MEN & IDEAS

Freud & Jewish Marginality
By Stanley Rothman and Phillip Isenberg
"Quite by the way, how comes it that none of the godly ever
devisedpsychoanalysis and one had to wait for a godless Jew ?"
SIGMUND FREUD to OSKAR PFISTER, (9 October, 1918)

legal and political career, dedicated to social
reform. However, by the time he left the Gymnasium he had changed his mind and had decided
to eschew politics for medicine. In both The
Interpretation of Dreams (1900) and his Autobiography (1925), Freud ascribes his shift in
plans to hearing a public reading of an Essay on
Nature, which at the time was thought to have
been written by Goethe. The decision, Freud
notes, barred him from politics, for one could not
be a doctor and a politician at the same time.
Carl Schorske is somewhat sceptical of the
reasons Freud offers for his shift in career plans.
As he points out, at least some Jewish radicals—
including Abraham Fischoff, a revolutionary of
the 1848 generation, with whom Freud partly
identified at one time—combined medicine and
politics, and Viktor Adler himself was trained as
a doctor. Schorske implies that Freud's decision
was at least partly based on his feeling that
liberal politics in Vienna was all but dead, and
that it made more sense to seek professional
success. Schorske also suggests that the later
development of psychoanalysis by Freud involved
an attempt to resolve the dilemmas of the political
liberal on the psychological level by attaining
inner freedom.1
Schorske's explanation is not without merit.
After all a reasonably large number of middleclass Jews followed much the same path that
Freud did. Alienated from traditional Judaism
after their emergence from the ghetto, they were
attracted to radical politics while at the university,
only to drop their political commitments for
professional careers after graduating.
The attraction of radicalism with a panGerman tinge to a generation of Jewish students
was not surprising. As Jews in a Christian society
they were "marginal men", subject to discrimination and harassment by accident of birth. For
those anxious to escape marginality a number of
possible paths lay open. Some hoped to convert
Judaism into a more acceptable faith by becoming
"Reform Jews." Others thought of conversion,
often involving an attempt to be more German
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HILE HE WAS

student
at the Sperlgymnasium in Vienna,
young Sigmund
Freud flirted briefly with radical
politics. The flirtation continued into his first years
at the University
of Vienna, though
with decreasing
interest, and finally came to an end.
During this period
of his life, Freud
made the a c quaintance of a
number of other Jewish students who were later
to become prominent in socialist politics, including Heinrich Braun and Victor Adler. All of them
were, for a time, members of the Leseverein, a
student organisation committed to "panGermanism" and vaguely to socialism, and
Braun and Freud were quite close. Later in life
Freud recalled that:
. . . he Praun] encouraged me in my aversion to
school and what was taught there, and aroused a
number of revolutionary feelings in me. . . . I
admired him, his energetic behaviour, compared
him secretly with a lion and was convinced that
one day he would fill a leading position in the world.
At this point Freud was contemplating a
1
Carl Schorske, "Politics and Patricide in Freud's
Interpretation of Dreams", The American Historical
Review (April 1973), pp. 328-347. Schorske's article
deals with some of the same material covered in this
essay (for example, the Count Thun and "Hollthurn"
dreams, discussed below) but comes to quite different
conclusions from those we shall develop. Lack of
space prevents us from discussing his analysis here.
The interested reader can refer to our essay, "Sigmund
Freud and the Politics of Marginality", Central
European History, Vol. 7, No. 1 (March 1974), pp.
58-78.
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than the most rabid nationalists, in an effort
to prove that they were not really alien. Still
others, a small but influential minority, chose
radical (usually Marxist) politics as a means of
ending marginality. After all, Marxism denied
the reality of ethnic and religious distinctions,
and urged that the crucial forces in social life
were economic. What better way to end marginality (and at the same time revenge oneself on the
larger Christian society) than by adopting a
universalistic creed which defined both Judaism
and Christianity as epiphenomenal?
IN A SENSE a radical pan-German outlook seemed
the best of all possible worlds in Austria of the
late 1870s, for it involved identifying oneself with
the dominant culture at the same time that one
undermined its traditional bases.
By the 1890s, of course, such a solution was
no longer possible. "Pan-Germanism" had
already taken on an anti-Semitic tinge. For Adler
and Braun, as well as many others, then, conversion to Marxism pure and simple seemed the
most viable course and, indeed, middle-class
Jews in Central Europe flocked to Marxist
parties in reasonably large numbers in the late
19th century. It is true that the Zionist solution
which was just emerging was still another alternative. One could end marginality by ending the
diaspora and creating a political order which
was Jewish or at least dominated by Jews.
However, for most Central European Jews,
Zionism was not yet—nor was it to become until
much later—a real possibility.

ALTERNATIVES to felt marginO UTLINING
ality is somewhat misleading, for the great

majority of middle-class Jews settled down in the
society of which they were part, committed to
family and profession, and living in an uneasy relationship with the dominant culture. When
they thought about their condition, they responded with mixed and contradictory emotions,
hostile to the dominant culture, wanting to
become accepted by it, resenting their Jewishness
and yet feeling tied to it by strong bonds. Most,
however, were too busy to give the emotional
issues involved more than passing attention.
At first blush, then, it would seem that Freud
was merely following a natural path, as the
ebullience and radicalism of youth gave way to
the requirements of making a living and raising a
family. For, while Freud remained something of
a political liberal, he became relatively apolitical.
And yet, the reality is rather more complex,
for Freud did not simply adopt any profession,
or become an ordinary doctor. He went on to
create a dynamic psychology which, functionally,
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played a very similar role to Marxism in being
subversive of the existing social order. After all,
psychoanalysis (like Marxism) is a universalistic
doctrine which denies the reality of culture and of
cultural differences. In psychoanalysis man is of
one species; cultural-moral ideals are no more
than defences against basic libidinal impulses.
Modern man (i.e., European/Christian man)
does not really differ from "primitive man." He
is simply engaged in a more complicated, and
perhaps more painful, dance around the same
totem pole.
It is sometimes hard to recognise the radical
implications of psychoanalysis today. In part this
reflects certain shifts in Freud's thinking,
especially after 1920/More importantly, however,
psychoanalysis has become so much a part of
the accepted landscape that it is difficult to understand what things were like before. Certainly the
willingness with which so many middle-class
intellectuals embrace the view that "modern
nervousness" (and worse) is the result of the
repression induced by the "excessive rationalism"
of Western civilisation owes much to the widespread acceptance of basic (albeit distorted)
psychoanalytic insights. Some Gurus of the
Counter Culture, such as Herbert Marcuse and
Norman O. Brown, specifically begin their
critiques of Western culture with Freud. However, even where, as with radical elements in the
woman's movement, he comes under attack, the
assumption that liberation and love will be the
byproduct of instinctual freedom finds its source,
at least partly, in the revolution in contemporary
consciousness which he wrought.
sums up some aspects of
Freud's revolutionary potential in The Non-

ISAAC DEUTSCHER

Jewish Jew and Other Essays (1970):
It is very obvious why Freud belongs to the same
intellectual line [as Spinoza and Marx]. . . . The
man whom he analyses is not a German or an
Englishman, a Russian, or a Jew—he is the universal
man in whom the subconscious and the conscious
struggle . . . the man whose desires, and cravings,
scruples and predicaments are essentially the same
no matter to what race, religion or nation he
belongs. From their viewpoint the Nazis were
right when they coupled Freud's name with that
of Marx and burned the books of both.
Psychoanalysis, then, may not have been as
directly corrosive of the dominant European
culture as was Marxism; but its impact upon the
European and American cultural elite has indeed
been profound. And this effect has been less
noticed than that of Marxism, for, while the
latter could be attacked as ideology, the former
came clothed in the garments of science. Once
psychoanalysis proved clinically valuable, its
vocabulary became part of medical practice and
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was widely accepted, despite its "subversive"
qualities. Little wonder that Jung eventually
broke with what he regarded as a "Jewish
psychology" and turned to one which allowed
religious myths an autonomous place as representing the inherent wisdom of mankind.

I motives associated with Freud's discovery of
s IT POSSIBLE,

THEN,

that some of the

psychoanalysis had their source in the same
drives which led other Jews to Marxism, i.e.,
the desire to end marginality by undermining
the bases of the dominant culture? Is this, in
fact, the answer to Freud's question to Pfister,
quoted at the beginning of this article? There is
at least some evidence that it is and that Freud
was at least partially motivated by an animus
towards the Catholic Church which informed and
profoundly influenced his initial discoveries.
Much of the best of the evidence comes from
the book which Freud and other commentators
have regarded as his greatest contribution,
namely The Interpretation of Dreams, and perhaps the most direct allusion to his feelings and
their relation to his discoveries can be found in
his discussion there of what he jokingly called
his "Rome neurosis."
For many years Freud had been unable to
visit Rome. He had travelled to Italy many times
and yet, somehow, Rome eluded him. He dreamt
about travelling to the city, thought about it and
discussed the problem in his correspondence
with his friend Dr Wilhelm Fliess on a number
of occasions, with no result. He found it impossible to understand its sources. Then, one day,
a solution suggested itself.
It was on my last journey to Italy, which among
other places, took me past Lake Trasimene, that
finally—after having seen the Tiber and sadly
turned back when I was only fifty miles from Rome
—I discovered the way in which my longing
for the eternal city had been reinforced by impressions from my youth. I was in the act of making a
plan to by-pass Rome next year and travel to
Naples, when a sentence occurred to me . . .
"Which of the two, it may be debated, walked up
and down his study with the greater impatience
after he had formed his plan of going to Rome—
Winckelmann, the Vice-Principal, or Hannibal, the
Commander-in-Chief ?" I had actually been following in Hannibal's footsteps. Like him, 1 had been
fated not to see Rome. . . . But Hannibal, whom I
had come to resemble in these respects, had been
the favourite hero of my later school days. . . .
And when in the higher classes I began to understand for the first time what it meant to belong to
an alien race . . . the figure of the Semitic general
rose still higher in my esteem. To my youthful mind
Hannibal and Rome symbolised the conflict
between the tenacity of Jewry and the organisation
of the Catholic church. . . . Thus the wish to go to
Rome had become in my dreamlife a cloak and
symbol for a number of other passionate wishes.

Their realisation was to be pursued with all the
perseverance and singlemindedness of the Carthaginian, though their fulfilment seemed at the moment
just as little favoured by destiny as was Hannibal's
lifelong wish to enter Rome. [Italics added]
Freud continues the discussion by tracing his
identification with Hannibal to a yet earlier
period in his life. He relates an incident in which
his father described an anti-Semitic attack upon
him to which he had not responded. The ten- or
twelve-year-old Freud remembered being rather
disappointed at his father's inaction and:
I contrasted this situation with another which fitted
my feelings better: the scene in which Hannibal's
father . . . made his boy swear before the household
altar to take vengeance upon the Romans. Ever
since that time Hannibal had had a place in my
phantasies.
It should not come as a surprise, then, that
Freud was finally able to enter Rome in triumph
(as he felt) just after completing The Interpretation of Dreams, having overcome the difficulties
which at one time he had thought would prevent
him from finishing the book. Ernest Jones
suggests that Freud's earlier inability to visit
Rome had to do with the fact that Rome was
regarded as "the mother of cities", and that both
his intense desire and inability to visit it reflected
unresolved oedipal conflicts. The overcoming of
the neurosis then would be related to Freud
having worked through some of these conflicts.
Without denying the role of Oedipal conflicts, the
explanation seems too genera! to be fully satisfactory, and is belied by Freud's own interpretation. However, Jones adds that Freud's new
ability to visit the eternal city might also have
had something to do with the idea that "in order
to sleep with one's mother one first has to conquer an enemy." This perhaps is the key to tying
the two levels of motivation (the personal and
the social) together. It does not seem far-fetched
to suggest that with the publication of The
Interpretation of Dreams Freud felt that he had
weakened if not fully conquered the Catholic
Church and had thus had succeeded in doing
what his father had feared to do.
, Nor did Freud's successful (if symbolic)
conquest of Rome lessen his dislike for the
Catholic Church. Writing to Fliess upon the
occasion of his first visit to Rome, he noted:
. . . But while I contemplated ancient Rome undisturbed . . . I found I could not freely enjoy the
second Rome. I was disturbed by its meaning and
being incapable of putting out of my own mind
my own misery and all the other misery which I
know to exist, I found almost intolerable the lie
of salvation of mankind which rears its head so
proudly to heaven.
It was in Rome, too, that Freud, some years
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later, put the finishing touches on Totem and
Taboo (1913), which he always regarded as one
of the three most important and satisfying
things he had written. The volume ostensibly
deals with the origins of religion. Yet it is
Christian practice and ritual that are examined in
terms of primitive drives and defence mechanisms.
The indirect attack on Christian dogma and ritual
was no accident. Indeed, Freud saw it as likely
to precipitate that final break with Jung which
he now ardently desired. At the time he told
Abraham that the book would "serve to make a
sharp division between us and all Aryan
religiosity."
MUCH LATER IN LIFE Freud was loath to publish

the far less self-assured Moses and Monotheism
lest it arouse the ire of the Catholic Church,
whose suspicions of psychoanalysis, he noted,
were "not without justification." Freud correctly
recognised that in discrediting portions of the
Jewish heritage he was, at the same time, levelling
an indirect attack at Christianity. And, in 1938,
while waiting to leave Austria for England, to
escape from the Nazis, he wrote to his son
Ernst: "It is high time that Ahasuerus came to
rest somewhere." He was, of course, identifying
with Ahasuerus, the wandering Jew, who was
compelled to wander, because he would not allow
Christ to rest while the latter was carrying the
cross to Calvary. It is difficult to believe that the
choice of this allusion was purely accidental.
Freud had more
I thanis an inkling of thethat"subversive"
quality
T

QUITE CLEAR

of psychoanalysis from the very beginning. As
his ideas began to develop, he chose to present
his initial findings to members of the B'nai B'rith
Lodge which he had joined. His own explanation
implies that he did so because his discoveries had
isolated him and that he was looking for a
"circle of men with high ideas who would accept
me in friendship despite my temerity." But
Freud had yet, at this time, to publicise his ideas
widely, and the decision would indicate that
his feelings had more to do with the reaction
these ideas might provoke than any reaction they
had provoked. The assumption that a group of
respectable middle-class laymen, if they were but
Jewish, would not reject him because of such
theories, offers at least some clue as to what part
of him, at least, thought the ideas represented.
If psychoanalysis served many of the same
functions for Freud that Marxism served for
other Jews, why did he choose the less direct path
in his desire to subvert the dominant culture?
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Again, The Interpretation provides us with a
number of clues in Freud's discussion of some of
his own dreams.
At least two of the dreams in The Interpretation
are associated by Freud with "radical" thoughts
and feelings. The first and simpler of these took
place on the night of July 18-19, most probably
in 1898, when Freud was travelling by train over
the Siidbahn railway line. He was travelling
first-class but (as he notes) under very uncomfortable conditions. In his compartment he met
a lady and gentleman who appeared to be "very
aristocratic" and who treated him, as he felt, with
disdain. They, indeed, had a free pass, a favour
reserved for "important" persons, and in his
dream, Freud notes, he took fearful vengeance
on them, although he declines to indicate the
nature of that vengeance:
. . . in my sleep I heard: "Hollthurn, ten minutes"
being called out. I, at once thought. . . of a natural
history museum—that this was the spot at which
valiant men had fought in vain against the superior
power of the ruler of their country—yes, the CounterReformation in Austria. . . . I was suddenly in
another compartment. . . . I was surprised by this,
but I reflected that I MIGHT HAVE CHANGED
CARRIAGES WHILE I WAS IN A SLEEPING
STATE. There were several people . . . a row of
books were distinctly visible on a shelf on the wall.
I saw "The Wealth of Nations" and "Matter and
Motion" (by Clerk-Maxwell}. . . . The man asked
his sister about a book. . . . It seemed as though the
books were sometimes mine and sometimes theirs.

[Italics and capitalisation in the original]

In his analysis of this dream Alexander
Grinsteins notes (as does Freud himself) that it
refers back to hostile feelings with regard to
Freud's father and his own hopes of achieving a
reputation comparable to Clerk-Maxwell and
Adam Smith through his own work. Yet, on
another level, the rebellion is against the aristocratic couple who represent the dominant
Catholic culture. In the first part of the dream
(if we may re-interpret it), Freud suggests that
direct rebellion against a superior power will
lead to defeat as it did for the "heroes" defeated
by the Counter-Reformation. He decides then
upon another course of action (he changes
carriages). After all, Adam Smith and ClerkMaxwell had contributed more to the weakening
of traditional Catholic authority through science
than had those who confronted the Church
directly. They had done so through the secularising influence of science. So Freud's rebellion
and desire for revenge would be expressed in the
same way.

direct confrontation
with those in power comes through even more
2
Sigmund Freud's Dreams (Wayne State, 1968), directly in another and more complex dream of
Freud's which occurred some weeks later. He
p.341.
THE THEME OF AVOIDING
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had driven down to the West Bahnhof station in
Vienna to take the train for a summer holiday
at Aussee, and there saw Count Franz Anton
Thun, the Prime Minister of Austria. All kinds
of "insolent and revolutionary ideas" went
through his head. He awoke about three in the
morning with a pressing need to urinate, having
had a dream in which Thun appeared as one of
the major characters. Indeed, Thun was speaking
before a crowd of students, one of whom
challenged him. Freud was "fired up." Then the
scene of the dream shifted;
It was as though I was in the Aula [the Ceremonial
Hall of the University]; the entrances were cordoned
off and we had to escape. I made my way through a
series of rooms . . . at last I came to a corridor, in
which a housekeeper was sitting . . . I avoided
speaking to her, but she evidently thought I had a
right to pass. . . . I felt I was being very cunning in
thus avoiding inspection at the exit. [Italics in
original]
The scene shifted again as the escape theme
continued, and Freud found himself in front of
the railway station:
. . . this time in the company of an elderly gentleman.
I thought of a plan for remaining unrecognised and
then saw that this plan had already been put into
effect. .. . He appeared to be blind, at all events with
one eye, and I handed him a male glass urinal. . . .
So I was a sick nurse and had to give him the urinal
because he was blind. If the ticket-collector were to
see us like that, he would be certain to let us get
away without noticing us. [Italics in original]

As Freud has pointed out, the associations to
a dream are a key element in its interpretation,
and those to the Count Thun dream were
extensive. Freud had the feeling that he had been
carried back to the "revolutionary year" of
1848, and he thought of the revolutionary student
leader, Adolf Fischof, who (like Freud) was
Jewish and had entered the medical profession.
The dream also recalled to him scenes from his
rebellious student days including one in which he
had played a key role in a revolt against an
unpopular teacher, and another in which he had
verbally attacked Victor Adler at a meeting of the
students' club in which both had been members.
He continues by noting that "out of consideration for the 'censorship'" he can not deal with
the second episode of the dream in detail, but that
he was obviously placing himself in the place of
an "exalted personage of those revolutionary
times [Adler]." He declines also to deal in great
detail with the final episodes of the dream for the
same reason, except to suggest that the blind
man was obviously his father. His own interpretation of the incident is that it is a belated form
of revenge on Freud senior, for an episode which
had occurred in his childhood. One evening when
he was seven or eight years old he had urinated

in his parents' bedroom while they were present,
and his father had let fall the words: "The boy will
come to nothing." In the dream, Freud suggests,
he had merely turned the tables on his father.
Freud adds that the boastings of the dream
(i.e., about his being so cunning) will be understood by anyone who will bear in mind the great
Rabelais' incomparable account of the life and
deeds of Gargantua and his son Pantagruel. In
a long footnote to his associations, Freud suggests that the "whole rebellious content of the
dream with its . . . derision of the higher authorities, went back to rebellion against my father."
as true on one level, and
yet as an explanation it seems curiously unsatisfactory. The structure of the dream, for example,
is the same as the earlier one. Political confrontation is followed by flight as Freud "cunningly"
escapes the censorship. He finally avoids detection by pretending to be a sick nurse to his
father. One could easily interpret the dream (and
what he conceals out of respect for the censorship)
as telling us that a psychology dealing with
human culture and society in terms of Oedipal
conflicts might permit a revolutionary attack
against the establishment to escape unnoticed.
The interpretation is re-enforced by the question of just what Freud (who had just revealed
such a sensitive personal experience) might be
concealing from the censorship. Here Freud's
reference to Rabelais is suggestive. As Grinstein
points out, Rabelais used the stories about
Gargantua and Pantagruel as a vehicle for
satirising many of the institutions and ideologies
of his day:
WE MAY ACCEPT THIS

In his approach Rabelais was a true revolutionary,
which fits in with Freud's revolutionary mood of
the dream day and his thoughts in connection with
the dream.
Indeed Freud's own discussion of the role of the
censorship in The Interpretation draws heavily
upon political analogies. A political writer who
has disagreeable truths to tell must often disguise
them:
A writer must beware of the censorship, and on its
account he must soften and distort the expression
of his opinion. . . . The stricter the censorship, the
more far-reaching will be the disguise.
from The Interpretation, although not dealing as directly with revolutionary
themes, offers strong support for our interpretation of some of Freud's motives in his choice of
profession and the creation of psychoanalysis.
In The Interpretation Freud treats it as an
example of an "absurd" dream, and he discusses
it immediately after analysing a dream ("Goethe's
Attack on Herr M"), which had brought forth

ANOTHER DREAM
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associations about the choice of a profession. In
the Goethe dream the attack on Herr M is
supposedly contained in Goethe's Essay on
Nature. Using this datum Freud associates to his
Gymnasium days, hearing the essay read, and the
career decision mentioned at the beginning of this
essay.
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The dream, then, is not without a Zionist
theme. However, another aspect seems at least as
important. The play The New Ghetto has as its
theme the continued precarious state of the
Jews even after formal release from the ghetto,
and the folly of acting too militantly and directly
on social issues in a Christian society. Indeed,
at the end, the chief protagonist dies because of
his political involvement in a "liberal" cause.
Is it stretching our interpretation of the dream
T 7 R E U D H A S TOLD us that consecutive dreams
too far to see in it the unconscious feeling that a
-T can shed light on each other with one being
direct attack on the resented forces of the
centrally concerned with issues which had been
Christian
world which had oppressed his people
only touched on in the other. Given the fact that
could lead only to self-destruction? Is it not
Herr M in the Goethe dream and Professor M
plausible, considering the other evidence we have
in the Rome dream are (according to Freud) the
adduced, to suggest that Freud's decision to
same person, namely himself, we might expect
move from a political radicalism to psychothe two dreams to be related. And given the
analysis was a decision to pursue the same aim
rather unconvincing remarks by Freud as to the
in a more indirect and complex form?
reasons for his choice of profession, we may look
The dream itself begins with the phrase "My
to the second for further clues. We need deal
Son
the Myops." Freud identifies this word as
only with the first part of the dream which
an ad hoc form without meaning and suggests
Freud recounts as follows:
that behind it is the idea of the Cyclops. His
On account of certain events which had occurred in final conclusion is that this was a self-warning
the city of Rome, it had become necessary to remove against becoming too one-sided (one-eyed) in
the children to safety and this was done. . . . I was
supporting some rather far-fetched ideas of his
sitting on the edge of a fountain and was greatly
friend Fliess. But surely Freud, who was a good
depressed and almost in tears. [Italics in original]
classical scholar, must have known that in clasIn his associations to the dream Freud notes:
sical Greek "Myops" means "gadfly", and that
the term was used to characterise Socrates in his
This dream was constructed on a tangle of thoughts
questioning of the basic values of Athenian
provoked by a play which I had seen, called Das
Neue Ghetto [The New Ghetto]. The Jewish problem, society.
concern about the future of one's children to whom
one can not give a country of their own . . . all of
this was easily recognisable among relevant dream
thoughts.
THE DREAM AND ITS ASSOCIATIONS have still further
ramifications. The second stanza of the SwinHis tearful condition at the fountain brings
burne poem speaks of the liberation of Zion.
forth the phrase "By the waters of Babylon we sat
The
Jewish people historically were first liberated
down and wept," and he points out that Rome
by Moses, and Freud throughout his life was
has many beautiful fountains. He neglects to note
fascinated by Moses. Indeed, several commentathat the phrase is taken directly from Swinburne's
tors (including Ernest Jones) suggest that
"Super Flumina Babylonis," which compares
Freud identified himself, in part, with the
the destruction of ancient Italy with the destrucJewish patriarch, and Freud acknowledged the
tion of Jerusalem and the Babylonian exile.
identification.
Swinburne's poem itself is based partly upon the
On one of his early visits to Rome, Freud
biblical Psalm:
became fascinated with Michelangelo's statue
of Moses, and he visited it many times. He
By the rivers of Babylon
There we sat down, yea we wept,
even wrote an article on it, one of the few
When we remembered Zion. . ..
which he originally published anonymously. His
interpretation of Michelangelo's intentions is
And the first two stanzas of Swinburne's poem
revealing. He concludes that Michelangelo meant
read as follows:
to portray Moses just after a tremendous (and
By the waters of Babylon we sat down and wept,
successful) effort to exercise his self-control for
Remembering thee.
the purposes of a higher mission. Moses, angered
That for ages of agony hast endured, and slept,
by the actions of the Jews, had been tempted to
And wouldst not see.
hurl the tablets entrusted to him by God to the
By the waters of Babylon we stood up and sang,
ground. However, he stopped himself in time.
Considering thee,
According to Freud, Michelangelo was motiThat a blast of deliverance in the darkness rang,
vated to deal with Moses in this way because the
To set thee free.

PRODUCED 2005 BY UNZ.ORG
ELECTRONIC REPRODUCTION PROHIBITED

52

Men & Ideas

statue was meant for the tomb of Julius II. He
then notes:
In the opinion of many, these motives are to be
found in the character of the Pope and in Michelangelo's relations with him. Julius II was akin to
Michelangelo in this, that he attempted to realise
great and mighty e n d s . . . . He was a man of action
and had a definite purpose, which was to unite
Italy under Papal supremacy. He desired to bring
about single-handed what was not to happen for
several centuries . . . and he worked alone . . . with
impatience, in the short span of sovereignty allowed
him, and used violent means. . . . The artist felt the
same violent source of will in himself, and, as the
more introspective thinker, may have had a premonition of the failure to which they both were
doomed. And so he carved Moses on the Pope's
tomb . . . as a warning to himself, thus rising in
self-criticism superior to his nature.
Thus, rather than turning to direct action, Freud
would control his anger and take the slower but
more sure path of science and intellectual activity
as a way of breaking down the barriers created by
culture.
FINALLY, WE MAY CITE the motto which appears

on the title page of The Interpretation of Dreams,
—"Flectere si nequeo superos, Acheronta movem-

bo." (If I cannot bend the higher powers, I shall
stir up Hell.)" The quotation is from Virgil's
Aeneid and, as Carl Schorske notes, there is at
least some evidence that Freud may have associated the use of the motto with Ferdinand
Lassalle, who has used it in one of his own
books. More importantly, as Schorske also notes,
the words are spoken by Juno who summons
from Hell a fury in order to prevent the founding
of Rome, and to defend the "Semitic" Dido
against Aeneas.

rpHE EMPHASIS which has been placed here
X upon Freud's marginality should not obscure
the fact that other motivations continued to be
(or became) important in his life's work. At all
times he was, as he recognised, extremely ambitious for success, and later for the success of his
creation. Beyond this his feelings about his
Jewishness, the solution to the Jewish problem,
and his relation to the dominant culture called
forth mixed and contradictory emotions at different times and even at the same time. We have
mentioned a Zionist theme in the "My Son the
Myops" dream, and a number of commentators
have pointed to signs that part of Freud desired
to end his marginality by some form of assimilation. Suggestive evidence for this can be found in
his youthful joining of a Pan-German organisation; in the coupling of Winckelmann (who
converted to Catholicism in order to get to Rome)

with Hannibal; and in his irrational wish to have
Jung become his successor. The evidence suggests
strongly that this last desire had much to do
with Freud's hopes that, because he was a
Christian, Jung's allegiance would win acceptance for psychoanalysis.
Evidence for Freud's identification with his
own society and the desire to assimilate to it can
also be found in his attitudes during and immediately after World War I. At the outbreak of
the War he became extremely agitated and found
it difficult to work. He said that "for the first
time in thirty years he felt himself to be an
Austrian," and added that: "All my libido is
given to Austro-Hungary."
In a few weeks this mood had worn off and
in suggesting the reasons for the change Freud
told his friends a Jewish anecdote. It seems a Jew
had resided in Germany for many years and had
adopted German manners. However, when he
returned home, his old grandfather, by examining
his underclothes, discovered that the German
part was only a veneer.
The choice of the anecdote is suggestive, and
reveals Freud's basic sense of marginality. However, the desire for the identification remained,
and continued to colour some of Freud's attitudes. For example, there is little question but
that his hatred for Woodrow Wilson was related
to his feelings that "the splendid instrument" of
the German Army would not have "broken in
the hands of German leaders" if they had not so
readily believed the "fantastic promises of the
American President's Fourteen Points."
The simultaneous presence of all of these
elements in Freud's mental life has permitted
various commentators to find whatever they
wished in Freud's mental life. It seems clear,
however, that the universalistic theme was
paramount.
this point to recapituI Tlate and to offer someat caveats
to our interpreMIGHT BE WISE,

tation of some of the unconscious motives which
may have contributed to the discovery of
psychoanalysis.
A "godless Jew" developed psychoanalysis
because his marginality enabled him to transcend
the cultural blinkers imposed by the dominant
culture, just as Jews who became part of radical
movements could perceive more clearly the
oppressive features of the society around them.
In neither case, however, was their ability to
perceive and attach themselves to doctrines
subversive to the dominant culture necessarily
based upon the (often self-proclaimed) nobility
of character of their idealism. For some at least
the motive was partly to end their own margin-
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ality by destroying the categories which defined
them as inferior, and partly to gain revenge on
Christian society. In this respect psychoanalysis
has served some of the same personal needs as
Marxism for many Jews. As one might expect,
Freud was ambivalent about his "solution" to
marginality, and part of him, at times, sought the
route of assimilation, just as he sometimes considered a Zionist solution.
Now for the caveats. First, the fact that Freud's
thinking included non-rational components does
not mean that these operated with more (or less)
force in him than in anyone else. (Psychobiographies, especially partial psycho-biographies,
are always open to the danger of being thus misinterpreted.) Indeed we are convinced that Freud
was possessed of an extremely strong ego and
could see many things more clearly and with less
distortion than most other people in his culture.
Furthermore, there is no evidence that Freud or
Jewish radicals in Vienna in general were
uniquely motivated by "resentment." Any honest
analysis of conservatives or liberals (Jews and
non-Jews) would reveal, we suspect, that their
motivations include these primitive elements,
albeit in a different form.
Second, from our frequent use of the word
"discovery" in dealing with the creation of
psychoanalysis, it should be clear that, in our
opinion, much of the corpus of classical psychoanalytic theory is "true." In dealing with the
motives that may have provided some of the
energy for Freud's discoveries, we are not
attempting to impugn psychoanalysis itself, any
more than we would or could undermine classical
mechanics by examining some of the unconscious
sources of Newton's creative genius. Nor, incidentally, does an explanation of the thought or
actions of Marx or Trotsky in these terms
necessarily undermine their analyses.
Third, the analysis may help us understand
why a Jew created psychoanalysis. It will not tell
us why Sigmund Freud did so when he did. Part
of the answer to that question has to be understood in terms of Freud's special genius as well
as in terms of his relation to his parents. More
importantly it has to be understood in terms of
a general discussion of European culture and
social structure at the turn of the century,
especially that of Austria. In short, a full explanation of the origins of psychoanalysis would
have to relate it to the entire process by which
the Christian bases of European society have been
undermined and gradually replaced by a secular
culture of which psychoanalysis and Marxism
are creative (as well as destructive) components.
It would also have to deal with the development
3

Theodore Reik, Jewish Wit (1962), p.231.

of science in Europe during the 19th century
(including, for example, the impact of Darwin).

A sself,

more insight into himFreud clearly became increasingly
aware of some of the motives that had helped
precipitate his discoveries, as well as the general
sources of his own early radicalism and that of
some of his fellow Jews.
In his Autobiography he states, quite candidly, that, as a youth, he never really had any
desire to help suffering humanity. And, in responding to a request from the widow of Heinrich
Braun for information about her late husband
for a biography, he notes (after describing their
relationship in the terms quoted earlier):
HE DEVELOPED

Neither the aims nor means of our strivings were
very clear to us and I have since come to suspect
that his aims were mainly negative.
Freud's relationship with Braun had ended some
forty-five years earlier. What could have
prompted this re-interpretation of the latter's
motives, except further reflections on his own?
Somewhat earlier Freud had hinted at some of
the sources of these "negative aims." In his
essay on "Some Character Types Met with in
Psychoanalytic Work" (1915), Freud discusses
the "exception"; the person whose rebelliousness
and claims to special favour are justified to himself by some injury suffered for which he can
consider himself blameless. Such people, Freud
notes, often feel quite justified in injuring others.
He refers to Shakespeare's Richard III as a prime
example of the type.
In the midst of the discussion Freud notes:
For reasons which will be easily understood I cannot communicate very much about these and other
case histories. Nor do I propose to go into the
obvious analogy between deformities of character
resulting from protracted sickness in childhood,
and the behaviour of whole nations whose past
history has been full of suffering.
As Theodore Reik points out, the reference is
obviously to Jews.3
By this time, of course, Freud had come to
feel that human life was inevitably painful and
ambiguous. Social conditions encouraged the
marginal man to attempt to resolve this ambiguity by projecting his unique problems, as well
as those he shared with the rest of mankind,
upon the culture which defined him as marginal,
and pretending that (for example) his own
aggression and anxieties about this aggression
would come to an end once the aggressive (evil)
others were eliminated. Freud could no longer
accept such rationalisations. He had too much
insight into his relations with his parents and his
own nature to deceive himself into believing that
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the pain of everyday life was a function merely
of his being a Jew. As Freud's insight into
himself grew, so his hostility towards the Catholic Church diminished; and he even came to
accept the Dolfuss regime in Austria (in the early
1930s) as probably the best possible alternative
under the circumstances. Although never a believer or a real Zionist, he also came to recognise
the fact that "many dark emotional powers all the
stronger the less they could be expressed in
words" tied him to his Jewishness. It is clear that
a universalistic solution to the Jewish problem
no longer seemed possible to him in the short run,
nor, perhaps, even very desirable.
that Freud ever completely
resolved the tensions of his youth. The primitive
contradictory elements in our unconscious are
never eliminated. As Freud himself came to
realise in his later years, greater insight only
enables us to deal with them somewhat more
effectively by reducing their emotional hold, and
permitting a rather more rational examination of
their sources.
During this same period psychoanalysis
underwent a number of key changes in his hands,
induced, in part, by autonomous developments
within the discipline itself. In his earliest formulations, Freud had postulated a tension between
ego instincts and the libido. For many of his followers, neurosis was seen as merely the result of
sexual repression. Therapy was conceived of as a
kind of catharsis which would allow for a freer
flow of erotic drives. It was felt that cures could
be accomplished fairly quickly, and the theory
seemed to call for an end to repression or at
least a sharp reduction of it as a way of reducing
"modern nervousness." It is perhaps no accident
that most—although not all—Freudian radicals
(and much of the modern Counter-Culture,
including certain kinds of "Encounter groups")
have drawn their inspiration from this period.
Freud had no place in his early formulations
for an aggressive drive, except as a perversion of
desires for mastery, and although he did discuss
both sadism and masochism, he tended to see
them as derived from erotic sources. By the end
of World War I (though as with many shifts in
Freud's position one can find earlier signs), this
emphasis was changing. The postulation of a basic
aggressive drive was certainly anti-utopian in its
implications, and the recognition that many of
his patients' defences (and indeed their egos)
were partly unconscious complicated the therapeutic process. In the end Freud came to feel, in
THIS IS NOT TO SAY

Analysis,

Terminable and Interminable (1937),

that the analyst could only hope for modest
results from his efforts and that, indeed, at best,
the anxiety stemming from our unconscious
conflicts could only be reduced. There were no
final solutions.
that humanity
could dispense with religion, even though he
personally felt no need for it, and while he continued to believe in social reform, the Utopian
appeals of the Bolshevik did not impress him.
In fact he was convinced that the justification of
aggression in terms of some future ideal society
was merely irrational projection and that acting
on the basis of such projections could have very
serious consequences. It is this Freud, the Freud
of Civilisation and Its Discontents (1930), that is
most widely known to the general reader and has
added to Freud's reputation of being "a
conservative."
HE WAS NO LONGER QUITE SO SURE

lived the last years
I of his life in rareFreud
serenity, despite the Nazi
N ANY EVENT

threat and considerable pain from cancer of the
jaw, pain which he refused to alleviate by taking
drugs lest they inhibit his work. In The Interpretation of Dreams he had reported a number of
his own in which it is quite clear that he had had
some reservations about revealing the truths he
had discovered. Perhaps, he had thought, it
would be better to let people cling to their illusions. At the time he had brushed these doubts
aside, partly, one suspects, because he was convinced that his discoveries would usher in a new
and much better world. By the time he wrote
Civilisation and Its Discontents, however, he was
far less sanguine.
Civilisation, he felt, had been created in an
attempt to provide security and increase the level
of human satisfaction. To a certain extent it had
succeeded in doing so, but every gain had brought
with it heavy costs; and, civilisation or no,
human beings, by virtue of their humanity, would
always be faced with the pain which was an
inevitable concomitant of their relations with
others and the gradual decay of their bodies.
Setting forth the basic dilemmas, then, Freud
now refused to take the role of prophet and offer
consolation, "for at bottom that is what they are
all demanding—the wildest revolutionaries no
less passionately than the most virtuous believers." Instead, he accepted life, and finally
death, as if (in his words), having completed a
long and arduous journey.
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nothing could be more American than its sudden
discovery. Death has grown into a knowledge
industry with its own institutions (e.g., the Center
for Thanatological Studies, University of
Minnesota) and its own press (e.g., see "Omega,
an international journal for the psychological study
of dying, bereavement, suicide, and other lethal
behaviors"). The "death course," as it is known,
has become a glamorous elective in American
college catalogues. A typical undergraduate
listing reads:

AMERICAN
CHRONICLE

Life & Death
in the U.S.A.

"Death: Events, Ritual, Decision. Personal/professional/social decisions regarding life and death—
abortion, capital punishment, suicide, war."
"Field assignments" are promised but not specified. A typical graduate course listing reads:

By Melvin Maddocks
"Mr Barlow, you are afraid of death." —
"No, I assure you."
"It is a natural instinct, Mr Barlow, to shrink from
the unknown."

"Death and Suicide. Partial death; megadeath;
lethality; the psychological autopsy."

EVELYN WAUGH, The Loved One (1948)
JS]O

^

VELYN

WAUGH'S

novella The Loved
M E
One seemed to crystal-

1

lise to malicious perfection the American posture
towards death. Or rather,
against death, for the
posture surely was one
of aversion. Death was
Wei :j *
judged to be an obscenity,
and like all obscenities,
required its fig leaves.
One did not discuss
death even at funerals—
especially at funerals.
One spoke of "passing on" rather than dying. One
spoke of the "leave-taking," not the burial. The
corpse, or rather, the "loved one," was painted
back to health by cosmetic applications that
might make a street-walker blush. No matter how
horribly or prematurely the "loved one" died,
these iron-willed words summed up the subject:
"It's for the best"—the signal for a general stampede back to daily life on the part of the graveside survivors because: "He (she) would have
wanted it that way."
Who could have predicted 20 years ago that
the death-shy American (like the sex-shy
American of 50 years ago) would metamorphose
from one caricature into the opposite? As recently as 1967 that wise observer of native
anxieties, Erik Erikson, listed only one index
entry under "Death" in Youth: Identity and
Crisis—and that referred to Arthur Miller's play,
Death of a Salesman. Yet today the fear that supposedly dared not speak its name is being discussed by the young, the middle-aged, and the
old to the point of obsession.
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IF DEATH WAS ONCE DISMISSED

as un-American,

Still another breed of specialist has appeared
in the world of specialists: the death expert.
What exquisitely cruel sport Waugh might have
made of the American Association of Suicidology,
whose members conducted their annual convention last year at a Texas motel, listening to
papers with titles like 'Methodological Problems
in the Development of a Post-Hospital Suicide
Prediction Scale.'
Nor has death become merely the latest subdiscipline of scholars. The fascination with death
is broad and popular. A "death questionnaire"
sponsored by the magazine Psychology Today
elicited 30,000 responses from readers, as compared to 20,000 for the "sex questionnaire," the
previous record-holder. Another general magazine, Human Behavior, has instituted a department
called "Death." A whole genre has developed
that might be dubbed DEATH LIT. ; and here is the
smallest random sampling of recent titles, with
description by author or publisher.
The Art of Dying "introduces a series of mental
exercises which help the individual face his own
death with a sense of ease instead of panic, fear, or
the thought of pain. To accept the death of others
that we love as part of the rhythm of life."
Suicide: The Gamble with Death "reveals how
such factors as age, sex, race, and alcohol and drug
use affect suicide and actual completions"—not to
mention correlations with marital status, the state
of the economy, and the weather.
Deaths of Man "examines in detail, and from a
number of points of view, what the actual dying
process is like. Above all, it stresses the ways in
which a person may be helped to die a more
appropriate death."
The Immortality Factor reports that, "as fantastic as it seems, science is now at the threshold of
achieving control over death" and asks: "What
does this mean for life on earth as we know it?"
Last Rights: A Case for the Good Death "sets
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