst in such cases focuses on what was repressed and emerged through parapraxis. This opinion is based on many years of clinical observation; experience also taught me that nothing useful is elicited by focusing on the content of parapraxes. In the early stages of analysis — and in the analyses of some narcissistically vulnerable patients this early stage lasts a long time, often even years — the analyst should not look primarily for what was unconscious and repressed but should focus on the narcissistic injury of the analysand, i.e., he should explain to the patient that the mere fact that he has committed a parapraxis constituted a narcissistic injury. The patient feels shame, and he reacts with rage simply over the fact that a parapraxis unexpectedly got the better of him. The content of what was repressed and emerged through the parapraxis is not the most important aspect of the event. It may be mentioned, but, so to speak, only as a footnote to the interpretation proper. The proper aim of the interpretation should be the emotions caused in the patient through the feeling of relative helplessness. The temporal element — the suddenness of the loss of conscious control over one’s words or actions — sometimes plays a specific (and also a specific genetic) role in this narcissistic injury through parapraxis, for instance, if a specific childhood experience concerning sudden loss of childhood self-esteem, of childhood pride, was repeated through this event.

Let us go on now to the other example of nonspecific narcissistic resistance caused through parapraxis. This example concerns not the analysand but the analyst. All of us probably have had the opportunity, for instance at a psychoanalytic meeting, to observe an analyst’s public slip of the tongue. This, especially if it happens to oneself, is a very instructive event, and I advise close self-observation on the next occasion. How does the analyst behave when he makes a mistake in speaking, during a lecture perhaps, or during public scientific debate when one speaks extemporaneously? Under such circumstances one often readily admits what was revealed through parapraxis, often even something that was really hidden. But what one wants to cover up is that one lost control. “Of course I know what this means,” one says; one even quickly reveals the secret. What one is ashamed of is that suddenly something broke through without one’s having anything to do with this revelation. One acts as if one had almost done it intentionally; one laughs, which means that one demonstrates that one has overcome the narcissistic injury. (Freud explained humor [1927b] as a higher form of narcissism emerging victoriously over the inevitable injuries to one’s own illusory omnipotence. My own hypothesis [1966b] is that humor represents a transformation of archaic narcissism.) It is very difficult not to react if one has publicly committed a parapraxis. In other words, making a parapraxis and then letting the others laugh without saying anything further oneself is most difficult.

And now the third example of nonspecific narcissistic resistance: the behavior in analysis of a young man, a successful journalist, who treated me and my attempts at explanations and interpretations at the beginning of the analysis with inimitable condescension. Instead of coming to terms with the content of what I interpreted (dynamically) and constructed (genetically), he criticized with disarming friendliness or superior irony the formal aspects of my endeavors: the grammar of my sentences, my choice of words, or similar matters. One simply cannot describe it, one has to have heard it to savor fully the expertise with which he tried to destroy my self-confidence, to degrade me.

When an inexperienced analyst feels exposed to such treatment on the part of a patient, he tends, of course, to react with anger, and he will be inclined to interpret the behavior of the patient as an offshoot of a "negative transference," for instance, as a reactivation of childhood hatred toward the rival of the Oedipus complex. But in the present case — and in my experience also in most similar cases — the behavior of the analysand is to be explained differently. The patient demonstrates through his behavior how he experiences the analysis, how my interpretations are received by him — how vulnerable and helpless he feels. One could say that he turns his passivity into activity, that he attacks me when he feels attacked. (That, however, is a comparatively unimportant explanation of his behavior. It is essentially based — at least in the case of this young man — on lessened differentiation between selfobject [analyst] and self [analysand].)

All this must be interpreted carefully and with true empathy. The analyst must not deny that the patient has indeed partially succeeded in hurting him, in inflicting real pain. And the analyst may admit — though probably only sotto voce — that he experienced an inclination to reactive anger. In other words: a tone of condescending kindness from the pedestal of the analyst’s position must be avoided; what is needed is the analyst’s expression of his sincere understanding for the position of the patient, including genetic reconstructions which explain the patient’s sensitivity when he is confronted by pedagogic, didactic approaches toward him. (In connection with this patient, one might here recall Abraham's fine clinical contribution of 1919.)

In this case, and I could adduce many other clinical examples, we are dealing with a narcissistic defense. In all these cases, the analyst will try to reconstruct the specific history of the development of the patient’s nonspecific narcissistic defensive posture (the analysand’s nonspecific defensive narcissism). And he will try to illuminate more and more, especially in the later stages of analysis, the dynamic relationship between temporarily increased defensive narcissism and activation of specific aspects of the analysand’s central pathology (e.g., especially strong shame and rage over the revelation of specific wishes and needs). Still, the narcissistic “crust” is not, by and large, specifically related to the nucleus of the neurosis; it is a general resistance against the analytic process which on the whole is not mobilized in order to obstruct the emergence of this or that specific pathogenic instinctual wish or this or that specific pathogenic infantile narcissistic need — it is directed against the analytic process as a whole.

One could talk further about the various possible reactions of analysts toward these narcissistic defense mechanisms of their patients.
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