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Preface

he present inquiry is a companion volume to The Victims of Democ-

racy: Malcolm X and the Black Revolution, although I hope it is intelli-
gible in itself. Both volumes are concerned with the development and
articulation of psychoanalytic-marxism. Victims, however, is historical,
while this is heuristic merely.

The two books are quite different in form. In Victims I attempted to
represent and conceptualize a social life-world, constellated around the
narrative of Malcolm'’s life. The form reflected the continuity of histori-
cal time and the interpenetration of historical events. Here I emphasize
the discontinuity of the exposition, and this for three reasons. First, the
subject matter of the inquiry is extremely broad. It is not treated exhaus-
tively, if such a thing were possible, but only in outline. Second, I am
working with a body of theoretical material characterized in good part
by a desire for system and the totalization of concepts. I am partly in
sympathy with this desire, partly wary of its tendency to eventuate in
dogmatism. Third, the concepts developed in the text stand at a certain
remove from empirical reality. Gaps are left in the exposition to acknowl-
edge, in all three regards, its incomplete nature.

Although in writing this book I found myself attempting to sum up
a quarter-century of work on the problematics of psychoanalytic-marxism,
the result is anything but a last word or definitive statement. It was
written at a specific time and in a specific state of mind, with the aim
of hewing a psychoanalytic-marxist path between Hegelianism, which has
come to stand for the Enlightenment and the totalized rationality of
modernity, on the one hand, and the disintegrative trends of postmodern-
ism, on the other. The recurrent concern with the classical antinomy of
the One and the Many, also Identity and Difference, reflects this discur-
sive situation.
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viii Preface

Speaking of Hegelianism: It should be acknowledged at the outset
that Hegel plays a major role in the inquiry, and that his presence creates
discursive difficulties. From my perspective, however, these difficulties
are unavoidable. For one thing, the project of psychoanalytic-marxism is
tied to a dialectical conception of reason, and Hegel is the master teacher
of dialectics. For another, his articulation of the problematics of recogni-
tion in the fourth chapter of The Phenomenology of Spirit has been impor-
tant in the development of psychoanalytic-marxist theory; and I hope to
show that these problematics retain their interpretive significance in our
own time.

Yet as the form of the inquiry suggests, there is nothing in this work
resembling Hegel’s Absolute Spirit or, for that matter, Descartes’ cogito—
no first principle that resolves all skeptical doubts and from which all
other certainties proceed. But a simple idea does play a rather important
role: Uncertainty generates anxiety; anxiety results in psychic defense and
distortions of consciousness. If this were to be a first principle, it would
be precisely anti-Hegelian and anti-Cartesian.

* * * * *

My thanks to Janice Haaken and Robert Young for reading and criti-
cizing the manuscript; to Peter Wissoker and Judith Grauman for edi-
torial guidance; to Michael Landis for computer assistance with the
diagrams; and to my students at UCLA, who have done me the great
favor of working with me on psychoanalytic-marxist issues for the past
twenty-five or more years.
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CHAPTER 1

Of All Possible Worlds
We Only Have One . ..

The present project is to construct a groundwork for a psychoanalytic-
marxist theory.'It arises from an interest in human emancipation.
Given the lateness of the hour, linking this theoretical project to this
practical interest may seem problematical. There are those, after all,
who think that psychoanalysis and Marxism are out of date. Because a
psychoanalytic-marxist theory can only be of interest if there is some-
thing of value in Marxism and psychoanalysis considered separately, 1
will begin these introductory remarks by discussing certain of the skep-
tical doubts that have arisen concerning the historical relevance of the
two theories. I will then proceed to discuss the desirability, possibility,
and difficulty of a psychoanalytic-marxist theory. Finally, I will outline
the course of the inquiry and indicate its limits.

These remarks, I might add, really are just that, remarks. In them I
touch lightly upon topics that will be taken up more fully later on. They
will have performed their function satisfactorily if they serve to distin-
guish the road ahead from the ones not taken.

A. Psychoanalysis and Marxism

1.

Here is a way of broaching the issue. One of the characters in Doris
Lessing’s The Golden Notebook writes a short novel in which an Algerian
soldier (a member of the F. L. N.) was assigned the task of torturing a
French prisoner. The two men—secretly—begin to talk to each other. The
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Algerian, a farmer, was persistently aware “that what he felt about life
was not what he was expected to feel” by “them,” whoever they might
be (Lessing, 1963, p. 549). The Frenchman, a young intellectual, com-
plained to his torturer that he “was in an intellectual prison-house”: “He
recognised, had recognised for years, that he never had a thought, or an
emotion, that didn’t instantly fall into pigeonholes, one marked ‘Marx’
and one marked ‘Freud.”” The Algerian felt he ought to be envious of
the Frenchman. The Frenchman was actually envious of the Algerian: “He
wished that that just once, just once in his life, he felt or willed some-
thing that was his own, spontaneous, undirected, not willed on him by
Grandfathers Freud and Marx” (ibid.).

The two men were overheard by the commanding officer. He
ordered them to be executed. They were “shot together, on the hillside,
with the sun rising in their faces, side by side, the next morning” (ibid.,
p. 550).

What is the moral of the story?

First, there is the attitude of the French intellectual. He finds Marx-
ism and psychoanalysis oppressive. He thinks and feels through them;
they constitute an orthodoxy that robs him of spontaneity. He wishes
nothing more than to be rid of them. He is a psychoanalytic-marxist malgré
lui and, we might add, a postmodernist ahead of his time. If he were not
about to die in Algeria, he would live to be a deconstructionist in Paris.
From his standpoint the project of this book is precisely wrong-headed.

Nor is the attitude of the Algerian any more encouraging. He doesn’t
envy the prisoner his European sophistication. He appears to live out-
side all intellectual prison-houses. Yet he is not a free thinker. He only
knows himself as other or alien, as what “they” are not. He lacks the
categories of self-recognition, and grandfathers Marx and Freud fail to
provide them.

It might seem, in other words, that psychoanalysis and Marxism have
sunk into either orthodoxy or irrelevancy. Unlike the Nietzschean mad-
man who announces the death of God too early, the psychoanalytic-
marxist articulates a vision of human emancipation too late.

2.

Let’s start again. Two young men are struggling to know themselves
and each other. They are talking freely, as equals. They have momen-
tarily forgotten their assigned roles—forgotten that one of them is there
to be the torturer, the other the tortured. Consequently they are executed.

We are here presented with a story within a story. Like a dream
within a dream, it may be taken as a representation of reality, or of more
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than one reality. On the one hand, it represents the agony of war, spe-
cifically of the Algerian struggle for national liberation; on the other, it
represents a psychical reality, a situation of mental torture. Its narrative
impact depends upon the conjuncture, or the fusion, of these two dimen-
sions of human experience.

No theory is needed to reveal the suffering the story signifies.
Indeed, social theories can be used to defend us from the immediacy of
such experiences, to distance us from them by reducing them to mere
instances or examples, by reifying them as concepts and categories. And
not just social theories: It is likewise a denial of reality to treat torture as
a metaphor, execution as a discourse, death as a text.

Nonetheless, it is necessary to learn from experience, especially when
the experience is one of suffering. We must interpret the world in order
to change it. The question then becomes, how are we to understand the
experience of the two young men in the story? What theory or theories
facilitate the interpretation and transformation of situations characterized
by human suffering?

The question does not entail a psychoanalytic-marxist answer. It may
be that there are better ways of answering it. It might even be the case
that psychoanalytic-marxism is not a viable alternative-—that, as Lessing
implies, it is more the disease than the cure. But whatever doubts there
may be about the answer(s), I do not see how it is possible to doubt the
importance of the question. In any case, it provides the standard by which
I hope the value of the present inquiry will be judged.

3.

Here is another approach to the issue. If we lived in the best of all
possible worlds—if nothing further needed to be done or, alternatively,
could be done to enlarge the realm of human freedom—then a situ-
ationally transformational interest in human emancipation would be non-
sensical. I take it as given, however, that we don’t live in such a world,
that the realm of human freedom can be and ought to be enlarged.

The question then is, are Marxism and psychoanalysis, either singly
or in combination, relevant to a practical emancipatory interest? The
question can be and has been answered in the negative. First, it has been
argued that neither Marxism nor psychoanalysis are or were emanci-
patory, that both function as instrumentalities of social control or even
domination. Second, there are those who argue that the emancipatory
impetus of the two is exhausted. Marxism and psychoanalysis interpret
a world that no longer exists. New categories and concepts are required
if we are to understand and act effectively in our present situation.
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These arguments cannot be dismissed out of hand. Let’s consider
them, briefly, in turn.

The first argument has some empirical validity. We have witnessed
Marxism used to justify tyranny and psychoanalysis used as an ideol-
ogy of conformity and adjustment. These have not, however, been their
only uses. Marxism has also functioned as a mediation of emancipatory
political practices, and, at least in many instances, clinical psychoanaly-
sis remains true to the aim of enlarging the patient’s domain of psychical
freedom. It is not unrealistic or unempirical to characterize each of them
as an emancipatory praxis. Moreover, [ have never seen it convincingly
argued that domination is built into—is a necessary or intrinsic feature
of—either Marxism or psychoanalysis. It is rather the case that these
arguments fail to distinguish between the praxis and the perversion
of the praxis. No doubt such perversion is possible, as I have already
acknowledged; and it is important to analyze the conditions under which,
for example, Marxism becomes Stalinism or psychoanalysis becomes
a conformist ego psychology. A physician would not stay in practice
very long, however, if s/he failed to distinguish between health and
illness.

The second argument is more serious. As the twentieth century
draws to a close, we live in a world that differs radically from the one
that existed when it began. We would be placing ourselves at a dis-
advantage if we were to look at twenty-first-century realities through
nineteenth-century lenses. Likewise, if we were to treat Marx’s and Freud’s
texts as a canon and confuse social analysis with scriptural exegesis, then
we really would be condemning ourselves to irrelevancy. It does not
follow, however, that Marxism and psychoanalysis are the private prop-
erty of antiquarians and hagiographers.

We might think of it this way. In the famous preface to the 1859 A
Critique of Political Economy Marx argues that at a “certain stage of their
development, the material productive forces of society come into con-
flict with the existing relations of production . ..” (Marx, 1859, p. 4). In
the twentieth century we have experienced an unprecedented develop-
ment of forces of production, a growth in productive capability so great
that existing relations of production have indeed become irrational—
ecologically irrational. When the century began, the human species could
only place finite demands against (what seemed to be) an infinite natu-
ral supply. Malthusianism aside, there were no projected limits to
economic development. The political question was, who—which social
classes, which nations—would benefit from the indefinite expansion of
material production? Now, however, the human species places effectively
infinite demands upon a demonstrably finite natural supply. From an
ecological perspective unlimited growth is the problem, not the solution.
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The political question becomes, must material well-being be sacrificed
to planetary survival and, if so, whose well-being? Alternatively, will
we be able to turn the necessity of ecological rationality to our mutual
advantage? Finally, will we fail to heed the ecological imperative, bring
ourselves to the point of extinction, and (at a minimum) render all pro-
gressivist projects obsolete?

Here we have a dialectical inversion, a counterthrust as Hegel would
say, and with a vengeance. We are in an historically novel situation. We
must learn to think and act in ways that are appropriate to it. This does
not mean, however, that we must begin from scratch. Beginning from
scratch is, in fact, literally unthinkable. It can’t be done. Moreover, the
world has not been reborn. In important respects it might even be true
that the more things change, the more they stay the same. Even Plato
and the Buddha might have something to teach us about living and liv-
ing well in the years to come. But let’s stay closer to home. The issue in
our present undertaking is this: Do Marxism and psychoanalysis still
enable us to articulate problems for ourselves that we are interested in
solving, and do they help us to solve them?

It is not appropriate to attempt to answer this question in advance.
The most that can be said is that if we (1) treat Marxism and psycho-
analysis as problematics rather than dogmas and (2) remember that our
task is to interpret reality, not impose our categories upon it, then we may
find that these theories improve rather than impair our historical vision.

B. Psychoanalytic-Marxism

Assuming for the moment that Marxism and psychoanalysis are each
of value, is it desirable and possible to unify them, and, if they are to be
unified, how is this to be done? Should they be joined, can they be joined,
and in what way are they to be joined?

1.

What if, for simplicity’s sake, we were to define Marxism as a theory
of interests rooted in work-activity and economic production, psycho-
analysis as a theory of desire rooted in emotional life and human repro-
duction (relationships of gender and generation)? Then there would be
an evident reason for joining the two theories. Social reality cannot
be reduced to either interests/work/economic production or desires/
emotional life/human reproduction. Either perspective is monocular and,
to that extent, distortive. A binocular perspective would allow us to see
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more, and more clearly, than a monocular one. A clearer picture of
social reality facilitates rational choices of situationally transformational
action. Hence the desirability of a psychoanalytic-marxism.

2.

It can be argued, next, that the two theories operate by the same
methodological rules. Hence the possibility of a psychoanalytic-marxism.

Although Marxism and psychoanalysis have both taken their meth-
odological knocks from positivist critics, their founders firmly identified
their projects with the worldview of modern science. What science meant
to each of them has been a matter of dispute. But Marx and Freud were
self-consciously antimetaphysical. In the case of science, says Freud, “there
are no sources of knowledge of the universe other than the intellectual
working-over of carefully scrutinized observations—in other words, what
we call research—and along side of it no knowledge derived from reve-
lation, intuition or divination” (Freud, 1933a, p- 159). In like fashion Marx
and Engels claim that in contrast to “German [Hegelian, Young Hegelian]
philosophy which descends from heaven to earth,” their theory “ascends
from earth to heaven” (Marx & Engels, 1845b, p. 154). Its premises are
“real individuals, their activities and the material conditions under which
they live. . . .” These premises can be “verified in a purely empirical way”
(ibid., p. 149).

Marxism and psychoanalysis are this-worldly theories. For each of
them, however, there is a distinction to be drawn between the world as
it appears and the world as it really is. Appearances, moreover, conceal
realities. In each instance the analytical task is to pierce the veil of
appearance and bring the concealed reality into view. The synthetical task
is to interpret, explain, or determine the play of appearances from the
perspective of the revealed reality. If, therefore, we use the term without
too many philosophical constraints, we can say that the two theories are
phenomenological.

Because appearances do not usually announce themselves as such
but rather claim to be reality itself, phenomenology is simultaneously
critique. When, for example, metaphysics is interpreted from the perspec-
tive of science, its truth-claims are called into question. They are judged
to be false, not merely superficial. More generally, Marxism and psycho-
analysis question the truth-claims of ordinary consciousness. They are
each theories of false consciousness. And not only of consciousness, that
is, of states of mind. Each theory requires and facilitates investigation of
falsifying and alienating patterns of activity—of the contradictions inher-
ent in life-worlds as well as in worldviews.
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It might be added that phenomenology and criticism are methods
of analysis as well as orientations toward reality. Marxism operates through
transformational criticism, that is, the critical analysis of subject—object
relationships. Psychoanalysis operates through the analysis of defense
and, in the clinical instance, the analysis of resistance.

An example might be helpful. For both Marxism and psychoanaly-
sis, or at least for both Marx and Freud, metaphysics converges with
theology. Hence each theory contains a critique of religious belief. For
Marx religion is an “inverted world consciousness” which reflects with
a certain accuracy an “inverted world” (Marx, 1844a, p. 53). In religion,
the idea of God, which is actually a product or object of human mentation,
is treated as an autonomous subject. Simultaneously the actual human
subject is treated as product or object. The Creator is our creation; we
mistakenly see ourselves as the creation of the Creator we have created.
This inversion of the relationship between subject and object is not, how-
ever, a mere error or mental slip. It results from practical relationships
of domination, in which people in fact function as objects subjected to
alien powers rather than as subjects capable of self-determination. Conse-
quently the critique of religion also must be practical. It requires the elimi-
nation of alienating social relationships.

For Freud religion is an illusion, a wish-fulfillment, the “universal
obsessional neurosis of humanity” (Freud, 1927a, p. 43). It is a product
of human weakness and a defense against the anxiety that results from
our vulnerability. The infantile yearning for a strong, protective father is
transformed into the belief in an omnipotent, benevolent God the Father.
Via projection and displacement the earthly father becomes the heavenly
one. But the earthly father is not in fact all that benevolent. His protection
is at the same time oedipal domination. God is the transubstantiation not
just of the father but of the oedipal father. The celestial relationship of
domination mirrors the mundane one. Just as inverted consciousness
reflects an inverted world, so religious illusion reflects psychical reality.
Psychoanalysis, by revealing the psychological basis of this illusion, tends
to dispel it.

It is evident that these two instances of phenomenological criticism
differ in content. As form or method, however, they fit together: The
analysis of defense mediates transformational criticism. It brings to light
the mechanisms or processes through which subject and object are inverted.”

Thus far I have contended that Marxism and psychoanalysis are each
antimetaphysical, phenomenological, and critical. They also are not posi-
tivistic. I make this point because, in their own way, positivistic theo-
ries—the normal theories of the natural sciences and of the social sciences
modeled after them—are antimetaphysical, analytical, and critical. They
can be differentiated from Marxism and psychoanalysis, however, on
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ontological grounds. Positivistic theories are ultimately unidimensional.
Reality itself is simply positive, a matter of fact. Facts themselves
are unproblematical. They obey the rules of ordinary logic (identity,
difference, excluded middle, etc.). For Marxism and psychoanalysis,
by contrast, reality is multidimensional, self-contradictory—in a word,
dialectical.

Dialectics is among the most vexed of the questions that are neces-
sarily attached to an inquiry of the present kind. For one thing, Freud
classified psychoanalysis as a positive, not a dialectical, science. For
another, Marx himself and many Marxists have tended to identify dia-
lectics with an historical determinism in which the future is treated as
the entailed conclusion of a syllogism. Even more open-ended versions
of dialectical reasoning might be viewed as imposing a structure and
direction upon historical processes that such processes simply do not
have. Many postmodernists, who take this critique to its limit, treat
dialectics as a kind of intellectual bad faith, in which the fundamental
entropy of and gaps in reality are covered over with makeshift totali-
zations. In their view, the critique of false consciousness, if sufficiently
extended, closes a circle: The supposed underlying reality with which
the critique ends is indistinguishable from the supposed false conscious-
ness with which it began.

We'll return to the question of dialectical reason presently. For the
moment, all I wish to argue is that Marxism and psychoanalysis are
united in a conception of reality as inherently self-contradictory and
(through the manifestation and overcoming of these contradictions) self-
developmental.

Marx contends that dialectical reasoning is inherently “critical and
revolutionary” (Marx, 1867, p. 103). We shall see that dialectics may have
some darker and more disturbing implications. But psychoanalysis and
Marxism, each in its own way, remain loyal to the transformational aims
of dialectical reasoning. Each amounts to a theory and practice, a praxis, of
self-emancipation. Each accepts the imperative of the second thesis on
Feuerbach, namely, that the truth of theory must be realized in practice
(Marx, 1845, p. 144). And each aims at overcoming the falsification of
consciousness and alienation of life-activity that its critical and phenom-
enological methods reveal.

3.

Theoretical binocularity with its implications for rational choices of
action determines the desirability of psychoanalytic-marxism. The meth-
odological commonalities outlined above determine its possibility. And,
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it might be argued, the desirability and possibility of unification converge
in the concept of emancipatory praxis. Emancipatory aims require an
orientation toward rational choices of transformational action; rational
choices of action are at the least facilitated by and perhaps dependent
upon a critical phenomenological methodology and an antimetaphysical,
dialectical, and theoretically binocular conception of social reality.

Ultimately the project is to develop and support this position. But
not immediately: It would be a fatal error to disregard the fundamental
difficulty the project involves, namely, that the theories are premised upon
diametrically opposed anthropologies, mutually exclusive conceptions of
human nature and historical development.

Here is a way of stating the difficulty. Assume we are investigating
the phenomenon of white racism. The inquiry might have this form:

(Amhropology )
Interests vs. Desires

Interests/Production (Social Analysis) Desires/Reproduction

(Conscious Activity)

Such an investigation begins with the empirical phenomenon of white
racism, hence with the representation of the conscious actions and self-
consciousness of individuals and collectivities. Through the use of a criti-
cal phenomenological method this empirical starting point is dissolved
into two conceptual domains. On the one hand, racist beliefs and prac-
tices are anchored in the economic and political interests of (let us
suppose) a declining petty bourgeoisie. On the other, they reflect the
tendencies toward splitting and projection of psychological groups,
tendencies which (ontogenetically) originate in repressed oedipal and
pre-oedipal desires, that is, in a particular familial constellation.

How, then, are the conceptual domains of production/interests
and reproduction/desires related to each other? They are not, to begin
with, mutually exclusive. Even in societies where production is centered
outside the household, familial and economic relationships are inter-
penetrative and mutually conditioning. There are interests attached to
relationships of human reproduction and desires attached to those of
economic production. And, plainly, work is performed in the house-
hold and people have emotional lives while engaged in economic pro-
duction. Hence there can be a psychoanalytic investigation of the economy
and a Marxist investigation of the family. Indeed, an adequate under-
standing of a phenomenon like white racism depends upon just such
inquiries.
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In other words, the institutional objects of the inquiry, namely,
familial or economic structures, can be analyzed from either a Marxist
or a psychoanalytic perspective. Hence they do not constitute the diffi-
culty with which we are concerned, and we may put them aside. We then
have Marxism as a theory of interests, of intersubjective relationships of
advantage and disadvantage, and psychoanalysis as a theory of desires,
of (at root) intrasubjective drives, wishes, fantasies, and intentions. Thus
Marx claims that “the human essence is no abstraction inherent in each
single individual.” It is rather “the ensemble of the social relations” (Marx,
1845, p. 145). For Freud and Freudian psychoanalysts, by contrast, the
concrete human essence is inherent in each individual, while the ensemble
of social relations is the abstraction.

We may push our phenomenological reduction one step further.
For Marx interests are a function of work-activity. Desires and emotional
life are molded by historically specific forms of the work-mediated
relationship of human individuals to each other and nonhuman nature.
For Freud manifest desires are a function of sexual and aggressive
drives. Work-activity and historically specific economic relationships
are sublimations of our basic drives. Productive activity, so far from
being a part of our nature, is an externality nonhuman nature imposes
upon us.

It thus appears that, at the level of anthropology, the two theories
are mutually exclusive. When they are employed in historical and social
analysis, they consequently produce dramatically different pictures of
reality. Returning to our example of white racism, for an orthodox Marxist
the analysis of group psychology is a deflection from economic and class
issues, while for an orthodox psychoanalyst economic considerations do
not go to the psychological heart of the matter. Any attempt to fuse the
two theories would therefore seem to be like a bad marriage, a wedding
of incompatibles that is sure to end up in unpleasant wrangling and ulti-
mately divorce. Or, to vary the metaphor, in attempting to join Marxism
and psychoanalysis we might find ourselves with theoretical double-
vision instead of the hoped-for binocular vision. Alternatively, if we seek
to rise above the antagonism or to resolve it dialectically, the result might
well be a bland conceptual pudding, an uninteresting set of abstractions
resembling Talcott Parson’s general theory of action.

What then? As I see it, the theoretical desirability and methodological
possibility of a psychoanalytic-marxism make the project worth under-
taking. Given the antagonistic anthropologies of the two theories, how-
ever, the project can only be realized if we confront head-on the contra-
dictions between them. Only by so doing might we succeed in articulating
theoretical first principles that (1) are unifying without being homogeniz-
ing; (2) resolve the anthropological contradiction without dulling our
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interpretive edge; and (3) can serve as a ground for discrete err.laljlcipatory
practices, that is, for political practice on the one hand and clinical prac-
tice on the other.

A question by way of anticipation: How might we develop an anthro-
pological dialectic of work and desire?

C. Limits and Order of Inquiry
1.

The desirability, possibility, and difficulty of developing a.psycho-
analytic-marxism are the conditions generally defining our project. The
present inquiry does not aim at realizing the project, however, but only
at constructing a theoretical groundwork for it.

A “groundwork” (Grundrisse) is a foundation, as in the instance qf
the foundation of a building. It is a construction that serves as the basis
for further construction. .

In the present instance the concept of a groundwork is sienved frorp
Marx’s discussion of dialectical method in his 1857 Grundrisse for a cri-
tique of political economy. In a famous passage he raises the ques‘.ti_on:
With what should a political economic theory begin? He exphc1"dy
answers: with “simple concepts,” the “simplest determinations,” the “thin-
nest of abstractions.” Upon closer inspection, however, he implies an
additional answer and, along with it, a twofold method of inquiry. There
is, on the one hand, the necessity of beginning with a given empirical
phenomenon, the “real and concrete,” followed by an analytical move-
ment from this starting point to the simple conceptual elements concealed
within it. On the other, there is a synthetical movement back from these
elements to the real and concrete. Through this process that which is
initially a “chaotic conception of the whole” becomes “a rich totality of
many determinations and relations” (Marx, 1857, p. 100).

In its full scope I view this conception of method as phenopen&
logical, critical, and constructive.* It is phenomenological because it uses
abstracting and bracketing procedures to advance from appearances to
underlying realities. It is critical because the phenomenological advance
involves breaking down existing concepts that are layered between
the empirical surface and the theoretical bedrock. Think, for examp.le,
of the way Marx reduces the concept of labor as used by Adam Smith
and David Ricardo to labor-power (the potential for working) and labor
process (actual working). It is constructive because the concepts that result
from the analytical process serve as a foundation for a synthetical and
concretizing interpretation of the empirical manifold.
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A theoretical groundwork, then, is a product of phenomenological
advance that serves as a premise (or set of premises) for a “reproduc-
tion of the concrete by way of thought” (ibid., p. 101).

The present inquiry is meant to be a groundwork in this sense. It
is based upon the tradition of Freudian-Marxist and psychoanalytic-
marxist theorizing, as well as upon my own historical and clinical
research (Wolfenstein, 1985, 1989, 1990c); and it aims at facilitating fur-
ther research and theorization. Moreover, its internal structure parallels
the larger investigative situation. Chapters 5-7 are the groundwork proper,
the most abstract of our concepts and categories. Chapters 2-4 lead into
them and Chapters 8-10 lead away from them. As we shall see momen-
tarily, however, the parallel is only a parallel, not a duplication or an
instantiation.

2.

Although I have taken the idea of a theoretical groundwork from
Marx, I am not sure that he and I would agree on the truth-claims that
validly can be attached to such conceptions. Marx sometimes sounds like
a this-worldly Hegel, who thinks that dialectical method can secure the
identification of the real with the rational. At other times he seems—
appropriately in my judgment—to reject any such rationalizing of human
experience. For now we may bypass matters of textual interpretation. It
will be useful, however, to take a preliminary stab at stating the episte-
mological limits of dialectical reason.

A convenient entry point is the concept of totality (as in the preced-
ing “totality of many determinations and relations”). Modern social theory
inherits from ancient philosophy a set of metatheoretical problems, to wit,
what is the relationship between the One and the Many, between whole
and parts, or between identity and difference? Hegel claimed to have
solved this problem. In his view reality is a self-developing totality in
which the parts (moments, determinations) are negatively related to the
whole. In the whole there is differentiation, hence difference; the parts
are not the whole. Through negative self-relation, however, the whole
contains the parts. The difference between part and whole is therefore a
“difference which is no difference, or only a difference of what is self-same,
and its essence is unity” (Hegel, 1807, p. 99). This conception of totality
is then linked to the claim that reason (the knowing of a subject) can be
identified with reality (the object to be known). Dialectic in its advance
overcomes the opposition of subject and object, transforms it into a dif-
ference which is no difference. Consequently reality is, and can be known
to be, a totality of determinations. The ontological and epistemological
circles are closed simultaneously.
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As suggested earlier, the closed circle is a vicious circle. It prevents us
from thinking/seeing sameness which is no sameness, identity which is no
identity3 It ontologizes the resolution of dialectical contradictions, denies the
possible dissolution of dialectical relationships. If we are to employ a dia-
lectical method, it therefore must be with an epistemological restraint lack-
ing in Hegel.

3.

Restraint: Hegel entered the dialectical heart of darkness and lost
himself there. If we follow him, it must be in the role of Marlow, not
Kurtz.

4.

Epistemological restraint may be more a matter of character than of
principles. Nonetheless we may adopt two rules of thumb for the use of
dialectical method.

First, we must resist any temptation to absolutize our theoretical
groundwork. We must recognize, with Freud, that our knowledge of the
world is always limited to “what is at the moment knowable” (Freud,
1933a, p. 159). Truths grow old and die. Objective truth is not the same
as absolute truth. Moreover, at least so far as knowledge of human
affairs is concerned, all concepts are inflected with the subjectivity of their
originators. They are the product of a phenomenological process, hence
also of the real world situation, interests, and desires of the theorist. They
never transcend the subjectivity and contingency of the life-world in
which they originate. To put it another way, we never progress from
interpretations of phenomena (appearances) to revelations of noumena
(essential truths). Dialectical method does not permit the transformation
of a field of possibilities and impossibilities into psychological or histori-
cal inevitabilities.®

Second, we must give up on the attempt to totalize social reality, or
to patch up the gaps in the structure of the universe. The proper employ-
ment of dialectical method does not yield a conceptualized totality, but
only a set of concepts that are integrative or totalizing of the phenomena
given in experience. This is plainly the case when we interpret an exist-
ing situation in the light of alternative projected futures. But even when
we are concerned with the past, with an empirical reality that is now
fixed and unchangeable, the interpretive situation is indeterminate. As a
matter of fact and a matter of interpretation, reality is uncertain and
contingent—which doesn’t mean we don't try to impose certainty and
necessity upon it.
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It might be added that, when used with restraint, dialectical method
prevents an indulgence of another (anti-Hegelian or inverse-Hegelian)
kind, namely, the ontologizing of disintegration, multiplicity, gaps, lacu-
nae, and the like. It resists the detotalization as well as the totalization of
social reality. As a matter of method it leaves open the question of the
unity or disunity of specific domains of experience. It helps us to deter-
mine the conjunctions and disjunctions in the life-worlds we are explor-
ing without, however, determining them in advance. In contrast to both
Hegelianism and postmodernism, it does not grant an ontological prior-

ity to either the One or the Many. It is constructive, not preconstructive
or deconstructive.

5.

So far as psychoanalytic-marxism is concerned, dialectical method
is optimally employed in empirical research of one kind or another. Yet
such research sometimes facilitates a particular kind of conceptual glis-
sade. We can trick ourselves into thinking that we know what a concept
means when we have only established a way in which it can be used,
an empirical content of which it is a possible form. Hence the motive
for the present inquiry: It seems worthwhile to disentangle the ground-
ing concepts of psychoanalytic-marxism from their empirical integu-
ment, so that their structure and interrelationship can be more fully
articulated.

It must be admitted that by so doing we face the opposite danger.
We might bring out the conceptual relationships too abstractly, without
an adequate sensitivity to the resistance they encounter when they enter
the real world. After all, the clarity so many seek in the products of
social research is more likely to be found in its presuppositions.

6.

The inquiry falls within the tradition of Freudian-Marxist and psy-
choanalytic-marxist theorizing that originates in the work of Wilhelm
Reich. It therefore seems an appropriate act of recognition to begin with
this tradition—and, to the extent possible, to let its principals speak for
themselves. This is because, in the present discursive context, I think of
myself as having one voice among many. I do not wish to drown out the
others, but rather to be heard along with them. Consequently the first
section of the inquiry amounts to a series of critical encounters but not
to an analytical reduction. Put another way the aim in this part is to
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produce an assemblage of conceptual materials, including the raw mate-
rials from which the groundwork proper is constructed.

We begin with a polemical confrontation between Marx and Freud
(Chapter 2). Incidentally and to the extent that it is necessary, this will
provide psychoanalytic readers with a first impression of Marxism and
Marxist readers with a first impression of psychoanalysis. More impor-
tantly it will enable us to articulate the differences between the two theo-
retical and practical positions. The encounter will end in a stalemate.

Next we will turn to the work of the “classical” Freudian-Marxists
(Wilhelm Reich, Erich Fromm, and Herbert Marcuse), hence to the
initial attempts to overcome the differences between the two positions
(Chapter 3). None of these efforts was fully successful; none of them was
a complete failure. But taken together, they constitute a problematic, a
whole consisting of and partially containing the contradictory relation-
ship of Marxism and psychoanalysis.

After that we will come to the work of a number of theorists
who might be viewed as attempting to go beyond the problematics of
Freudian-Marxism (Chapter 4). The discourse itself expands, and it
becomes less tied to the personalities and conceptual particularities of
Marx and Freud. It continues, however, to maintain its connection to the
Marxist and psychoanalytic movements. Accordingly we will hence-
forward characterize it as psychoanalytic-marxism. Moreover, questions
of race and gender, by virtue of their own integral social movement,
advance from background to foreground. Thus the discourse not only
expands, it becomes decidedly polyvocal—in good part because it increas-
ingly intersects with discursive practices originating outside its domain.

One result of the first phase of the inquiry might be anticipated.
Almost without exception the Freudian-Marxists and their successors
have interpreted psychoanalysis as an individual psychology and Marx-
ism as a theory of social structures. There is unquestionably license for
this view in the works of Freud and Marx themselves. The consequence
of maintaining it, however, is to condemn the project of a psychoana-
lytic-marxism to failure. It usually results in superimposing a Marxist
conception of history on a psychoanalytic conception of human nature,
and then interposing a psychoanalytic individual within a Marxist social
theory. Less typically psychoanalytic concepts are subsumed under a
Marxist conception of human nature. And either way collective emotional
life disappears. | have described elsewhere the experiences that led
me to break with this orientation (Wolfenstein, 1990c). For now suffice
it to say that adequately joining Marxism and psychoanalysis requires
the conceptual integration of work-life and emotional-life at all levels of
analysis—from the individual to the collective, from the practical to the
anthropological.
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7.

As indicated, the unfolding of concepts in Chapters 5-7 constitutes
the groundwork proper. Chapter 5 is concerned with metatheory. It is
the most abstract point we reach, the one at the greatest remove from
social reality. Here we will attempt to establish dialectical reason within
the epistemological and ontological limits of praxis. In Chapter 6 we
develop an interrelated set of anthropological/historical concepts which,
it is hoped, will satisfactorily ground a psychoanalytic-marxist theory.
In Chapter 7 we articulate a set of categories that are intended to frame
the analysis of historical modes of social production, especially our own.

8.

The last part of the inquiry involves a somewhat more concrete
exploration of the capitalist mode of production. In Chapter 8 we focus
on class, gender, and race, more particularly on the patterns of domina-
tion and fetishistic distortions of recognition characteristic of these rela-
tionships in advanced capitalist societies. Chapter 9 is concerned with
psychoanalytic practice, partly as a social position from which to ana-
lyze pathologies of human development and partly as a praxis of human
emancipation at an individual level. Finally, in Chapter 10 a critical analy-
sis of Hegel’s theory of the modern state and Marx’s conception of
proletarian revolution will lead to a consideration of the problematics
of transformational political action in our own time.

PART ONE

ASSEMBLAGE
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CHAPTER 2

Marx Against Freud

Our initial task is to draw out the differences between Marxism and
psychoanalysis. This can be done if we stage a polemical confronta-
tion between Marx and Freud, that is, an engagement in which interests
are opposed and each party aims at winning. Let’s require, however, that
the disputants play by the rules: no misrepresentation of the other party’s
position, no dissimulation of one’s own.!

For two reasons we will begin with Marx. First, Marx oriented his
political project toward human emancipation. He required, consequently,
a rigorously historical and social theory. Only such a theory could pro-
vide him with a map of the political battlefield. Freud, by contrast, was
concerned with intrapsychic, not political, conflict. His work did not
require the development of social and historical theory, and he did
not in fact develop one. He treats only incidentally the topics that are
primary to Marx. Given an orientation toward political transformation,
Marx is therefore the better theoretical guide in the first instance.
Second, Freud came after Marx, and his social theoretical writings, most
notably Civilization and Its Discontents (1930), were in part a response to
Marxism. Hence the debate will evolve more naturally if we follow the
historical path.

A. A World to Win
1.
Marxism originates, historically and conceptually, in the linkage of

an epistemology of praxis to the practical interests of the modern work-
ing class, the proletariat.

19
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The proletariat, Marx argues in 1844, is a class with “radical chains,”
a class “which is the dissolution of all classes,” in which there is a “total
loss of humanity and which can only redeem itself by a total redemption
of humanity” (Marx, 1844a, p. 64). Although the proletariat was merely
nascent, in time and as bourgeois society increasingly polarized it would
become the numerically largest social class. Its particular class interests
would then be simultaneously a universal or human interest. Within
bourgeois society proletarian interests are negated, and members of the
proletariat are dehumanized. By acting in its own interest, that is, by
overthrowing the bourgeoisie, the proletariat negates the negation and
realizes the emancipatory interests of humanity.

As Marx views it, the emancipatory interest of the proletariat is both
an empirical reality and a concept. Either way it must be realized in prac-
tice—"“Man must prove the truth, that is, the reality and power, the this-
sidedness of his thinking in practice” (Marx, 1845, p. 144). The proletariat
can emancipate itself and humanity only by actually transforming the
existing situation. Marx’s theory of human emancipation is valid only
if the proletariat realizes it in practice. There are no a priori or purely
theoretical solutions to this-worldly problems.

Theory helps those who help themselves: Marx’s role, at once theo-
retical and practical, is to aid in the development of the class-conscious-
ness of the proletariat. Marxism is the theory and practice of working
class struggle.

Q.

Marx’s debt to Hegel is evident in his conceptualization of class
dynamics in terms of negation and negation of negation. The critical
component of his approach he owes more to Ludwig Feuerbach, how-
ever, than to Hegel. It was Feuerbach who developed the transforma-
tional criticism of Hegelian idealism, which Marx then extended into a
critique of social relationships.

Feuerbach argued that Hegelian philosophy was a disguised theol-
ogy and that, like theology, it involved a subject-object inversion. God
is an idea, Feuerbach claimed, a human invention, an abstract projection
of the human essence. Humanity creates God in its own image; the
human is subject, God is object. In religious belief, however, the relation-
ship is inverted: God creates man in his own image. The inversion must
be inverted in order to reveal the true nature of the relationship. Like-
wise the Concept or Idea, which Hegel takes as philosophical and his-
torical premise, must be viewed rather as psychological product.

To Feuerbach goes the credit—or the blame—for materializing the
Hegelian dialectic. To Marx goes the responsibility for radicalizing it.

e
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Marx begins his phenomenological journey by accepting the Eeuer-
bachian criticism of religion. Theology, as we have already seen, is the
inverted consciousness of an inverted world. In it, as in all ideology, “men
and their circumstances appear upside-down as in a camera ob'scura” (Marx
& Engels, 1845b, p. 154). But if religion is “the fantastic realization of the
human being,” this is because “the human being possesses no true real-
ity” (Marx, 1844a, p. 54). ' ‘

The transformational criticism of theology and idealist philosophy
becomes more concrete in the critique of political reality and ideology:

Where the political state has attained to its full development, man leac%s,
not only in thought, in consciousness, but in reality, in life, a double exis-
tence—celestial and terrestrial. He lives in the political community where
he regards himself as a communal being, and in civil society where he
acts simply as a private individual, treats other men as means, degrades
himself to the role of a mere means, and becomes the plaything of alien
powers. (Marx, 1843b, p. 34)

If an individual is the enfranchised citizen of a state, then in his political
role he is recognized as human and grants human recognition to otI}ers.
He is apparently a free and universal being. In actuality, in civil society,
in the realm of market transactions, in which he is an economic agent
and the owner of private property, he is the creature of his mat.erial
interests. He serves profit and economic gain the way a religious believer
serves God. Members of the proletariat, however, are neither enfran-
chised citizens nor owners of private property.? They constitute a class
which is no class, a class with only negative characteristics. They suffer,
indeed embody, the inhumanity of society without gaining any of its
compensatory material advantages. Hence their interest in overthrow-
ing it.

3.

Programmatically and historically (in Marx’s own development),
transformational criticism leads from religious ideology to the state, from
the state to civil society, and from civil society to political economy. Marx
reports that

my investigation [in 1843/1844] led to the result that legal relations as
well as forms of state are to be grasped neither from themselves nor from
the so-called general development of the human mind, but rather have
their roots in the material conditions of life, the sum total of which Hegel
... combines under the name of “civil society,” that, however, the
anatomy of civil society is to be sought in political economy. (Marx, 1859,

P-4
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Then, through the transformational criticism of economic production,
Marx reached his phenomenological bedrock: the linked concepts of
objectification and its perversion, alienation.

It will repay our efforts if we treat in some detail this crucial point
in Marx’s development. We will gain a more secure footing in the
problematics of his theory, and we will avoid the tendency of mistaking
Marxist economics for a species of speculative philosophy.

The political economy Marx inherited and criticized was considered
to be a science—a social science, we would say. It combined empirical
investigation with theoretical analysis. In the classic statement of the
theory—Adam Smith’s The Wealth of Nations (1776)—the analysis turned
on a set of central concepts. Briefly stated:

1. Labor is the foundation of all rights of property.

2. Private property is institutionally presupposed.

3. Economic progress results from increasing the productive powers

of labor.

4. Increasing the productive powers of labor results from increasing

the division of labor.

5. The division of labor originates in the natural human “propensity
to truck, barter, and exchange one thing for another” (ibid.,
p- 17) and is limited by the extent of the market.

- Money developed to facilitate exchange.

. Commodities have a use value and an exchange value.

8. The real price or exchange value of commodities is not their
money or nominal price, but rather the quantity of labor they
embody; labor is the source and measure of the value of com-
modities.

9. The market price of a commodity, which is determined by the
operations of supply and demand, may depart from its real price;
but market price tends toward real price, which is also the point
at which supply equals demand.

10. The component parts of the price of a commodity—the distribu-

tive shares of which it consists—are wages of labor, profit of
stock (capital), and rent of land.

N o

Utilizing these concepts in combination with empirical material,
Smith argued that capital accumulation and the well-being of a common-
wealth are augmented by free trade and diminished by restrictions on
trade. To be sure, the individual capitalist does not “intend to promote
the public interest”; he “intends only his own gain.” But he is “led by an
invfsible hand [the laws of the unrestricted market] to promote an end
which was no part of his intention,” to wit, national or public interest
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(ibid., p. 477). Thus private vice is a public virtue, and unfettered capital-
ism is the best of all possible worlds.

Marx shared Smith’s belief that political economy was a science—
but an ideologically encumbered one. In order to separate the ideologi-
cal chaff from the scientific wheat, he attempted a dispassionate critical
analysis of The Wealth of Nations and related texts. This critique demon-
strated, he claimed, that in a capitalist economy:

the worker sinks to the level of a commodity and becomes indeed the
most wretched of commodities; that the wretchedness of the worker is
in inverse proportion to the power and magnitude of his production;
that the necessary result of competition is the accumulation of capital in
a few hands . . . ; that finally . . . the whole of society must fall apart into
two classes—the property-owners and the propertyless workers. (Marx,
1844b, p. 70)

The premises with which political economy begins are inverted by the
time the critique ends. Accordingly Marx is entitled to start again.

He decides to begin, not with “a fictitious primordial condition,”
a state of nature, natural human propensities, etc., but rather with “an
actual economic fact” (ibid., p. 71): The more wealth workers create, the
poorer they become; the greater the value of the commodities they pro-
duce, the less value their commodity (labor) possesses.

With his next step Marx reaches the ground upon which his own
critical and dialectical political economy is to be constructed. The “prod-
uct of labour is labour which has been congealed in an object, which has
become material: it is the objectification of labour. Labour’s realization is
its objectification” (ibid., p. 71). Laboring is a process of objectification,
in which a subjective potentiality, through the activity of working, is
materialized in an object. This is the direct relationship of worker, work,
and product. But the “economic fact” epitomizing capitalist production
shows that “the object which labour produces—labour’s product—
confronts it as something alien, as a power independent of the producer. . . .”
In the conditions dealt with by political economy, the realization of labour
“appears as a loss of reality for the workers; objectification as loss of the
object and object-bondage; appropriation as estrangement, as alienation” (ibid.,
PP- 71-72).

Like theology, political economic science is the inverted conscious-
ness of an inverted world. Alienation is an inversion of the objectifica-
tion process. Workers are subjected to the power of the objects they pro-
duce. Their powers of production return to them in the form of a hostile
power over them.> More concretely, in alienated production the objects
which workers create are the possession of the capitalist. They are his
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private property; transformed into money, they become his capital, his
power of commanding labor. Workers must then serve capital and the
capitalist the way believers serve not only God but also his high priests.
And political economy declares this to be the natural order of things!

4,

We come next to the anthropology Marx attached to the analysis of
objectification and alienation.

In the 1844 manuscripts Marx proceeds from the workers’ alienation
from the product of their labor to their alienation in the process of labor-
ing. He then argues that, taken in combination, these two forms of alien-
ation imply that workers are alienated from their “species being,” from
their humanity (ibid., p. 75). Alienation is dehumanization.

Marx took the idea of species being from Feuerbach’s philosophical
anthropology, and doubtless the term retains some of its moral/ethical
connotations. But it is also, and (I believe) more importantly, an empiri-
cal concept. It is intended to provide an objective answer to the ques-
tion, what is it that makes us human? What links us to nonhuman spe-
cies, and what differentiates us from them?

Like the other animals, the human being “lives on inorganic nature”
(ibid., p. 70); and like them, s/he is a “suffering, conditioned and limited
creature” (ibid., p. 115). Human beings are finite, sensuous creatures, parts
of the natural order. That on the one hand. On the other, human beings
are defined by the self-consciousness of their life-activity. The nonhuman
animal “is immediately identical with its life-activity. . . . It produces one-
sidedly. . .. It produces only under the dominion of immediate physical
need ..."” (ibid., p. 76). Nonhuman species are merely natural. They
satisfy their needs in instinctually determined fashion and through the
use of specific, naturally predetermined objects (bees make honey from
pollen and only pollen). They are neither free in how they produce nor
universal in the scope of their production. But freedom from instinctual
limitations and universality vis-a-vis the objects of productive activity
are precisely the characteristics of human life-activity. This is because man
“makes his life-activity the object of his will and of his consciousness.
He has conscious life-activity” (ibid.). Or as Marx states the point later in
Capital, Vol. 1 (hereafter Capital, 1):

A spider conducts operations which resemble those of the weaver, and
a bee would put many a human architect to shame by the construction
of its honeycomb cells. But what distinguishes the worst architect from
the best of bees is that the architect builds the cell in his mind before he
constructs it in wax. (Marx, 1867, p. 284)
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We see, then, that Marx’s anthropology is of a piece with his politi-
cal economic theory. When he says that we are dehumanized by the alien-
ation of labor, it is because the freedom and universality of production
is what makes us human:

The object of labour is . .. the objectification of man’s species life: for he
duplicates himself not only, as in consciousness, intellectuauy, but also
actively, in reality, and therefore he contemplates himself in a world he
has created. In tearing away from man the object of his production, there-
fore, estranged labour tears away from him his species life, his real spe-
cies objectivity, and transforms his advantage over other animals into
the disadvantage that his inorganic body, nature, is taken from him.

Similarly, in degrading spontaneous activity, free activity, to a means,
estranged labour makes man’s species life a means to his physical exis-
tence. (Marx, 1844b, pp. 76-77)

When we lose control of what we make and how we make it, we lose
the qualities that distinguish us from other species. The alienation of
labor is literally the loss of our humanity.

5.

Species being is Marx’s conception of human nature. Unlike most
such conceptions, however, Marx views human nature as immediately
(immanently or definitionally) social and historical.

Marx inherited from Hegel the notion that human subjectivity can
only be established intersubjectively, that is, in the process of mutual
recognition. Or, to carry the lineage further back, he is radically Aris-
totelian: “The human being is in the most literal sense a {wov noAiTiyov
[political animal], not merely a gregarious animal, but an animal which
can individuate itself only in the midst of society” (Marx, 1857, p. 84).
For Marx human nature is essentially intersubjective. As we have already
noted, he claims that “the human essence is no abstraction inherent in
each single individual. In its reality it is the ensemble of the social rela-
tions.” Hence the alienation of our species being is likewise social: “What
applies to a man’s relation to his work, to the product of his labour and
to himself, also holds for man’s relation to the other man, and to the other
man'’s labour and object of labour” (Marx, 1844b, p. 77). This holds in
general, as the relation of every man to every man. Social alienation is
universal. More particularly it is class domination, the domination of capital
over wage labor: The alienated “relationship of the worker to labour
engenders the relation to it of the capitalist. . . . Private property is thus
the product, the necessary consequence, of alienated labour . .." (ibid.,
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P- 79). The private property system, that is, the class relationship of capital
and wage labor, originates in and reproduces the alienation of human
sociality.

Both our human nature and its alienation are social. Both are like-
wise historical. Because species being is life-activity, it includes what
we collectively make as well as what we collectively are. Because we are
self-objectifying, we are in the most literal sense self-productive. Thus in
the 1844 manuscripts Marx claims that “the history of industry and the
established objective existence of industry are the open book of man’s
essential powers , the exposure to the senses of human psychology. . . . The
nature which comes to be in human history—the genesis of human soci-
ety—is man'’s real nature; hence nature as it comes to be through indus-
try, even though in an estranged form, is true anthropological nature” (ibid.,
pp- 89-90). He repeats the claim in Capital, 1 some twenty years later:
Through labor man “acts upon external nature and changes it, and in
this way he simultaneously changes his own nature. He develops the
potentialities slumbering within nature, and subjects the play of its forces
to his own sovereign power” (Marx, 1867, p. 283). History, including the
history of alienation, is human nature.

6.

In the 1844 manuscripts Marx claims that “every category of politi-
cal economy can be evolved with the help of ... [the concepts of alien-
ated labor and private property],” and that each category—capital, money,
exchange, etc.—contains a “definite and developed expression of the first
foundations” (Marx, 1844b, p. 80). Broadly speaking this is true, at least
of his own theory. From first to last it is structured by the relationship of
alienated labor (alienated species being) and private property. In its
matured form, however, it also is anchored in the concept of value, more
specifically of surplus value.

Marx takes from classical political economy the idea that commodi-
ties have a value for use (shoes are to wear) and a value for exchange
(shoes have a “natural” price). He argues that a variety of factors deter-
mine their use value but that only one factor determines their exchange
value: the amount of homogeneous social labor they contain, measured
in time. Hence a pair of shoes in which five hours of socially average
labor are materialized is worth half as much as jacket in which ten hours
of socially average labor are materialized. This does not mean that shoes
and jackets will actually exchange in these ratios. Market prices routinely
depart from labor prices. But the equilibrium point of supply and de-
mand is determined by labor prices.
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Marx’s conception of labor value represents a considerable advance
in clarity over those of his predecessors (Smith and David Ricardo most
notably). The critical point in the theory, however, is the concept of sur-
plus value.

Assume the pair of shoes has an exchange value of ten dollars. The
shoe manufacturer has spent five dollars on means of production (depre-
ciation of machinery) and raw material (leather). This represents a labor
value that will be re-embodied in the shoes. The additional five dollars
represents value added during the labor process.

What, then, is the capitalist to pay the worker who is actually going
to make the shoes? If he pays him for the value of his labor (five dol-
lars), then he makes no profit. If he pays him less than the value of his
labor, then apparently the law of exchange (that commodities exchange
at their values) has been violated. And one cannot create a body of law
on the basis of lawbreaking.

Marx sets about to solve this problem of bourgeois political economy.
The key question is, what is the commodity that the capitalist purchases
from the worker? The classical political economists represented workers
as being paid for the value of their labor. This is ideologically attractive:
Workers then have no valid reason for objecting to the wage-labor sys-
tem. But the price the economists pay for this ideological advantage is
that their theory is self-contradictory. Marx, by contrast, is not interested
in legitimating the system but rather in de-legitimating it. Consequently
he is disinclined to take things at face value; and eventually he solves
the problem. The worker’s commodity is not labor but rather labor-
power—the capacity for working, not work itself. The difference between
the value of labor-power (the price of reproducing the worker for, say,
one day, or one day’s wages) and labor (the value added to the shoes
during the day’s laboring) is a surplus value, a newly created value for
which the capitalist does not pay but which he owns.

Using the concept of surplus value as his key, Marx was able to
present a compelling and highly integrative conception of capitalist pro-
duction. In the process he generated new problems and/or reformulated
old ones: How are values transformed into market prices? Is there or isn’t
there a tendency for the rate of profit to fall? Do economic crises result
from overproduction or underconsumption? There are those, Marxists
among them, who believe that his economic theory cannot solve these
problems; and there are those who beliéve that the labor theory of value
is not a useful instrument of economic analysis. We will put these
controversies to one side. For now our only task is to represent Marx’s
theoretical position. Later we will find that Marx’s critical analysis of com-
modity exchange retains its heuristic value, even if it does not determine
market values.
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7.

. Once Marx had established his groundwork, he could proceed to
articulate a structural or synchronic conception of social relations. This
conception is represented by the following diagram:

Theology
(Ideology)

Civil Society

Political Economy\ -

As we have seen, Marx’s phenomenological journey took him from the-
ology through the state and civil society to political economy. It created
the possibility of interpreting the world from the ground up—of repro-
ducing the concrete by way of thought.

In the diagram the horizontal line represents time and the conceptual
structure represents a set of social relations existing synchronously.* The
foundation (political economy) consists of “relations of production which
correspond to a definite stage of development of . . . [human] material pro-
ductive forces” (Marx, 1859, p. 4). By forces of production Marx means both
technologies and the subjective capacities required for their utilization. By
relations of production he means the economic institutional framework
within which forces of production operate—for example, the household
economy of the Greek polis or the market economy of industrial capitalism.

On this foundation there arises both “a legal and political superstruc-
ture” and corresponding “forms of social consciousness” (ibid.). Private prop-
erty, for example, is the basic legal relationship in bourgeois society. Classi-
cally the private ownership of property makes one a citizen and a member
of civil society. The state then functions to protect private property and
the rights of citizens. Finally the whole set of relationships, from political
economy to the state, is ideologically transformed—inverted—in various
ways. Protestant Christianity provides a sanctified reflection and affirmation
of bourgeois social relations, liberal political theory provides a secular one.

8.

Mérx’s synchronic conception of social relationships is set within the
dynamic or diachronic frame of a dialectical theory of historical develop-
ment:
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At a certain stage of their development, the material productive forces
of society come in conflict with the existing relations of produc-
tion, or—what is but a legal expression of the same thing—with the
property relations within which they have been at work hitherto.
From forms of development of the productive forces these notions turn
into their fetters. Then begins an epoch of social revolution. (ibid.,

pp- 4-5)

The structural relationships of any society, or at least of those in which
progressive development is possible, are inherently self-contradictory.
Like the shell of a fertilized chicken egg, socioeconomic relationships
make possible the growth of forces that will, in time, shatter them. These
forces are not only objective but also subjective. They consist of both
technologies that cannot be rationally utilized within the existing rela-
tions of production and the class or classes of individuals that possess,
at least potentially, the capacity for their rational utilization.

Changes in the foundations of society bring with them correspond-
ing changes in the legal and political “superstructure.” The conscious-
ness of political actors does not provide, however, an undistorted reflec-
tion of social reality. Even, or perhaps especially, during periods of social
transformation, consciousness retains its ideological character. Hence we
cannot judge “a period of transformation by its own consciousness; on
the contrary, this consciousness must be explained rather from the con-
tradictions of material life . . .” (ibid., p. 5).

There is, evidently, one exception to this rule for the interpretation
of ideology: If political agents are themselves conscious of the contradic-
tions of material life and act rationally to resolve them, then conscious-
ness ceases to be ideological and requires no interpretation. And because
economic transformations “can be determined with the precision of natu-
ral science” (ibid., p. 5), such rational self-consciousness is possible, at
least in principle.

9.

So far I have refrained from emphasizing the problematical nature
of Marxist political theory. But now, as we reach the point of transition
to Freud’s critique of Marxism, it will be useful to make explicit the
tension within the theory between Marx’s epistemology of praxis, on the
one hand, and his conception of historical rationality, on the other.

Whatever else it may or may not be, Marxism is a theory of class
struggle in general and proletarian class struggle in particular. The
opposition of oppressing and oppressed classes is viewed as a structural
feature of all historical societies. This opposition of interests generates
class conflict, and class conflict is the dynamus of historical development.
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In the modern (capitalist) era what Mao would later call the “prin-
cipal contradiction” is the opposition of bourgeoisie and proletariat. The
interests of the bourgeoisie are realized and those of the proletariat are
negated in capitalist society. Because collective self-interest is the stan-
dard of political rationality, it is rational for members of the proletariat
to form themselves into a mass movement—a political class—aimed at
negating the negation, that is, abolishing the bourgeois private property
system. Stating the matter positively, workers have a world to win, a
world in which the “free development of each [individual] is a condition
for the free development of all” (Marx & Engels, 1848, p. 491).

What, then, is the role of class consciousness in history? If one takes
the idea of praxis seriously, then proletarian class consciousness is a
necessary condition for the overthrow of capitalism and the construction
of communism. A necessary condition—and not a pre-determined one.
There can be no a priori guarantees that, when the opportunity for pro-
gressive revolutionary action arises, the proletariat will act rationally.
Given an epistemology of praxis, no such guarantees are to be sought.
Rather, it is accepted as a fact of political life that history contains an
irreducible element of subjectivity and contingency. And precisely the
subjectivity and contingency of political life determines that Marx must
be an involved and passionate polemicist as well as an objective and
dispassionate political economist.

To put it another way, an epistemology of praxis means that, if there
is such a thing as a science of class struggle, it can only be an inductive,
experimental one, a science in which the practitioner makes mistakes,
learns from experience, and accepts the uncertainty that attaches to her/
his activity.

One can argue that Marx viewed his theoretical and practical activ-
ity in more or less the preceding terms. Alternatively, it can be argued
that, for Marx, class analysis functioned within a strongly deterministic
theory of historical development or rationality. The theory is so strong,
indeed, that one can know in advance that the “fall [of the bourgeoisie]
and the victory of the proletariat are equally inevitable” (ibid., p. 483).

The claim of historical inevitability closes, totalizes, Marxist theory
both epistemologically and practically. Let’s loosen it just a bit. There is
nothing in Marx’s writings to suggest that he was putting forward claims
to absolute knowledge. At a minimum his theory recognizes the existence
of such historical outliers as a natural catastrophe that could be fatal to
human civilization or a technological breakthrough so revolutionary that
it would render existing social theories useless. Nor was he, as some
contend, a secular prophet, who drew a vision of the future from a book
of historical revelations. His predictions were derived from intensive
empirical and theoretical analysis. And the high quality of his analysis is
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demonstrated by the fact that a large number of his key predictions
proved to be correct. o

Because Marx did not claim absolute historical knowledge and
because his work had a markedly empirical-analytical quality, the
notion of historical inevitability cannot be taken quite literally. Nor, how-
ever, can it be ignored. Marx’s analysis of human history was not open-
ended. To the contrary, it was mediated by a conception of hxs'toncal
rationality derived from Hegel, one which prestructured or prefigured
his interpretive activity. In brief:

No social order ever perishes before all the productive forces for which
there is room in it have developed; and new, higher relations of produc-
tion never appear before the material conditions of their existence have
matured in the womb of the old society itself. Therefore mankind
always sets itself only such tasks as it can solve; since, loo!dng at .the
matter more closely, it will always be found that the task {tself arises
only when the material conditions for its solution already exist or are at
least in the process of formation. (Marx, 1859, p. 5)

History is, if not organic, organic-like. It is analogous.to a process qf
organic growth in which an eggshell doesn’t crack until the chicken it
contains can and must crack it. Dialectical reason is not just in the eye of
the beholder. . .

One can bring forward historical instances that fit this epxstemologn_cal
bill. The utopian societies in nineteenth century Europe and America
appeared before the possibilities of capitalist development l}ad been
exhausted. They were historically premature and so they failed. The
attempts to build communism in Russia : 1 Eastern Euyope appeared
before capitalist development was even -vell underway in those areas.
They were historically premature in another sense and so they, too, failed.
But one can hardly turn these instances into a law of historical de.velop-
ment. The exceptions would surely be the rule—including that most impor-
tant of exceptions, the persistence of capitalism in the areas of its highest
development. If one wishes to stay with organic metapl}ors,'capltahsm is
an overripe fruit that stubbornly refuses to fall from the hlst.oncal tree. And
the proletariat has been unable and/or unwilling to pluclf it

Marx apparently viewed political praxis and historical ragonahty as
complementary concepts. It seems to me that they are contradlctory,.but
meaningfully so. Taken together they pose the problem of the; relation-
ship between what is predetermined, structured, and c}osed in human
experience, and what is open to human agency, to individual and gollec-
tive self-determination. If, further, one restricts this general question to
the instance of human emancipation, one might even view it as the fun-
damental Marxist problematic.
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Posing the problem in these terms is, however, polemically pre-
mature. Freud, to whom we now turn, operated with a far less refined
and problematized view of Marxism.®

B. Psychoanalytic Truth, Marxist lllusion
1.

Freud’s critique of Marxism is an attempt to draw a line between
worldviews. Accordingly we’ll begin with his analysis of Marxism in
the essay, “A Weltanschauung?” (Freud, 1933a). We will then place the
arguments of Civilization and Its Discontents within this broader frame.

Freud’s general purpose in this essay is (1) to locate psychoanalysis
within the worldview of science (positive science) and (2) to defend the
scientific worldview against any and all rival claimants to epistemologi-
cal authority. He provides a particularly sympathetic description of
scientific inquiry. He stresses the piecemeal and painstaking nature of
scientific work, the laboriousness of the path to and the perpetual incom-
pleteness of scientific knowledge, and the lack of consolation which such
knowledge provides. Nonetheless he does hold to the idea of scientific
progress: “Our best hope for the future is that intellect—the scientific
spirit, reason—may in process of time establish a dictatorship in the
mental life of man.” Reason by its very nature will “not fail to give man’s
emotional impulses ... the position they deserve”; and the “common
compulsion exercised by such a dominance of reason will prove to be
the strongest uniting bond among men . . .” (Freud, 1933a, p. 171). As he
does in The Future of an Illusion (1927a), Freud here appears in the double
guise of Enlightenment skeptic and optimist.

After dismissing art as harmless and philosophy as pretentious and
impotent, Freud turns to the most serious “enemy” of science, religion.
His critique follows the lines we considered briefly in Chapter 1 and, once
again, is a recognizable incarnation of its Enlightenment forebear. He then
briefly treats epistemological relativism, which he views as a kind of
intellectually abstract and practically meaningless anarchism. Finally he
comes to Marxism.

From the outset Freud characterizes Marxism as a worldview that
is “in opposition to the scientific one” (Freud, 1933a, p. 175). There are,
first, Marx’s “strange” assertions that the “development of forms of
society is a process of natural history” and that “changes in social strati-
fication arise from one another in the manner of a dialectical process”
(ibid., p. 177). This does not sound like materialism to Freud, but rather
like “a precipitate of the obscure Hegelian philosophy in whose school
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Marx graduated.” He is willing to grant that Marxism gives us “saga-
cious indications of the decisive influence which the economic circum-
stances of men have upon their intellectual, ethical and artistic attitudes”
(ibid., p. 178). But this “strength has nothing to do with its view of his-
tory or prophecies of the future.””

Second, although Freud grants that “economic motives” are impor-
tant, they are not the only ones that influence human behavior. Quite apart
from economic factors, men are dominated by “their self-preservative
instinct, their aggressiveness, their need to be loved, their drive toward
obtaining pleasure and avoiding unpleasure” (ibid.). Moreover, tradition
preserved in the super-ego resists economic innovation; and cultural
development, although influenced by economic and other such factors,
“is certainly independent of them in its origins, being comparable to an
organic process. . . .” Marxism errs in excluding these considerations. If,
by contrast, someone could bring them into accord with Marx’s economic
analysis, then “he would have supplemented Marxism so that it was made
into a genuine social science” (ibid., p. 179). But as it stands, so Freud
implies, Marxism is only a pseudoscience.

Third, Freud contends that Marxism in practice has come to resemble
the religions it criticizes. It has created ruthless prohibitions of thought,
forbids critical examination of Marx’s writings, treats these writings as
sacred texts, directs hostility toward nonbelievers, and promises the true
believers a paradise on earth. Quite unrealistically it “hopes in the course
of a few generations so to alter human nature that people will live
together almost without friction in the new order of society, and that they
will undertake the duties of work without any compulsion” (ibid., p. 180).
Although it may be that Russian Bolshevism is a “message of a better
future,” it may also be that economically “the experiment was undertaken
prematurely.” And even if scientific progress makes it possible to “put
an end to the material need of the masses” and to “give a hearing to the
cultural demands of the individual,” humanity “shall still have to struggle
for an incalculable time with the difficulties which the untameable char-
acter of human nature presents to every kind of social community” (ibid.,
p- 181). Hence Marxist hopes are false hopes. Like religion and unlike
the sciences, it makes promises it cannot keep.

2.

Freud contends that, as it stands, Marxism is not a science but rather
a pseudoscience, a would-be science, a religion in the guise of a science.
He holds out the possibility that it could be developed into a real social
science, into a “sociology.” But sociology, “dealing as it does with the



34 Assemblage

behaviour of people in society, cannot be anything but applied psy-
chology” (ibid., p. 179). Why? Because “strictly speaking there are only
two sciences: psychology, pure and applied, and natural science.” And
while he does not make the claim in so many words, it seems pretty clear
that there is really only one psychology—psychoanalysis. It follows
as the night the day—if rather more oddly —that Marxism, if it were to
develop into a real social theory, could and would be nothing other than
applied psychoanalysis!

3.

The core of Freud’s critique in the “Weltanschauung” essay is that
Marxism is psychologically untenable. The psychological principles that
determine this judgment are given a more substantive treatment in Civili-
zation and Its Discontents.

Wilhelm Reich contends that the arguments in Civilization and Its
Discontents were developed “to refute my maturing work and the ‘dan-
ger’ which was supposed to arise from it” (Reich, 1942, p. 179). Which is
to say, Freud was arguing against a “sex—economic” view of neurosis, in
which the repression of sexuality is seen as the prime emotional patho-
gen and capitalism is seen as the prime determinant of sexual repres-
sion. Whether or not Freud would agree with Reich’s contention, the text
seems to bear witness to its validity.

Deductively, Freud’s argument rests upon the dual drive theory
announced in Beyond the Pleasure Principle (1920). Human life is deter-
mined in the first and last instances by the play of the Lebenstrieb and the
Todestrieb, the life-drive and the death-drive. The former tends to “pre-
serve living substance and to join it into ever larger units,” the latter tends
to “dissolve those units and to bring them back to their primaeval, inor-
ganic state” (Freud, 1930, p. 118). Sexuality is a form of the life-drive,
aggression is a form of the death-drive.

Given these postulates it follows, first, that sexuality and aggression
are built into the human organism. They cannot be eliminated. Second,
as drives, they create a pressure, a psychosomatic state of tension, and
hence the aim of discharge (tension-reduction). This aim, however, goes
against the requirements of civilization. Civilization demands the subli-
mation of the basic drives, so that their energy becomes available for
cultural development. Indeed, “it is impossible to overlook the extent to
which civilization is built up upon a renunciation of instinct, how much
it presupposes precisely the non-satisfaction (by suppression, repression
or some other means?) of powerful instincts” (ibid., p. 97). To be human
is to experience “cultural frustration.”
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Although there are conflicts between Eros (the life-drive/sexuality)
and civilization—between self-love and the love of others, between the
direct expression of sexuality and its repression and/or sublimation—
on the whole Eros favors the development of culture and community.
By binding us together it is, so to speak, the life-drive of civilization;
and Freud can imagine “an eventual accommodation” of the conflicts it
involves (ibid., p. 141).

Not so the conflict between the death-drive and civilization. Human
beings are naturally and necessarily inclined to violence:

As a result, their neighbor is for them not only a potential helper or sexual
object, but also someone who tempts them to satisfy their aggressive-
ness on him, to exploit his capacity for work without compensation,
to use him sexually without his consent, to seize his possessions, to
humiliate him, to cause him pain, to torture and humiliate him. Homo
homini lupus. (ibid., p. 11)

Consequently “civilized society is perpetually threatened with disinte-
gration” (ibid., p. 112). It contains this threat by turning the death-drive/
aggression back against the self. Routed through the super-ego, it is
moralized and becomes anxiety and guilt. In order that others not be
destroyed, the forces of destruction are marshaled against the self. At
the limit human beings seem to be confronted with a choice between
murder and suicide. Short of these extremes we are condemned to an
ongoing struggle with aggression, anxiety, and guilt.

How naive, then, are the communists when they “believe they have
found the path to deliverance from our evils” (ibid.). They think that “the
institution of private property has corrupted . . . [man’s] nature” and that,
if it were abolished, “ill-will and hostility would disappear” (ibid., p. 113).
But “aggressiveness was not created by property. It reigned almost with-
out limit in primitive times, when property was still very scanty, and it
already shows itself in the nursery almost before property has been given
its primal, anal form.” Hence the “psychological premisses on which the
[communist] system is based are an untenable illusion” (ibid.).

So much for capitalism and the repression of sexuality as the source
of human misery!

Freud’s argument has an additional critical implication. Work and
property are sublimates of the basic drives. With respect to human na-
ture, they are epiphenomenal. It would be a mistake, moreover, to rest
hopes for human happiness on a restructuring of economic life. To be
sure, work attaches the individual to reality and gives him a place in the
human community. It also involves the displacement (hence utilization)
of the basic drives. And when professional work is “freely chosen,” it
may be a “source of special satisfaction.” And yet
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as a path to happiness, work is not highly prized by men. They do not
strive after it as they do after other possibilities of satisfaction. The great
majority of people only work under the stress of necessity, and this
natu ral human aversion to work raises most difficult social problems.
(ibid., p. 80)

If there is a “natural human aversion to work,” then all labor is alien-
ated labor. Changes in property relationships and economic life might
alleviate some of our suffering, but they would not transform the
human condition.

In sum: Marx has placed his bet on the wrong horse in a race that can’t
be won. Marxism is an illusion, and one with a very dubious future.

4,

It is an understatement to say that Freud’s polemic against Marx has
its problems. Moreover, Civilization and Its Discontents is quite extraordi-
narily phallocentric, even by Freud’s standards. It begins with a rejec-
tion of the religious significance of the oceanic feeling (interpreted as the
fusion of mother and infant) and ends with the slaying of the primal
father as the fons et origo of civilization. In between women are viewed
as enemies of public life and are reduced to the status of objects of male
desire. And, as will be argued below, Freud’s treatment of the origins of
the state is best interpreted as either ideology or fantasy.

It is therefore somewhat puzzling that the text is held in such high
regard. Puzzling, that is, if we consider it simply on its anthropological
and historical merits; for it seems to me that its reputation is derived
from Freud’s clinical authority. Because he can claim that his specula-
tions about human civilization are the product of clinical inquiry, they
gain a kind of communicative legitimacy. It is not clear that these
notions have such a secure clinical foundation; nor is the transition from
the clinical consulting room to the field of historical inquiry as unprob-
lematical as Freud'’s authorial practices would make it appear. Be that as
it may, the polemical and speculative aspects of Freud’s theorizing must
be seen against the backdrop of his clinical theory and practice. Accord-
ingly we will delay our Marxist critique of his cultural theory until after
we have given some attention to the clinical foundations of his theoriz-
ing, and to the theory he built upon these foundations.

5.

Just as Marx’s political economic research gives his work a scien-
tific warrant, so Freud’s clinical inquiries give psychoanalysis a claim to
scientific interest.
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Although in recent years the epistemological status of psychoanaly-
sis has been intensely debated, we have seen that Freud placed it within
the worldview of the positive sciences.® He does differentiate between
the natural and the social sciences, in a way that is reminiscent of the
classical German distinction between Naturwissenschaften and Geisteswis-
senschaften. But in contrast to the neo-Kantian interpretation of this cate-
gorical distinction, for Freud the social sciences are not epistemologically
distinguishable from the natural ones. So far as valid human knowledge
is concerned, there is only one game in town.

We might think of it this way. Biographically, Freud’s path led from
Ernst Briicke’s physical physiological laboratories to the clinical practice of
neurology, and from there to the invention of psychoanalysis. One might
see in this a parallel to Marx’s advance from Hegelianism to critical politi-
cal economy, that is, an advance that results in overturning not only the
theoretical but also the epistemological premises with which the inquiry
began. But in Freud’s mind the invention of psychoanalysis left his episte-
mological frame unchanged. To be sure, clinical psychoanalysis rendered
much of clinical neurology obsolete. It also required placing a theory of
mental function between the brain and behavior. Nonetheless all valid knowl-
edge continued to be viewed as the product of scientific inquiry. The clini-
cal practice of psychoanalysis had the same relationship to psychoanalytic
theory as experimental physiology had to physical physiological theory.
There was also a clinical art—psychoanalytic technique —that mediated the
psychological science. It did not have, however, a separate epistemological
warrant. If, therefore, one wants to see Freud breaking not only with neu-
rology but also with science, one does so without his permission.

Clinical psychoanalysis, then, resembles an experimental situation in
which knowledge is generated and tested. The analysis takes place within a
methodologically controlled setting. The time, place, and fee for the treat-
ment, once established, function as givens. The analyst always sits in the
same place, out of sight of the patient; the patient always reclines on the
couch. The analyst abstains from personal involvement with the patient and
maintains an attitude of impartiality and neutrality with respect to her/his
communications. The frame of the interaction being thus invariant, the vari-
able becomes the patient’s behavior and communications. S/he reacts to the
analyst and the analytic situation differently depending upon her/his state
of mind. The analyst interprets the reaction, that is, offers a hypothesis about
its intrapsychic cause. The patient’s response to the interpretation will tend
to validate or invalidate it, and so the process continues.

6.

If on the one hand clinical psychoanalysis resembles a laboratory
experiment, on the other it is akin to a medical practice in which a dis-
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ease is treated. The course of the analytic inquiry brings into conscious-
ness (1) determinants of behavior that were unconscious hitherto; (2) the
tears and prohibitions that forced them into unconsciousness; and (3) the
mechanisms or intrapsychic processes that rendered them unconscious.
Once the unconscious becomes conscious, it loses its pathogenic quality.
The patient is relatively freed from the neurotic distortion of conscious-
ness and life-activity.

The analytic process, to put it another way, elucidates what has been
repressed, why it has been repressed, and how it was repressed. It pro-
ceeds in a prescribed manner. Take the example of dreams. The patient
is encouraged to free associate to an element in the manifest (consciously
remembered) dream, that is, to say whatever comes to mind about it, no
matter how repugnant or seemingly irrelevant. Various determinants of
the dream element emerge. At some point free associations stop. Noth-
ing more comes to mind. The patient has encountered a resistance. The
resistance signifies a conflict. It points toward a conjuncture of repressed
wish and the reason for its repression. The analyst, who has allowed her/
his attention to float freely alongside the patient’s, offers an interpreta-
tion about the meaning of the resistance. This may engender resistance
in turn. It may also result in insight for the patient about the meaning of
the dream.

As a clinical art psychoanalysis began with the interpretation of
dreams and neurotic symptoms. In time Freud adapted the technique to
a wider range of neurotic disturbances. He also came to recognize that
the patient’s most important reactions to the analysis and the analyst were
transferences—wishes, fears, and modes of relating that originated else-
where, most importantly in the relationships of the patient’s natal fam-
ily. From one perspective he viewed these transferences as a resistance,
as a defense against knowledge of the unconscious, and as an interfer-
ence with the therapeutic aims of the analysis. At the same time he saw
them as emanating from the unconscious, as a movement of the repressed
wishes of the patient toward consciousness. Most of all he eventually
accepted that the transference relationship of patient and analyst con-
stituted the field of psychoanalytic inquiry: the “struggle between the
doctor and the patient, between intellect and instinctual life, between
understanding and seeking to act, is played out almost exclusively in the
phenomena of the transference. It is on that field that the victory must
be won—the victory whose expression is the permanent cure of the
neurosis” (Freud, 1912, p. 108).

Not all neuroses can be cured. But in favorable cases the patient can
be restored to mental health. S/he begins with “a torn mind, divided by
resistances.” As the analysis progresses and the resistances are removed,
“it grows together; the greater unity which we call . . . [the patient’s] ego
fits into itself all the instinctual impulses which before had been split

i
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off and held apart from it” (Freud, 1919, p. 161). Analysis permits self-
unification.

The cure of a neurosis must not be mistaken, however, for a tran-
scendence of the human condition. From early on Freud resisted any
temptation to play the role of therapeutic messiah. If a patient were to
complain that, by Freud’s own account, the iliness originates in unchange-
able life circumstances, he would respond:

“No doubt fate would find it easier than I do to relieve you of your ill-
ness. But you will be able to convince yourself that much will be gained
if we succeed in transforming your hysterical misery into common
unhappiness. With a mental life that has been restored to health you will
be better armed against that unhappiness.” (Breuer & Freud, 1895,
p. 305)

Psychoanalysis does not give the patient a passport to a better world.

7.

Clinical psychoanalysis is part experimental research, part therapeu-
tic practice. Although the research and therapeutic aims may clash, they
are realized through the same technical modalities: the patient’s free
associations, the analyst's freely floating attention, the interpretation of
resistance and transference. Taken in combination these aims and meth-
ods of inquiry result in a model of the mind that may be represented in
the following manner:

Consciousness; Secondary Process; Reality Principle

Resistance

Repression

——» Symptom

Drive/Wish

The Unconscious; Primary Process; Pleasure Principle

At one extreme the individual is a conscious being capable of attention,
judgment, reasoning, and choices of action (psychical secondary process).
S/he takes cognizance of reality and is able to delay and/or vary behav-
ior in response to objective possibilities. That is, her/his action is regu-
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lated by the reality principle. At the other extreme mental functioning is
unconscious and inaccessible to consciousness. It is obedient to the plea-
sure principle; that is, it aims at immediate discharge, immediate relief
from unpleasurable tension. Unconstrained by reality and rationality, it
operates through a psychical primary process of displacements, conden-
sations, fusions, and defusions of emotional valences and meanings.

Between consciousness and the unconscious is psychic conflict. In the
unconscious the basic drives hold sway. They place a pressure on the psyche
for gratification, a pressure that takes form as a wish, or a set of (perhaps
contradictory) wishes. In the course of development some of these wishes,
most importantly the ones that violate parental regulations, laws, and
taboos, are repudiated. They are repressed, forcibly maintained in a state of
unconsciousness. (In the diagram, the horizontal line represents this repres-
sive division of the psyche and the downward arrow the continuing force
of repression.) They continue to press toward discharge (the upward arrow).
If the pressure they exert becomes too great, symptomatic behaviors may
result, compromise formations combining a wish with its repudiation. An
hysterical paralysis of the arm, for example, might express both the wish to
masturbate and a prohibition against it. (The lateral arrow represents the
production of symptoms as compromise formations.)

When an individual enters analysis, s/he consciously intends to
cooperate with the treatment. But s/he and the analyst soon encounter
her/his characteristic resistances. These resistances (represented by the
other upward arrow) are the other face of repression, the face it presents
to the world even when symptoms are absent. They manifest themselves
in the transference relationship, where they can be analyzed and dis-
solved. Concomitantly repression is lessened, the division of the self is
reduced, and symptomatic behavior becomes less necessary.

8.

Sometimes Freud articulated psychoanalytic theory in terms of a set
of interrelated higher-order (phenomenologically more abstract) con-
cepts.’ He characterized the discourse at this level as metapsychological.
Its relationship to the clinical derivation and employment of psychoana-
lytic concepts is represented below:

Physical Physiology (Natural Science)
Metapsychology

Psychoanalytic Technique Psychoanalytic Theory

linical Experience
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Freud constructed psychoanalysis from the bottom up and from the top
down. On the one hand, the field of clinical experience determined and
was determined by psychoanalytic technique and theory, which were
themselves interpenetrative and mutually determining. On the other,
Freud started from settled and unshakeable positive scientific convictions.
One implication of his epistemological position was that the body had
ontological priority over the mind. Moreover, mental processes were just
as determined (constrained, causally explicable) as physical ones.

The metapsychology was intended to unite these two theoretical
domains, or at least to state the problem of joining them. Thus it, too,
can be approached from the bottom and the top. In the former regard
we might look again at the diagram on page 39. Metapsychologically it
represents the mind topographically (as a functionally divided psychical
space) and dynamically (as a field of intrapsychic conflict). Over time
Freud developed the topography into a structural model of the psyche
(id, ego, super-ego), while the dynamic dimension of the theory was elabo-
rated into a rich conceptualization of defensive mechanisms and processes
(reaction-formation, projection, introjection, etc.). And because Freud
located the etiology of the neuroses in infantile sexual fantasies and
experience, the theory involved a vital ontogenetic dimension. Although
Freud did not give the genetic perspective metapsychological status, his
followers subsequently conferred this honor upon it.

The preceding dimensions of the metapsychology are readily derived
from clinical experience. They usefully perform a synthetical function.
The final metapsychological dimension, the economic, is more problem-
atical. Freud united under this rubric concepts depicting the production,
circulation, distribution, and consumption of a hypothetical psychical
energy, more specifically libido (the psychical emanation of the physi-
ological sexual drive). These concepts were derived from the neuro-
logical theory Freud learned in Briicke’s laboratory. They amount to a
set of analogies, conceptions of mind stated in neurological language.
Not surprisingly, therefore, they look suspiciously like metaphors dis-
guised as concepts. Although they do provide a means of articulating
(1) the mind-body relationship and (2) quantitative aspects of clinical
experience (for example, the intensity of an emotion), they are super-
numerary—they duplicate the phenomena they purportedly explain. They
emanate from the nervous system the way Platonic eide (Forms) emanate
from the Good. The one transcendental explanation is as good as the
other.

Later on we will have to rethink the metapsychology and bring it
into accord with an equally rethought Marxist anthropology. But we will
leave neurology to the neurologists, and thank them to repay the cour-
tesy when it comes to the mind.
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9.

Among other things, the metapsychology is a statement of the mind/
body problem. Our immediate interest, however, is in the mind /history
problem. This interest will be advanced if we focus upon the concepts
that link psychoanalysis most directly to social theory: anxiety, guilt, and
the oedipal configuration.

A four-year-old boy has discovered and become fascinated by his
penis. He is excited by seeing it erect, by making it erect, and by the feel-
ing of its being erect. His experience with his penis stimulates his curios-
ity about his mother and father’s nocturnal relationship. On the border-
line of his consciousness it stirs up fantasies about their sexual interaction
and, fatefully, the desire to take his father’s place in that interaction. But
his father is bigger and more powerful than he is; and he has a bigger,
more powerful, and more desirable penis. Consequently the boy’s excit-
ing and excitable penis causes him anxiety: To use it is to lose it. His
father will punish him for his rivalrous impulses by cutting them off at
the root.

In his hour of need the boy finds a way out of the dilemma. He obeys
the father in his head, the emergent God the Father, and represses his
sexual desires. He continues to wage a rearguard action against the temp-
tation to masturbate, but he has no awareness of the desire to take his
father’s place with his mother. Yet he is not happy. His sexual drive has
not been extinguished, his oedipal ambitions live on in his unconscious.
The father in his head knows all, sees all, condemns all. And uncon-
sciously the boy knows he is guilty as charged.

That is not the worst of it. In his competition with his father the boy
is driven by aggression as well as sexuality. The death-drive fuels his
ambitions, transforms his feeling of rivalry into a dread-filled hatred: God
the Father takes possession of the boy’s hostility, moralizes it, turns it
back upon him. Cruelty to the self becomes the order of the day. Guilt
is intensified to the point of disease.

The boy is father to the man; man is the neurotic animal—so goes

the story of civilization, a story in which women are an afterthought and
a subplot.

10.

Because the oedipal configuration is his interpretive paradigm,
Freud’s depiction of civilization is admirable in its simplicity and coher-
ence. Whether it has anything to do with actual human history is doubt-
ful. But we will put aside our doubts for just a moment longer.
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Freud’s interpretation of history begins with the primal father and
the primal horde—the primal oedipal situation. The horde consisted of
a powerful male, his sons, and a number of females. By dint of strength
of body and will, the father ruled over the horde despotically. He alone
had sexual access to the females; his sons were forced into either sexual
abstinence or exile. In time they united into a brother-band, killed and
devoured their father, and so freed themselves from his domination. But
after they had killed him, their love for him resulted in feelings of
remorse. Moreover, their ingestion of his flesh was accompanied by the
introjection or internalization of his image. Remorse became guilt, and
the “dead father became stronger than the living one had been” (Freud,
1913, p. 143). The sons obeyed him posthumously. They transformed him
into a totem animal they were forbidden to kill, and sexual relations with
mothers and sisters became taboo. In the course of time totemism evolved
into religion, the totem animal became the living God, and the incest taboo
became the law of laws.

The brother-band is the prototypical political organization. After the
death of the father it becomes a “totemic community,” in which all of the
brothers have equal rights and equal obligations (Freud, 1921, p. 135). Here
we have primitive justice and the emergence of the rule of law. But the primal
oedipal pattern reasserts itself. Individuals and/or groups of individuals
make themselves into political rulers. The “justice of the community then
becomes an expression of the unequal degrees of power obtaining within
it; the laws are made by and for the ruling members and find little room
for the rights of those in subjection” (Freud, 1933b, p. 206). The rule of law
is more or less disguised, more or less open, domination.

More closely considered, justice is itself domination, loss of freedom.
For the “liberty of the individual is no gift of civilization” (Freud, 1930,
p- 95). Rather the individual at the beginning of history, like Faust at the
beginning of the tragedy, has “Renounce, renounce shalt thou, thou shalt
renounce!” dinned everlastingly into his ears (Goethe, 1832, p. 56).

1.

In his occasional ventures into history and social theory Freud does
not ignore technological and economic factors. He notes their importance
for cultural development; he links them to war and domination; and
he observes that economic and technical gains do not necessarily make
people happy. Hence one might be tempted to write off his misrepre-
sentation of Marxism as the product of circumstance and ignorance, and
to interpret him as a Marxist malgré lui. To do so would be a definite
mistake.
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For Marx work is the fundamental human activity. It is the expres-
sion and development of one’s human nature. Individually and col-
lectively human nature is human self-production. For Freud human
nature is an instinctual essence that evolves, if at all, only in long,
slow, involutional waves—as an extremely gradual loss of instinctual
intensity, a kind of instinctual entropy, twilight of the life-drive, triumph
of the death-drive (Freud, 1933b, p. 214). For practical purposes,
however, the drives may be taken as a constant, and human nature as a
given. And as for work, it is epiphenomenal. The capacity for work
results from renunciation—from the inhibition and sublimation of sexual
and aggressive drives. Work has unhappiness built into it and, funda-
mentally, it changes nothing. Hence, and as we have seen, Freud views

Marx’s project of human emancipation through economic transformation
as an illusion.

12.

It is not too much to say that renunciation is the fundamental premise
of Freud’s practical weltanschauung. Renunciation of instinctual happiness
is a requisite for cultural survival. In theory and practice Freud offers us
only amelioration of and consolation for the pain of being human—only
the chance to be ordinarily unhappy.

Freud does not quite foreclose the future. He maintains a tenuous
hold on the Enlightenment project of human community and universal
peace. It might be possible to link emotional identifications more closely
to economic and political interests than has been the case hitherto. It may
be that a strengthening of intellect comes along with the involution of
the basic drives. And perhaps one could educate a “community of men
who had subordinated their instinctual life to the dictatorship of reason,”
an “upper stratum of men with independent minds, not open to intimi-
dation and eager in the pursuit of truth, whose business it would be to
give direction to the dependent masses” (ibid., pp. 212-213). Here we have
the return of Plato’s philosopher-kings.

Such hopes, if hopes they are to be called, are “utopian,” as Freud
himself hastens to acknowledge. In his more characteristic guise of real-
ist he is more pessimistic. “Men,” he observes, “have gained control over
the forces of nature to such an extent that with their help they would
have no difficulty in exterminating each other to the last man” (Freud,
1930, p. 145). The forces of production are the legions of the God of Death.
It may be that “eternal Eros” will be able to restrain his “equally immor-
tal adversary.” Maybe not.
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C. Psychoanalysis as False Consciousness
1.

Freud argues that Marxism is essentially an illusion. The Mar?(ist
response to this attack is that psychoanalysis is a form of bourgeois ide-
ology or false consciousness. We will develop the Marxist cpunterattack
by roughly following the line of Freud’s argument. We w111.a.ls.o grant
the clinical core of psychoanalysis the same exemption from criticism that
Freud granted to the purely economic aspects of Marxist theory Not that
the core concepts of either theory are of unquestionable validity; b.ut the
validity of the labor theory of value cannot be assessed psychologically,
and the relationship of drive, repression, and resistance caant be
assessed in terms of political economy. Accordingly we will limit the
engagement to the issues where the battle can be meaningfully joined.

2.

Freud finds “strange” Marx’s interpretation of history as a natural
historical process and of social stratification as a dialectical relationship.
He thinks these oddities are a precipitate of Marx’s schooling in the
obscurities of Hegelian philosophy. We, too, might have doubts about
these matters. Indeed, we have already expressed reservations about the
orderliness, rationality, and intelligibility that Marx imputes to history.
It may be that history is altogether more chaotic and random than he
would like to believe. This is not, however, Freud’s position. Like Marx
he views history as a lawful and material developmental process. Given
this commonality, Freud’s response to Marx is rather more puzzling than
Marx’s conception of social history.

If we assume with Freud a broadly Darwinian view of human evo-
lution and a natural world in which evolutionary processes continue to
operate, then the question necessarily arises: Is the human species con-
tinuing to evolve and, if so, how? Is it, more specifically, meaningful to
characterize human history as an evolutionary process? Are there laws
of cultural transmission and modification that work in accordance with
the principles underlying natural selection? Or is the development of the
human species obedient to other laws, perhaps even laws that we are
able to give to ourselves?

Various answers to these questions are possible. But whatever the
answers, the questions can be raised from within Freud’s scientific
worldview. And he does in fact raise them, for example, in his specula-
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tions on the involution of the basic drives. Although the evolution of
Marx’s worldview predates Darwinism, he raises essentially the same
questions. But he does so in far more concrete and empirical terms than
does Freud.

As far as history and natural history are concerned, what's sauce
for the goose is sauce for the gander. Freud can’t differentiate himself
from Marx on this issue; or if he can, it is to his own disadvantage.
Because Marx thinks dialectically, he grasps the ontological significance
of contradiction and negation. At the level of method he can make sense
of historical ruptures, breaks, and regressions. Freud can observe them,
but he can’t render them intelligible. The obscurity is as much in his
view of history as it is in his understanding of Hegel, and for the same
reason.

3.

Freud pays more than one price for his lack of familiarity with
dialectical reasoning. Because he was only incidentally an historian or
social theorist, his interpretive lapses in these areas are likewise inciden-
tal. But the closer one gets to the center of psychoanalytic theory and
practice, the greater the cost becomes. One might even argue that psy-
choanalytic praxis turns on three dialectical relationships: human nature
as the interaction of life-drive, death-drive, and desire; psychopathology
as the interaction of desire, repression of desire, and symptom (or char-
acter) formation; and psychoanalytic treatment as the interaction of
resistance, interpretation of resistance, and insight/emotional develop-
ment." Each of these is a relationship of interpenetrating opposites and
internal negations. Each of them must be understood as processes and
not as inert states of being. Freud both did and did not think of them
this way. He offers us antidialectical articulations of dialectical processes.
He would have benefited from following Marx’s example and going to
school with Hegel.

4.

Although Freud condemns Marx for being an Hegelian in his view
of history, he commends him for being a realist about the role of eco-
nomic circumstances in human affairs. He quickly reduces circumstances
to motives, however, and so the commendation quite misses the point.
Marxism is not a theory of motives, but rather of objective constraints
on motives.
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In the preface to Capital, 1, for example, Marx acknowledges that he
does not paint the capitalist in rosy colors. He goes on to say:

But individuals are dealt with here only in so far as they are the personi-
fications of economic categories, the bearers of particular class-relations
and interests. My standpoint, from which the development of the eco-
nomic formation of society is viewed as a process of natural history, can
less than any other make the individual responsible for relations whose
creature he remains, socially speaking, however much he may subjec-
tively raise himself above them. (Marx, 1867, p. 92)

Motives, including economic motives, exist, but they are fundamentally
determined by, rather than determining of, social structural relationships.

Marx’s position is no doubt contestable, and Freud might seem just
the one to contest it, but he fails to do so. Having reduced all valid knowl-
edge to either natural science or psychology, all he can find in Marxism
are the motives that Marx himself views as epiphenomenal. He cannot
even pose the question of how objective determinants of human action
interact with subjective ones, how (more narrowly) interests interact with
motives. He has begged it by methodological fiat.

Later on we will raise precisely this question. When we do, we will
take very seriously the passage from Marx cited above. Accordingly we
will not ask Marx to provide us with a theory of motives. Nor will we
deny that he has something to tell us about individuals. Individuals, he
claims in this text, are agents with objectively determined interests. These
interests, we might add, are in part constitutive of the subjectivity of
individuals. Hence we will not allow Freud’s imperialistic claim to pos-
session of the individual. Conversely, we will not grant Marx a monopoly
in the realm of sociological interpretation.

5.

Individuals work, as both Freud and Marx emphasize. All meaning-
ful work involves disciplined effort, as both would acknowledge. But
there is all the difference in the world between creative work and alien-
ated labor. Marx’s theory is structured by the recognition of this differ-
ence; Freud's is disfigured by his unwillingness to recognize it.

As we have seen, Freud claimed that there is a “natural human aver-
sion” to work, and that the “great majority of people only work under
the stress of necessity.” This seems odd to him, given (1) that work per-
forms useful emotional as well as instrumental functions and (2) that it
is a “source of special satisfaction” when it is “freely chosen.”
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Why not try to resolve the apparent contradiction? If free choice is
a necessary condition for finding satisfaction in one’s work, one might
try to ascertain who does and who does not have such choices. One might
also surmise that, if given a chance, individuals would tend to make such
choices in the light of their own constitutional (innate or developed) make-
up, and that absence of choice would correlate with an absence of
regard for such constitutional factors. The hypothesis then would be that
those who have free choice would value their work positively, those who
lack free choice would value it negatively. Next one would observe that
the “great majority of people” do not choose their work, but are rather
forced to work—that, as Marx emphasizes, they are alienated in their
laboring and from the products of their labor. Hence their aversion is
not to work as such, but rather to alienated labor. Hence also a remedy
for at least one of the discontents of civilization: Replace, to the extent
possible, alienated labor with self-realizing work.

6.

Needless to say, Freud would not accept this way out of his concep-
tual dilemma. From first to last his theory is marked by an almost Pla-
tonic contempt for the Many or, as he calls them, the “dependent masses.”

At the one (presumably historical) extreme we find the relationship
of the primal father to the members of the horde. The members are no
different from modern group members, who are libidinally bound to each
other through their common libidinal bondage to the group leader, and
who are notable for their intense affectivity, low level of intellectuality,
and lack of individuality. The primal father is the prototypical group
leader: He, “at the beginning of history, was the ‘superman’ whom
Nietzsche only expected from the future,” a man of “masterful nature,
absolutely narcissistic, self-confident and independent” (Freud, 1921,
PP- 123-124). At the other extreme we have the utopian vision of the
“upper stratum of men” who subordinate their instincts to the “dicta-
torship of reason” and give direction to the masses.

In short, Freud ontologizes both elitism and individualism. Anything
that hints at human equality, at dethroning “the individual” and grant-
ing individuality to ordinary people, is condemned as unrealistic . . . or—
worse—as “American” (Freud, 1930, p. 116).

7.

From a Marxist standpoint Freud’s anthropological and historical
ideas cannot be taken literally. They are quite obviously inverted or false
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forms of consciousness. Freud has various psychological notions that he
projects onto a blank historical screen. Then he treats these products of
his subjectivity as if they were objectivities, historical actualities. He hides
this transposition in a language of methodological restraint. He grants
that the primal horde might be viewed as a “Just-So Story” (Freud, 1921,
p- 122) and that his ideas about social evolution are conjectural. But he
clearly believes in the veracity of these notions, in much the same way
as the faithful believe in their various deities.

In form, then, Freud’s interpretation of history is yet another instance
of an “inverted world consciousness.” So far as content is concerned, it
can be interpreted two ways. First, it amounts to liberal ideology with a
premodern twist. Like the liberals, Freud begins with a state of nature
and evolves political society out of this condition via compact. Unlike
the liberals and like conservative social theorists, Freud conceptualizes
natural conditions as familial and patriarchal. He ontologizes not only a
Hobbesian conception of man as wolf to man, but also patriarchal domi-
nation as the human condition. Second, we might treat Freud’s histori-
cal notions as fantasies—but not just his. The primal horde, for example,
provides us with an image of unconscious emotional trends in certain
familial and societal relationships. If we recognize it as a fantasy, it has
a significant interpretive value. If it is treated as history, it must itself be
interpreted.

Either way, Freud’s interpretation of history is a more or less covert
mythology. It is oddly reminiscent of Hegelianism. In it we find cosmic
forces of life and death that materialize themselves in particular social
and historical phenomena. World historical individuals attempt to sub-
ordinate these forces to their will. Ultimately, however, they and we are
the playthings of “Heavenly Powers” (Freud, 1930, p. 133). It is but a
short step from these formulations to the notions we find in the intro-
duction to Hegel's The Philosophy of History (1956). A cunning of reason
determines our destinies for Hegel, a cunning of unreason determines
them for Freud; two sides of the same coin.

8.

For the most part Freud comes to grief when he leaves the clinical
consulting room. His story of civilization may be good psychology but it
is bad history, and his critique of Marxism is largely without force. Not
entirely, however: Freud is properly skeptical of the messianic tendency
he perceives in Marxism, the bold claim that human nature is so malle-
able that a new kind of human being can be formed from this raw
material. Can be and will be: When the idea of human perfectibility is
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combined with the idea of historical inevitability, Marxist true believers
can be promised a heaven on earth. This cunning of reason is no more
credible than Freud’s cunning of unreason.

What then? We are left with the core notions of the two theories,
and with the problems that result from their juxtaposition. These are now
our problems. Let’s summarize them before we turn to the Freudian-
Marxist attempts at their solution.

D. Contradictions
1.

Marx and Freud agree on the epistemological primacy of science, but
their agreement is less substantial than it might at first appear. When Marx
advanced from philosophical critique to scientific inquiry, he brought
dialectical reasoning with him. It enabled him, so he believed, to solve
problems that the classical political economists either did not recognize
or could not resolve. Freud, by contrast, sees in dialectics only the ob-
scurities of Hegelian philosophy. His own conception of science is (broadly
speaking) empiricist and positivist. We might wish to reconceptualize
psychoanalysis in dialectical terms, but this is not Freud’s position.

2.

For Marx human nature is intersubjective or relational, an ensemble
of social practices. For Freud it is an essence, that is, the fundamental
attributes of the individual as individual.

3.

For Marx human nature is an historical process. The species is both
malleable and self-productive. For Freud human nature is an evolution-

ary given. It changes, if at all, very slowly, and not as the self-determi-
nation of the species.

4,

For Marx to be human is to be self-expressive, to actualize that which
we are potentially. For Freud to be human is to be self-repressive, to
inhibit the expression of the basic drives.
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5.

For Marx the way we work is what makes us human and what
makes us historical—what differentiates us from the rest of nature. For
Freud work is a sublimation of the basic drives. History is an attempt to
master or tame these drives. The drives make us what we are.

6.

At all levels of analysis, from the anthropological to the practical,
Marx conceptualizes the economic dimension of human experience. He
observes aspects of emotional life, but only observes them. They are left
in a pretheoretical condition and are treated as dependent variables.
Conversely, Freud conceptualizes the emotional dimension of human
existence. He observes aspects of economic life, but he leaves them in a
pretheoretical condition and treats them as dependent variables.

7.

For Marx forces and relations of production constitute the funda-
mental social institutions. The family, insofar as it is not itself the fun-
damental productive unit, is to be interpreted from the perspective of
economic production. For Freud the family is the primary social institu-
tion. Economic relationships are not brought into a determinate relation-
ship to familial ones.

8.

For Marx history consists of class struggles, of the battle between
those who are objectively the oppressors and those who are objectively
the oppressed. For Freud history is primarily a playing out of familial
dramas, most notably of the oedipal relationship. It is a psychodrama
with objective consequences.

9.

For Marx hostility between collectivities is primarily a function
of interests, which in turn derive from historically variable modes of
production. It is possible to envision a mode of social production that
mutualizes interests and radically reduces collective hostilities. For Freud
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hostility at any level is primarily a function of the death-drive, of innate
human aggressiveness. No change in the social order can alter this fact
of human life.

10.

Arguably Marxism and psychoanalysis both fall into the epistemo-
logical category of praxis. For each of them the truth is not given a priori
but only a posteriori; and it must be created as well as discovered. But
Marxism is a praxis of human emancipation, psychoanalysis is a praxis
of individual emancipation. The one is public and political, the other is
private and (in important respects) extrapolitical. Although this does not
necessarily place them in opposition, it renders problematical any attempt
to bring them into a practical relationship to each other.

* * * * *

We may put the conflicts generated by the more ideological tenden-
cies in each theory behind us; the conflicts generated by their core con-
cepts mark the path that lies ahead. But we cannot advance by jumping
over these contradictions. We cannot simply join the two sides of the
dispute with an “and,” as if we were dealing with complementary
notions. Nor can we arbitrarily decide in favor of the one or the other.
We can, however, put ourselves in a better position to resolve the con-
flicts if we detach the substantive notions of each theory from the claims
to ontological priority which their originators assigned to them.

As a shorthand notation let’s term Marxism an objective theory,
psychoanalysis a subjective one. The terms themselves have a compli-
cated history. Here they refer merely to the opposing sets of proposi-
tions enumerated above. The point, then, is that Marx claims ontological
priority for the objective dimension of human experience while Freud
claims ontological priority for the subjective dimension. We need not,
however, accept either claim. Instead, we may take the relationship
between the objective and subjective determinants of human activity as
problematical, that is, as something to be investigated rather than some-
thing to be presupposed. By so doing we open up an area of inquiry that
is otherwise hedged round with dogmatic assurances.

CHAPTER 3

Freudian-Marxism

1.

Anxiety is where opposites interpenetrate.

Q.

Classical Freudian-Marxism is primarily the work of three men:
Wilhelm Reich, Erich Fromm, and Herbert Marcuse. They were not the
only ones interested in linking the two theories. A number of the early
psychoanalysts (Siegfried Bernfeld and Otto Fenichel most notably) were
both quite radical in their political orientation and interested in critical
applications of psychoanalytic theory (Jacoby, 1983). Marcuse’s colleagues
T. W. Adorno and Max Horkheimer also explored certain of the possible
relationships between psychoanalysis and critical theory (Jay, 1973,
pp- 86-112). But our purposes will be adequately served if we focus our
critical attention on the paradigmatic efforts of the principal contributors.

As we shall see, there are major differences in the approaches taken
by these three men to the task of joining Marxism and psychoanalysis.
But they shared a certain cultural and generational experience. They were
all born at the turn of the twentieth century (Reich in 1897, Marcuse in
1898, and Fromm in 1900); they were assimilated middle European Jews;
and they experienced the failure of working class movements and the
rise of fascism in western and middle Europe during the interwar years.

Not surprisingly, therefore, we find certain commonalities in their defi-
nitions of the problem. Practically they were critics of capitalism and iden-
tified themselves with the project of going beyond it. Theoretically they were
concerned with the question of consciousness, more specifically of false
consciousness. The phenomenon of working class authoritarianism was the
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most dramatic case in point. But they also were acutely sensitive to the con-
formist tendencies in capitalist culture and consciousness more generally,
tendencies which they viewed as destructive to both critical thought and
transformational action. Orthodox Marxism, they believed, did not suffi-
ciently explain these phenomena. They looked to psychoanalysis, viewed
as (1) a theory of human nature and (2) a depth psychology of the individual,
for alternative and supplementary explanations.

A. Wilhelm Reich: The Gates of Eden
1.

There is no need to retrace the strange path that led Reich from the
problematics of Freudian-Marxism through sex—economic theory to the dis-
covery of the orgone, and from the discovery of the orgone to imprison-
ment, insanity, and death (I. O. Reich, 1969); but we may take note of its
beginning. When Reich wrote “Dialectical Materialism and Psychoanalysis”
in 1929, he was a politically active Marxist and a practicing psychoanalyst.
Between 1929 and 1933 he attempted to unite these two practices. He worked
within the Austrian Social Democratic Party and then the German Commu-
nist Party to develop a sex—political movement, in which working class
individuals were offered both psychotherapeutic services and political edu-
cation. Although the movement had considerable popular success, he was
rewarded for his efforts by expulsion from first the Communist Party and
then the International Psychoanalytic Association.

Reich was a prickly, dogmatic, uncompromising, and undiplomatic
character. It is hard to imagine any organization, other than one he him-
self led, that could contain him. Nonetheless his fate is a sobering
reminder that psychoanalysis and Marxism are not only theories, but also
mutually hostile social institutions, organized entities that are replete with
bureaucratic and authoritarian tendencies. Also, just because they are
mutually opposed, they severely limit the possibilities for establishing a
practical common ground. Perhaps things are changing. We seem to be
entering an altogether more fluid political situation. Time will tell if it is
also more hospitable to the Reichian project.

2.

In “Dialectical Materialism and Psychoanalysis” Reich begins by
raising the question of “whether, and to what extent, Freudian psycho-
analysis is compatible with the historical materialism of Marx and Engels”
(Reich, 1929, p. 5). “Compatible” is the key word here, for Reich denied from
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the outset the possibility that psychoanalysis and Marxist “sociology” could
be merged theoretically. On the one hand, he argued, psychoanalysis can-
not “replace a sociological doctrine, nor can a sociological doctrine develop
out of it”; on the other, “Marxism cannot illuminate neurotic phenomena,
disturbances in man’s working capacity or sexual performance” (ibid., p. 8).
It cannot explain “psychological facts,” by which Reich meant “individual
phenomena” or such things as can be explained through psychology’s
“experience of the individual.” Hence “only insofar as social facts are
to be examined in psychological life or, conversely, psychological facts
in the life of society, can the two act mutually as auxiliary sciences to one
another.” They cannot be reduced, the one to the other. Methodologically,
by contrast, “psychoanalysis can only correspond to Marxism [that is, to
dialectical materialism] or contradict it” (ibid.).

Reich’s position is one method, two theories. Ultimately this is not
satisfactory. Marxism and psychoanalysis each make claims at the anthro-
pological level, and these claims are mutually exclusive. Unless the con-
troversy is resolved, one theory or the other must be taken as noumenal,
the other as phenomenal. In the Reichian instance a version of psycho-
analytic theory is granted ontological priority and a Marxist conception
of history is loosely attached to it. As we shall see momentarily, the ideo-
logical tendencies in psychoanalysis are thereby given free rein, and Reich
finds himself pulled along a political road quite the opposite from the
one he had intended to follow.

Nonetheless Reich’s position has two distinct advantages. First, it
leads into an exploration of the dialectical nature of psychoanalytic knowl-
edge. Although Reich inclines toward a diamat version of dialectics, he
argues plausibly for a dialectical interpretation of neurotic symptoms and
related phenomena. Second, his insistence upon the relative autonomy
of Marxist and psychoanalytic theories makes it difficult to slide into
either psychological reductionism or economic determinism. His view
is intended to be binocular, not monocular. Instead of giving us a one-
dimensional interpretation of political reality, he forces us to think
through the problematical relationship between the “sociological” and
psychological dimensions of our experience.

3.

Reich does not manage fully to maximize these two advantages of
his position. In the first place, and as I have argued elsewhere (Wolfen-
stein, 1990c), he sets up the sociopsychological problematic in such a way
as to preclude a solution. He places a psychoanalytic individual at
one end of a theoretical continuum, a Marxist society at the other. By
methodological fiat he precludes thinking in Marxist terms about the indi-
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vidual or in psychoanalytic terms about society. Moreover, by setting up
the problem this way, Reich inadvertently re-establishes the category of
“the individual,” that is, an individual who exists outside of and in an a
priori relationship to society.! And because work relationships are theo-
retically determined only at the level of collective structures, this indi-
vidual is purely psychoanalytic. Economic life, and history along with it,
becomes epiphenomenal, a mere forming or deforming of a pregiven and
fundamentally unchangeable human nature.? Hence the binocularity of
the theory tends to, although it never completely does, collapse.

In the second place, Reich partially undermines his dialectical inter-
pretation of psychological functioning. Dialectical reasoning depends
upon identifying immanent negativity—internal contradiction along with
the drive to resolve the contradiction—in the object of the analysis. Reich,
however, tends to externalize the contradictions of emotional life. He
contends that “sexual energy is the essentially constructive, positive and
productive force in the psyche” (Reich, 1929, p. 16). The self-preservative
instinct, which might be interpreted as a work-drive, plays “no direct
role” in “building up the psychical apparatus” (ibid.). Work can never be
more than a product or sublimate of sexual energy and development.
Consequently there is no opening for a genuine dialectic of work and
desire. Further, Reich rejects Freud’s idea of a death-drive which, what-
ever its problems, insures that we view ourselves as self-contradictory.
He argues instead that “the destructive instinct is psychologically a re-
action against the failure of an instinct to be satisfied . . .” (ibid., p. 18).
There is considerable validity to this contention. But like all versions of
frustration-aggression theory, it has the misleading implication that fail-
ure and frustration are merely accidental rather than intrinsic features
of human experience, so that in principle hatred and destructiveness
could be eliminated. Finally, and perhaps most fatally, Reich interprets
sexuality in largely (1) unproblematic and (2) physiological terms. He
treats it as a drive of the organism which, if not inhibited or distorted
from without, results in pleasurable experience. It is but a short step from
this conception to the equation of mental health with orgastic potency
and the replacement of psychoanalytic treatment by direct physical in-
terventions of one kind or another. Mind is very nearly reduced to body,
and we are left with a not-very-dialectical dialectics of nature.

4,

Although Reich’s conception of both psychical reality and the rela-
tionship between psyche and society is not satisfactory, the space for a
binocular and dialectical analysis of politics and false consciousness is
not entirely eliminated. He is able, for example, to provide a psycho-
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analytic mediation of Marx’s position that the “ideas of the ruling class
are in every epoch the ruling ideas” (Marx & Engels, 1845b, p. 172) while
simultaneously historicizing the psychoanalytic conception of the reality
principle. To put it another way, he provides an answer for a question
that Marx fails to address: How do ideas reflecting particular class in-
terests and an historically contingent structure of social practices become
identified with reality as such—even or especially by those individuals
whose interests and everyday life experience would seem to form a
basis for recognizing ruling class ideas as, simply, ruling class ideas?

Reich’s response to this question is elegant in its simplicity. He takes
from Freud the notion that instinctual life is regulated by the pleasure prin-
ciple but is “given form by the social existence of the individual” (Reich,
1929, p. 19). The forming and limitation of instinctual satisfaction takes place
under the aegis of the reality principle—the individual is forced to seek plea-
sure in ways that are realistic. This is true in any society whatsoever. But,
Reich continues, “the definition of the reality principle remains formalistic
unless it makes full allowance for the fact that the reality principle as it
exists today is only the principle of our society.” Moreover, “the ruling class
has a reality principle which serves the perpetuation of its power.” If, there-
fore, “the proletariat is brought up to accept this reality principle—if it is
presented to him as absolutely valid, e.g., in the name of culture—this means
an affirmation of the proletarian’s exploitation and of capitalist society as a
whole” (ibid., p. 20).

Here we have a psychoanalytic version of the ancient idea that charac-
ter is formed via internalization. Character structure reflects class structure.
Reich’s articulation of the concept, however, leaves something to be desired.
He does not bring out clearly enough that the reality principle operates
unconsciously. He tends to conflate the manifest content and the latent mean-
ings of social practices. Consequently he does not bring into focus the series
of mediations and contradictions that link the primal roots of the experi-
ence of reality to political practices. Moreover, his presentation is peculiarly
undynamic. Reality appears to be a mere external stimulus to which the
individual responds. Indeed, Reich gives us a moralized subject-object split:
A good (pleasure-oriented) subject has its functioning distorted by a bad
(pleasure-limiting) reality. Once again we have Natural Man, an inherently
healthy animal who somehow seems to have fallen in with unhealthy his-
torical companions.

5.

One of the strengths of Reich’s approach to social theory is his
focus upon familial relations. Although in later theorists we will encounter
a tendency to discount the role of the family in the formation of the
modern self, Reich takes it as axiomatic that character is initially formed
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in the family. Here he is standing on good psychoanalytic ground. And
not only psychoanalytic ground: Marx himself had acknowledged that
the family is a basic social institution (Marx & Engels, 1845b, pp. 156—
157) and Engels had developed an historical interpretation of the family
in The Origin of the Family, Private Property, and the State (Engels, 1884).
For better and (as we shall see) for worse, Reich availed himself of Engels’
analysis. But there is no psychology of the family in the orthodox Marx-
ist canon. Reich made good the omission.

Reich states his position in this “simple formula”: “The economic
structure of society—through many intermediary links such as the class
association of the parents, the economic conditions of the family, its
ideology, the parents’ relationship to one another, etc.—enters into a
reciprocal relation with the instincts, or ego, of the newborn” (Reich, 1929,
p- 37). Through the mediation of the family the child internalizes social
ideology and so becomes a “realistic” member of society. This is true
universally. In capitalist society, however, or in any society featuring the
patriarchal family and monogamous marriage, character is fashioned into
a self-denying structure which, in turn, functions to distort and repress
sexuality. Internalized social morality is then conservative: The “exploited
person affirms the economic order which guarantees his exploitation; the
sexually repressed person affirms even the sexual order which restricts
his gratification and makes him ill, and he wards off any system that
might correspond to his needs” (Reich, 1932, p. 245). Conservative, or
worse: In the early 1930s, with fascism on the rise, Reich came to see the
family as “the authoritarian state in miniature” (Reich, 1933, p- 30).

One might protest that Reich’s portrait of family pathology is over-
drawn. The more basic challenge, however, would be the contention that
he is depicting not an historically specific form of the family, but the
family as such. This might be Freud's rejoinder. Family life begins in the
patriarchal horde and, after a detour through the totemic community of
brothers, resumes its patriarchal form. Particular families, or family life
in particular societies, might be more or less authoritarian. But the fam-
ily is eo ipso patriarchal and repressive.

In “The Imposition of Sexual Morality” (1932) Reich attempts to meet
the patriarchal challenge head on. Basing himself upon Malinowski’s
researches among the Trobriand islanders as well as upon Engels’ work
(which in turn was based upon that of Lewis Morgan), Reich argues that,
historically, matriarchy preceded patriarchy, communal property pre-
ceded private property, and uninhibited, healthy sexuality preceded
repressed, neurotic sexuality. He contends that the institution of the mar-
riage dowry, in which the wife’s brother pays an annual tribute to the
husband, was the mechanism by which the one form of social organiza-
tion evolved into the other.’ Hence patriarchal domination and the
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repression of sexuality, which Freud identified with civilization itself, is
historically contingent. One can therefore envision a postpatriarchal as
well as postcapitalistic society without taking a leap, conceptual or prac-
tical, into a postcivilized abyss.

It cannot be said that Reich’s counterattack is altogether successful.
His portrayal of matriarchy is as overdrawn in its blessedness as his
portrayal of patriarchy is overdrawn in its miserableness. Moreover, the
data establishing the existence of the matriarchy is questionable at best.
And his depiction of the matriarchy provides no internal basis for the
evolution of the marriage dowry which brought it to an end. Once again
we seem to be encountering a split, this time between an all-good and
pleasurable matriarchy and an all-bad and painful patriarchy. Idealized
pre-oedipal relationships are opposed to radically devalued oedipal ones.

It would be a mistake, however, to throw out the baby with the
bathwater. Reich successfully establishes the family as a fundamental and
historically variable social institution, within which character is formed
and/or deformed. Henceforward the analysis of economic production
must be complemented by the analysis of human reproduction. We will
have to contend with the fact that economic agents were and are family
members, likewise that families are economic units. And we will not
neglect one other implication of Reich’s analysis: All social relationships
are gendered and intergenerational.

6.

Reich uses the anthropological, historical, and institutional dimen-
sions of his theory to frame an analysis of the rationality or irrationality
of individual and collective choices of action. Here the practical basis of
his theoretical efforts is most in evidence.

Reich defines “rational” broadly as “having meaning and purpose,”
“irrational” as lacking in meaning or purposefulness (Reich, 1929, p. 43).
In his actual usage, however, he operates with an interest-based concep-
tion of reason: Actions that tend to realize an interest are rational. The
category of “interest” includes not only economic advantage at both the
individual and social class levels, but also (and most notably) sexual
knowledge, gratification, and health. These primary categories of inter-
est are not reducible to each other. They are independent although also
socially interdependent.

For our present purposes, the crucial point is Reich’s analysis of the
relationship between rational and irrational forces in the determination,
and hence explanation, of social action. He argues, first, that actions that
are rational from the standpoint of economic or sexual interest cannot
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be reduced to irrational tendencies. Thus he is critical of analysts who
“fail to appreciate sufficiently the rational character of work,” who “see
in the products of human activity nothing but projections and satisfac-
tions of instincts” (ibid., p. 43).* Nonetheless meanings that are irrational
from the standpoint of need satisfaction may be attached to work activ-
ity: The “cultivation of the earth with tools and the sowing of seed serves,
socially and individually, the purposes of producing food. But it also
has the symbolic meaning of incest with the mother (Mother Earth)”
(ibid.). Cultivation of the earth is not literally, and in that sense realisti-
cally, incest with the mother. The symbolic meaning is unrealistic and
therefore irrational. It may also be irrelevant, as when there is no feature
of the activity of cultivation that cannot be explained in terms of eco-
nomic rationality. In any case it is intelligible. Because in both sexual
intercourse and agricultural cultivation there is penetration of the giver
of life with a “tool” in order to plant a seed, the one activity can sym-
bolize the other. And if cultivation is accompanied by magic rituals and
artificial phalluses are placed in fields as fertility charms, then explana-
tion of cultivation practices require investigation of the economically
irrational meanings.

One can distill from Reich’s example and from his analysis in gen-
eral a methodology of social inquiry:

1. Determine the interests (economic, sexual, or other) that are
actually or objectively relevant to a choice of action.

2. Ascertain whether choices made and actions taken tend to realize
these interests. If they do, the analysis need go no further.

3. If choices made and actions taken are not adequately explained
in terms of manifest interests and/or are counterproductive from
the standpoint of those interests, then psychoanalytic exploration
and explanation is appropriate.

We have here the methodological framework for a psychoanalytic
theory of political choice. It gives interests (individual or class) and con-
sciousness of these interests their due, while also permitting investiga-
tion and explanation of irrational actions and false consciousness. It also
has certain limitations. It presupposes the objectivity and also the sim-
plicity of social interests. And it presupposes the ability, on the part of
the actor or the interpreter of the action, to differentiate between effica-
cious and inefficacious means to the given ends. In fact, however, social
interests are problematical and complex, and the boundary between
efficacious and inefficacious practices is not always clearly discernible.

Let’s assume a political situation in which working class activity has
not eventuated in revolutionary movement. The Reichian analyst begins
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with an assessment of the objective reality of the situation. He then judges
that members of the working class are acting irrationally given this pre-
sumably objective reality, and so has recourse to a psychoanalytic explo-
ration of their economically irrational motivations. But what if the initial
assessment is incorrect or incomplete, and what if the analyst mistakes
his interpretation of the situation for the situation itself? Then the false
consciousness is in the eye of the analyst, and it is the analyst who
requires analysis.

Or take the converse instance. There is a strike or a political upris-
ing. Given the analyst’s conception of the interests involved, he might
view the event as psychologically unproblematical. He might well be
right. The analysis should then stop at the second step. A psychoanalytic
investigation of unconscious and irrational motivation would be unpar-
simonious, supernumerary, or even ideologically distortive. Yet a closer
analysis of the matter might reveal politically significant irrationalities.
What if, for example, there is a latent meaning of oedipal rebellion in the
workers’ actions? They might then resemble Nietzsche’s pale criminal,
who “was equal to his deed when he did it” but who “could not bear its
image after it was done” (Nietzsche, 1883-1885, p. 150). The strike is
defeated or the uprising is put down. Psychoanalytic investigation might
reveal that an unconscious sense of guilt resulted in self-defeating choices
of action. But the analyst, having already eliminated psychoanalytic con-
siderations, has no choice but to attribute the outcome to the superior
power of the enemy or perhaps to tactical errors. He has used his method
of inquiry as a defense against the recognition that the workers fell vic-
tim to a causality of oedipal fate.

At this juncture one might be tempted to opt for the position that
political reality is a night in which all cows are black . . . all is projection
and satisfaction of instinct. But if anything is irrational, it is just such
a flight from reality. Interests and conflicts of interest are real. There is
simply no way around that. They are also inherently problematical
and infiltrated by irrationalizing tendencies. There is equally no way
around that. It’s not easy to know what is rational and what is not. So
it goes.

7.

Whatever the complications that attend the analysis of social inter-
ests, we might grant Reich that individuals are unconsciously anchored
in the social practices of existing realities, and that this may limit or even
irrationalize the making of political choices. Members of an oppressed
class may unconsciously identify with the interests of their oppressors.
What is to be done?
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From a Marxist perspective the question of political transformation
has two aspects: Where are we going, and how do we get there? In each
respect Reich adds a sexual dimension to orthodox Marxist economic
positions. Sexual drives are repressed and distorted—negated—in bour-
geois society. But the negation can be negated. Especially in young people
repressed sexual drives are an internal contradiction. Sexual repression,
the negation of healthy sexuality, produces sexual rebellion, the nega-
tion of the negation. If the energy of sexual rebellion is linked to the class
struggle, a society embodying healthful sex—economic principles can be
brought into being. To realize this potentiality, however, one must reject
the hyperrationality of those Marxists who live in a theoretical house
without windows, who try to deduce the strategy and tactics of mass
movement from the a priori principles of their theories, and who model
political communication on textual exegesis. Instead one must begin with
the actual experience, including the personal and sexual experience, of
ordinary working people. What follows? “Everything that contradicts the
bourgeois order, everything that contains a germ of rebellion, can be regarded
as an element of class consciousness . ..” (Reich, 1934, p. 295). To use the
classical terms: First comes spontaneity, then comes consciousness.

Reich accepts, as many revolutionaries do not, the necessity of build-
ing revolutionary movement from the ground up—of basing revolution-
ary politics upon the everyday experience and spontaneous rebellion of
ordinary people. He also avoids the narrow economism of those ortho-
dox Marxists who insist on defining the class struggle in one-dimensional
terms. By including sexual issues in revolutionary politics he opens the
door to racial and cultural issues as well.

Reich also makes promises that he can’t keep. He shares with Marx
the view that proletarian revolution is the determinate negation of
the existing social order or, more generally, that history is dialectically
rational. Although he stops short of explicit claims that a sex—economic
(sexually healthy and economically rational) society is the inevitable
outcome of historical development, he clearly holds to the idea that there
is an inherent and progressive rationality to historical processes. Perhaps
it would be most accurate to say that he has a kind of medical model
of history, in which unhealthy deviations (for example, fascism) are
possible but in which healthy development is the norm. Would that it
were so!

Finally, Reich has an Edenic conception of postcapitalist society. This
comes through most clearly in “The Imposition of Sexual Morality,”
which, taken as a whole, reads like a sex-economic theodicy. Human-
kind once lived in the garden of communal property and sexual bliss.
There were no neuroses and no perversions, not even anxiety worth
mentioning, but only a full, satisfying, and healthy sexuality. Then the
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snake—the marriage dowry, patriarchy, and private property—entered
the garden and paradise was lost. Thankfully there is redemption from
sin, not through God’s grace but through sex—political struggle and
socialist revolution: The “abolition of the commodity economy necessar-
ily brings about the elimination of sexual morality and replaces it on a
scientifically higher and technically more secure level with sex—economic
regulation and support for sexual activity” (Reich, 1932, p. 242). With
the elimination of capitalism, monogamous marriage, and antisexual
morality, we will find ourselves in a society where “neurosis, perversion,
antisocial sexual behavior and disturbances in the capacity to work” are
unknown. No more greed, no more envy, no more human nature as we
know it. Amen.

Reich attempted to storm the gates of Eden. He paid the price: iso-
lation, imprisonment, insanity. We who have turned away from Edenic
pursuits can experience the pathos in his fight and in his fate. But our
skepticism of his messianic hopes need not deter us from accepting his
contribution to our own struggle: the beginnings of a dialectical and
materialist conception of psychoanalytic-marxist method; a binocular
social theory emphasizing familial relationships, providing a partial
explanation of false consciousness, and focused upon choices of political
action; and an orientation toward the practical realization of the theory.

B. Erich Fromm: Displacement Upward

1.

Reich was interested in maintaining the autonomy of psychoanalysis
and Marxist sociology. Fromm aims at their integration. Hence he views
as erroneous Reich’s thesis that “psychology only deals with the individual
while sociology only deals with ‘society’” (Fromm, 1932a, p. 142).° To the
contrary: “Just as psychology always deals with a socialized individual,
so sociology always deals with a group of individuals whose psychic
structure and mechanisms must be taken into account” (ibid.).

Fromm thus attempts to give us a highly integrative social theory.
Let’s see how well he does at it.

Q.

In his social psychological essays of the early 1930s, Fromm presents
himself as an instinct theorist: The “active and passive adaptation of the
biological apparatus, the instincts, to social reality is the key conception of
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Psychoanalysis” (ibid., p. 141). The task of analytic social psychology
is then to understand the “instinctual apparatus of a group, its libidinous
and largely unconscious behavior, in terms of socio-economic structure” (ibid.,
p- 144). Although he gives more emphasis than Freud to the plasticity of
the sexual drives, he is here standing on orthdox psychoanalytic ground.
And despite the methodological dispute between them, he and Reich have
largely similar substantive orientations.

Within a few years there is a fundamental shift in Fromm's position. In
Esm from Freedom, his major contribution to the discourse of Freudian-
Man.usm, he states that “contrary to Freud’s viewpoint, the analysis offered
in this book is based on the assumption that the key problem of psychology
is that of the specific kind of relatedness of the individual toward the world
and not of the satisfaction or frustration of this or that instinctual need
per se” (Fromm, 1941, p. 12). Instincts do not disappear from the theory, but
they cease to play a leading or even an active role. They are replaced by
the grpotional conflicts that accompany processes of individuation—more
specifically, the anxiety of moral aloneness, the characteristically modern
sense of disconnection from communal relationships.

We can be more precise. For Reich, as for Freud, the drives have a
substance or content. They involve a specific demand for satisfaction
hov.vever diverse the objects, modalities, or distortions through whicl':
satisfaction is obtained. They constitute the noumenon beneath the mani-
folfi of phenomena, hence also the point of view from which interpre-
tations are made. Fromm inverts these ontological claims and the associ-
3ted interpretive perspective. An individual might, for example, have

oral” character traits. But “the oral sensation [in infantile feeding situa-
tions] is not the cause of this attitude; it is the expression of an attitude
'toward the world in the language of the body” (ibid., p. 292). Character
is the proc_iuct of intersubjective experience. The body may express mean-
ings, but it does not originate them. Hence one interprets from relation-
ship to psyche, and then from psyche to soma.

Although for Fromm there is no biologically fixed human nature
there are “qualities inherent in man that need to be satisfied and tha;
Fesult in certain reactions if they are frustrated” (ibid., p. 287). These
include “a tendency to grow, to develop and realize potentialities which
man ha§ developed in the course of history—as, for instance, the faculty
of creative and critical thinking and of having differentiated emotional
and sensuous experience” (ibid., p. 288).

We now know where we are. Fromm has attempted to bring Marx’s
conception of the human essence as the ensembile of social relations down
to the level of the individual. The human essence is a drive toward self-
«_:levelopment that becomes a particular character structure through the
internalization of social relationships.
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3.

Character is the nexus of Fromm’s social psychology. He was not
the first to give this ancient notion psychoanalytic employment. Freud
wrote about character types, as did Reich. Indeed, Reich was primarily
responsible for shifting the focus of clinical psychoanalysis from the
interpretation of symptoms to the interpretation of psychic structure. He
also used the idea of character structure in his sociohistorical work. In
the latter context his aim was to demonstrate how varying historical
circumstances produce different forms of character, which in turn react
upon and help to determine the course of events.

Fromm builds on this Reichian foundation; and like Reich, he sees
the family as the social institution within which character is formed. But
where Reich attempted to interpret character from the inside out as well
as from the outside in, Fromm’s analysis is securely anchored in social
relationships: Character leads the individual to act according to social
necessity and to gain satisfaction from so doing (ibid., p. 283). Social char-
acter, in turn, comprises the personality traits common to members of a
specific group, be it the members of society as a whole or of a social class
or stratum (ibid., p. 277).

4.

Not just character, then, but social character is Fromm’s choice for
mediating the relationship between socioeconomic structure and ideol-
ogy. Social character is to provide the psychological dimension missing
in classical Marxist theory without creating the dualism of individual
and society that is found in Reich’s approach. Yet it might appear that
Fromm offers us nothing more than a Marxist conception of the indi-
vidual: Different historical modes of production and different social classes
engender different types of individuals, who then act in historically and
socially appropriate fashion. Surely we don’t need psychoanalysis to reach
this banal conclusion. But Fromm is a psychoanalyst, and he generates
a knowledge of historical reality one cannot find in orthodox Marxism.

As a species and individually, Fromm argues, human beings begin
in a state of fusion with their environment—with nature in the one case,
the mother in the other. The two processes of development, phylogeny
and ontogeny, then run a parallel course. Development in each instance
involves differentiation, individuation, and freedom from the limitations
of merely natural and instinctive existence. But the freedom to develop
as an autonomous being is simultaneously freedom from a world of
security and reassurance. Optimally, a new world of relatedness can be
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created. If, for example, a child is able to develop inner strength as well
as the capacity for love and productive work, then these may become
the basis for a spontaneous solidarity with others. But the course of
development rarely runs so smooth. Separateness may result “in an iso-
lation that has the quality of desolation and creates intense anxiety and
insecurity” (ibid., p. 31). If this trend is predominant, then the surrender
of individuality and submission to authority may function as escapes
from the emotional burdens of freedom.

Fromm’s depiction of development is actually more dialectical than
the preceding summary suggests. This is especially evident at the phylo-
genetic level. Evolving “man” is first of all a part of nature and a crea-
ture of instinct. But specifically human existence “begins when the lack
of fixation of action by instinct exceeds a certain point; [and] when the
adaptation to nature loses its coercive character . . .” (ibid., p. 32). To be
human is to be free from natural necessity. It is also to be more vulner-
able and dependent than other creatures. Human beings are born weak,
require parental attention for a prolonged period, and cannot rely on
instincts to guide their actions. “Yet this very helplessness of man is the
basis from which human development springs: man'’s biological weakness
is the condition of human culture” (ibid., p. 33).

Human beings are creatures of culture, self-created through cultural
activity—creatures also with the freedom and necessity of making con-
scious choices. The human individual must think, otherwise it won't be.
Hence the distinctively human quality of self-preservative activity. Man
“invents tools and, while thus mastering nature, he separates himself from
it more and more” (ibid., p. 33). He becomes aware of his lack of identity
with nature; and, tragically, he comes to recognize the finitude of his own
existence.

Early on, human beings are united by “primary ties,” the organic
bonds of community. The community lessens the burden of “negative” free-
dom (freedom from natural necessity), mitigates the sorrows and thou-
sand natural shocks the human individual is heir to. These ties are
broken in the course of historical development, however, and the indi-
vidual is ever more alone. S/he is progressively freed from submission
to the primary community, but there is a gap or a lag between freedom
from communal bondage and freedom to be a self-governing and crea-
tive individual. This gap or lag is the negative moment in the dialectic of
human freedom, the moment of isolation, insecurity, and doubt, of lack
of connection and lack of meaning. To escape from it, individuals and groups
of individuals may try to restore the primary ties they have gone beyond.
But there is no turning back. The attempt to negate the negative moment
in freedom results in self-destructive submission to alien authority. Hence
the imperative of actualizing freedom rather than escaping from it.
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Thus Fromm offers us a theory of history cut from Marxist cloth
but interwoven with psychoanalytic threads. And, by focusing upon the
contingencies of individual and collective emotional development, he
reopens the dialectic of human freedom that Marxist claims to the ration-
ality and inevitability of historical processes tend to close off.

5.

Fromm deploys his conception of the dialectic of freed9m ‘poth c!ia—
chronically and synchronically. With regard to the diachronic dimension
he preserves and builds upon Marx’s depiction of the development, eco-
nomic alienation, and class antagonisms of capitalism. He attempts to
demonstrate how capitalism at its origin gave birth to the morall)f al(?ne
individual. He depicts Lutheranism and Calvinism as authoritarian
responses to moral aloneness, and as forerunners of fascism:

Luther and Calvin psychologically prepared man for the role which .h.e
had to assume in modern society: of feeling his own self to be insignifi-
cant and of being ready to subordinate his life exclusively for purposes
which were not his own. Once man was ready to become nothi'ng but
the means for the glory of a God who represented neither justice nor
love, he was sufficiently prepared to accept the role of a servant to the
economic machine—and eventually a “Fiihrer.” (ibid., p. 111)

The object of Fromm’s analysis is somewhat indefinite. At first glanc?’ }'\e
seems to be describing “modern man” or “modern Protestant man” in
this passage. As is evident, however, he is especially concernec.i VV.lth
German social character. Even more specifically he views authoritarian
trends as characteristic of the lower middle class. Taken in the latter
sense he is contending that the historically engendered social chafac‘ter
of lower middle class Germans predisposed them to accept submission
to Hitler as an escape from freedom.

The synchronic or structural dimension of Fromm’s argument
extends this line of analysis. He contends that the German lower middle
class was most vulnerable to the dislocations of the 1920s and 1930s.
Already deformed in its social character by authoritarian predispositions,
its status was being undermined by the crises and social alignments of
monopology capitalism. “Its anxiety and thereby its hatred were arouse_d;
it moved into a state of panic and was filled with a craving for submis-
sion to [authority] as well as for domination over those who were power-
less” (ibid., p. 220). .

Fromm would have a good deal of trouble justifying his psyc;ho-
history of fascist social character at an historiographical or social scien-
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tific tribunal.® He fares better, however, if we interpret his concepts as
Weberian ideal-types.” By so doing we shift the emphasis from empiri-
cal accuracy to heuristic value. This is a step back on the road to knowl-
edge of social reality; it is also a retreat to a more defensible position.

6.

Fromm presents us in seriatim fashion with three “mechanisms of
escape” from freedom, namely, authoritarianism, destructiveness, and
automaton conformity. By so doing he emphasizes that any one of these
might be constitutive of a type of social character. Thus fascism is an
expression of an authoritarian character structure, while automaton con-
formity may underlie the consciousness of individuals who view them-
selves as free and self-determining citizens of democracies. But as sug-
gested above, Fromm does not adequately demonstrate the class and
societal distribution of these character types. Moreover, the three mecha-
nisms of escape are not mutually exclusive. Taken together they might
constitute a defensively layered type of social character, in which more
primitive modalities can be found beneath more sophisticated ones. Let’s
assume, with Fromm, that the modern individual unavoidably experi-
ences powerlessness and aloneness, a personal insecurity so great that it
can lead not only to anxiety but even to panic. A social character struc-
ture of the following type might provide refuge from this experience:

Automaton Conformity

Authoritarianism = Sado-Masochism
Destructiveness
ﬁloneness/PowerlessnesA
Here character is pictured as a structure of defensive barriers to the
experience of moral aloneness. The most basic and most desperate
defensive response to isolation and powerlessness is destructiveness. The
individual wishes to destroy the world that threatens to overpower him,

or, as a last resort, to destroy himself in order not to be overpowered.

Such destructiveness is not instinctual. It is rather the outcome of unlived
life:

Life has an inner dynamism of its own; it tends to grow, to be expressed,
to be lived. It seems that if this tendency is thwarted the energy directed
toward life undergoes a process of decomposition and changes into
energies directed toward destruction. (ibid., p. 184)

Freudian-Marxism 69

The drive for life and for destruction are thus in a relationship of “re-
versed interdependence.” The individual who cannot live bends his will
toward destruction.

As indicated, Fromm treats authoritarianism as an independent
response to isolation and powerlessness. His argument is stronger if it
is seen as a defense against and expression of destructiveness as well
as of isolation and powerlessness. This is because, in his construction of
it, authoritarianism combines two trends: merger of the self into a group
identity (symbiosis) in order to escape aloneness, and sadomasochistic
emotional dynamics to compensate for an experienced impotency. But the
dynamics of domination and submission are not comprehensible unless
we recognize in them a destructive craving for revenge. We are then in a
position to understand the passion to dominate and be dominated.

Authoritarianism is a more structured and viable response to alone-
ness and powerlessness than raw destructiveness. It may form the basis
for quite stable ideological positions, although the destructive tendency
in it is never far from the surface. In automaton conformity, by contrast,
these hostile trends may drop from sight:

[The] individual ceases to be himself; he adopts entirely the kind of per-
sonality offered to him by cultural patterns; and he thereby becomes
exactly as all others are and as they expect him to be. The discrepancy
between “I” and the world disappears and with it the conscious fear of
aloneness and powerlessness. (ibid., pp. 185-186)

The individual has escaped from isolation at the price of authenticity.
S/he has developed what D. W. Winnicott later termed a “false self”
(1960). The capacity for autonomous thinking, feeling, and willing has
been sacrificed to the security of being like all the others. At the same
time, we would add, the individual is defended against more primitive
desires to dominate, to submit, and to destroy.®

7.

Fromm thus offers us a striking conception of alienated selfhood and
falsified consciousness, and he has a standard of authentic selfhood and
true consciousness against which to judge these escapes from freedom.
Character deformed by defenses against moral aloneness is constrained
and compulsive. It lacks the spontaneity and expressiveness of the free
individual. By contrast “positive freedom consists in the spontaneous activity
of the total, integrated personality” (Fromm, 1941, p. 258).

In spontaneous activity, Fromm continues, the individual “unites
himself anew with the world,” preserving the self while affirming the
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selfhood of others. The primary modalities of (what Hegel would term)
mutual recognition are love and work. Through them, and through spon-
taneous activity more generally, the individual “recognizes that there is
only one meaning of life: the act of living itself” (ibid., p. 263). And precisely
this affirmation of life permits the risking of it for self-chosen aims. But
death “is never sweet, not even if it is suffered for the highest ideal” (ibid.,
p- 268). The tragic moment is preserved, not canceled, in the dialectic of
positive freedom.

8.

The spontaneity of positive freedom is not constitutive of the social
character of our time. Hence to realize positive freedom social character
must be transformed. Fromm offers us no strategy for its transfor-
mation, but he indicates the political road he believes we must follow,
namely, the road to democratic socialism. The individualism that came
into prominence with the Renaissance must be universalized and
the fundamental values of democracy must be preserved. Unregulated
economies must be replaced by planned ones and the rule of the few
must be replaced by the rule of the many. To combine these latter
imperatives a way must be found to unite centralization with decen-
tralization. For unless planning is blended with active participation and
“the stream of social life continuously flows from below upwards, a
planned economy will lead to renewed manipulation of the people” (ibid.,
p. 275). And for there to be active participation in the social process
individuals must be imbued with “faith in life and in truth, and in free-
dorzr; a; the active and spontaneous realization of the individual self” (ibid.,
P- 276).

Once again, amen.

9.

We began this section with Fromm’s objections to Reich’s program
of one method, two theories, and with his aim of integrating sociology
and psychology. Both points are expressed in the claim that “just as psy-
chology always deals with a socialized individual, so sociology always
deals with a group of individuals whose psychic structure and mecha-
nisms must be taken into account.”

Let’s begin again with this position, which is simple in appearance,
complex and problematical in substance. For one thing, “sociology” as
such is a purely formal category. It would reduce to social psychology if
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it lacked a content of its own. We would be back at Freud’s claim that
there are only two valid forms of knowledge, natural science and psy-
chology—back at precisely the position Reich is intent upon undermining,
Fromm, however, follows Reich in granting sociology a content of its own,
namely, relations of production and social class. For “sociology” we may
therefore substitute Marxist political economy.

We may then represent the methodological situation this way:

A. Subjectivity (Psychology)

B.Individual i C. Collective

D. Objectivity (Political Economy)

In this diagram we undo the conflation of subjectivity with individual-
ity. The horizontal axis represents a gradient of social relationships
extending from single individuals to larger and larger collectivities, ulti-
mately to the human species. The vertical axis represents a gradient
between relationships that are exclusively objective (based in work and
production) at one extreme, exclusively subjective (based in desire
and emotional life) at the other, with various admixtures of objectivity
and subjectivity in between. Taken as a whole, the diagram permits us
to analyze the interplay of objective and subjective factors anywhere along
the continuum from specific individuals to the species.

We might read Fromm as criticizing Reich for conflating subjectivity
with individuality and collective life with objectivity. By contrast, he
wishes to analyze the subjectivity of collective experience. And he
objects to placing the individual outside of social relationships. Well and
good. But, first, if his insistence on human sociality isn’t to degenerate
into sociological idealism, then his theory must include the recognition
that human individuals are natural (biological, sensuous, psychophysi-
ological) beings. And this recognition must be conceptual as well as
observational. Fromm must grant Reich that human individuals are
embodied; and he must derive the social implications of this fact.
Second, if he wishes to extend psychology to the study of collectivi-
ties, then he must also extend political economy to the study of individu-
als. Otherwise the analysis becomes psychologistic. Indeed, he can only
avoid psychologism if he considers the objectivity of human experience
at the theoretical level of anthropology. Third, if he is serious in his
desire to undo the conflation of individual and psychology, then he must
be able to articulate a genuinely social psychology, that is, not just a
social extension of individual psycholgy but rather an integral theory
of collective emotional experience. Failing the development of such a
psychology, his departure from Reich in this regard would be largely
nominal.
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10.

It is evident, I think, that Fromm has not satisfied the first of these
evaluative criteria. As Marcuse contends in his well-known critique of
neo-Freudian revisionism (1962), Fromm empties Freud’s theory of its
vital core. By shifting the center of the theory from biology to society,
from instincts to relationships, he creates an image of the individual as a
cipher of social circumstance. Because he leaves nothing in the individual
that is outside of the existing network of social relationships, he leaves
himself no Archimedean point from which to protest against domina-
tion and alienation.

Here is another way of stating the criticism. In any subject-object
relationship there are at least three moments or interpretive perspectives:
the substance of the subject; the substance of the object; and the two-fold
process of interaction between subject and object, that is, the movement
from subject to object and from object to subject. Fromm empties the first
moment of meaning. Relatedness then can only be determined from the
position of the social object. The weight of the object then falls upon and
into the subject, which can offer no resistance.’

Weakness from one perspective is strength from another. Fromm is
exceptional among psychoanalysts for his genuine appreciation of Marx’s
conception of human species life. Indeed, the historical framework
of Escape from Freedom is very nearly isomorphic with that of The German
Ideology. Hence he comes close to satisfying our second criterion. He takes
productive activity seriously, even at the level of the individual. But
in comparison to Marx’s rigorous analysis of work and production,
Fromm’s position is indefinite and humanistic. And because he has sys-
tematically removed the vital principles from psychoanalysis, the deter-
minate and mutually contradictory ontologies of the two theories never
confront each other. A vague Lebensphilosophie covers over the clash of
Weltanschauungen.

As for the third criterion, it might appear that the concept of social
character constitutes the basic building block of an adequately social
psychology. Despite the name, however, social character does not carry
us much beyond the territory staked out by Reich. Reich, too, depicts
historically and socially determined patterns and distributions of char-
acter types. To that extent he is not a methodological individualist. But
he is a psychological individualist: In his theorizing, social psychology is
nothing other than aggregated individual psychology. Likewise Fromm.
Although his individual is relational rather than biological, his reason-

ing limits social psychology to the sum and substance of its individual
parts.
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We might think of it this way. When Marx conceptualizes the com-
modity as the “elementary form” of the capitalist mode of production,
he appears to be functioning as a social atomist (Marx, 1867, P 125). But
in fact he arrives at the commodity by a process of abstraction from a
totality of social relations. The totality is the actuality from which the
commodity is abstracted. The capitalist mode of production is not ref:\ched
by adding up commodities. Or again, when Marx conceptualizes a
social class, he is not adding up the attributes of its members or simply
describing an attribute of each individual that is the same for all. Rather
the social class, that is, a structure, web, or pattern of practices, is the
unit of analysis. ‘

I trust the point is clear. The concept of character structure is a plau-
sible candidate for the role of the “elementary form” of a social psycho-
logical theory. The concept of social character acknowledges that there
are structural constraints on and therefore commonalities in character
formation. Fromm has not given us, however, a genuinely social psychol-
ogy, but only an aggregative individual psychology. He is a social atomist
in actuality, not merely in appearance.

It is tempting but perhaps not quite fair to say that Fromm is rela-
tional where he should be individualist (the first criticism) and individu-
alist where he should be relational (the third). In any case his reach
exceeds his grasp. His identification with Marx’s historical ontology
expresses his desire to unify Marxism and psychoanalysis, as does his
relational conception of selfhood. But the relational self signifies the
sacrifice of psychoanalysis at the Marxist altar, while at the same.time
his psychological individualism reflects his unwillingness or inability to
complete the act.

1.

One implication of the preceding argument is that Fromm has more
in common with Reich than it might at first appear. They are, so to speak,
the Romulus and Remus of Freudian-Marxism. The quarrel between them
is a family affair.

For example, Reich tends to reduce selfhood to sexuality; Fromm
tends to remove sexuality from selfhood. Their positions are opposed.
Yet from their opposed positions they arrive at parallel conceptions
of human destructiveness. Reich contends that “a man’s readiness to
hate and his guilt feelings are dependent . . . upon the state of his libido
economy,” and that “sexual dissatisfaction increases aggression w.hile
gratification reduces it” (Reich, 1929, p. 18). Fromm views destructive-
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ness as, most fundamentally, the result of unlived life, or as the decom-
position of the drive toward life. More concretely, he thinks it results from
powgrlessness and aloneness. At either level, for Fromm as for Reich,
hostility is relegated to the status of contingency and consequence. Each
of them falls victim to what is, in Freud’s opinion, the illusion that
destructiveness is not an integral part of the human condition. From his

perspective their quarrel is at the same time an agreement not to look at
why they are quarreling.

12.

One of the strengths of Freud'’s theory is that he never strays far from
the problematical boundary between psyche and soma. The drives, both
sexual and destructive, operate along this borderline. Because they serve
tl}g Pleasure principle, and because the reality principle limits the possi-
bilities of satisfaction, they are sources of conflict. The experience of anxi-
ety signifies and makes manifest this boundary dispute. At the same time
Freud problematizes the relationship between internal and external real-
ity. Here, too, we find conflict and anxiety.

Neither Reich nor Fromm manages to maintain this doubly prob-
lematical conception of human individuality. The tendency in Reich is to
reduce mind to body. The embodied but merely embodied individual
then confronts and is in conflict with social reality. Fromm displaces the
locus pf conflict upward and outward. A disembodied individual then
experiences the anxieties of connection and disconnection. In neither case
flo we find selfhood determined from below as well as from above, from
inside as well as from outside. Both theorists escape from ... anxiety.

Thus Reich and Fromm develop opposed conceptions of the self.
Moreover, their conceptions of selfhood move with equal and opposite
force away from the crucial loci of selfhood, away from the points where

opposi.tes interpenetrate and anxiety is generated. Their theories are
defensively decentered.

13.

We will find as we proceed that theories, at least the interesting ones,
are complex structures built around the simultaneous engagement with
‘and retreat from loci of conflict. One of these loci is political choice. Reich,
in his early theorizing, was never far from questions concerning the choice’
of action. His conception of political rationality—of assessments of ration-
ality in terms of interests—is the unmistakable bearer of this concern
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within his theory. Fromm, by contrast, relatively devalues and margin-
alizes both interests and reason. Questions about the truth or falsity of
consciousness are replaced with questions about its authenticity. Actions
are to be judged by their spontaneity, not by the interests they serve.
Although this is a useful corrective to the hyperrationalism, albeit dia-
lectical hyperrationalism, of some Marxists, it moves Fromm away from
concrete situations in which decisions must be made. It tends to displace
rather than to complement the analysis of interests and rational choices.

This displacement of politics has two aspects. First, in Fromm’s
usage authenticity and spontaneity are extremely indefinite concepts. It
is even more difficult to judge the authenticity and spontaneity of an
action than it is the interests and reasons behind it. From the standpoint
of political practice, therefore, these concerns may well function as a
smokescreen. Second, Fromm'’s focus on authenticity and spontaneity
enables him to execute a glissade from psychology to ethics, and from
the imperatives of political action to the formalism of the categorical
imperative. The articulation of humanistic values takes the place of the
analysis of psychopolitical realities. Thus there is a concealed gap between
the falsity of the world that exists and the veracity of the world that
(merely) ought to exist.

We might take the point one step further. What if Fromm’s values
are precisely not spontaneous, but rather the uncritically maintained
repressive values of the Enlightenment? Then the articulation of human-
istic values is itself a repressive act, part and parcel of maintaining the
moral structure within which the ugliness of reality is concealed and by
which it is justified. This is Marcuse’s position. He contends that Fromm
and the other neo-Freudian revisionists fail to recognize the ideological
loading of humanistic values. In using them as a standard for judging
modern society they may appear to be critical and political. They are
actually conformist and moralistic. Hence the tone of their writings “fre-
quently comes close to that of the sermon” (Marcuse, 1962, p. 237).

Perhaps it is time to stop saying “amen.”

C. Herbert Marcuse: Death, Where Is Thy Sting?
1.

If one holds up spontaneity as a criterion of authentic selfhood, then
one might try in compulsive and forced fashion to conform to it. Marcuse
is surely correct in pointing out the repressive potential of such humanis-
tic values. But any value can function repressively. Take the classical
instance. Kant’s categorical imperative—"So act that the maxim of your
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will could always hold at the same time as a principle establishing uni-
versal law”-—was intended as an articulation of moral autonomy, as
a principle proceeding from the free will (Kant, 1788, p. 30). But as has
often been pointed out, it is hard to imagine a position of greater moral
heteronomy than the self-imposed duty of submission to a formal law
detached from one’s own interests and passions.

That is not quite right. Rather, it is in the nature of values to func-
tion both expressively and repressively. Nothing, especially not values,
escapes the inherence of contradiction.

Marcuse identifies himself with the power of negative thinking. His
criticism of Fromm is aimed at, among other things, his positivism—his
failure to carry the dialectical critique of domination through to its end.
We may fairly bring this standard to bear upon Marcuse’s own theoriz-
ing. Does he fully engage the contradictions of human alienation? What
if they cannot be fully engaged? And what if the dialectical critique
of domination is itself a value, hence itself in part its opposite, an instru-

ment of domination? Is there a way out, other than an escape from con-
tradiction?'

2.

Reich construed psychoanalysis as an individual psychology; Fromm
attempted to reconstruct it as a social psychology. Marcuse has yet a third
position. Although it may appear that Freud has given us only an indi-
vidual psychology, in fact this “individual psychology is in its very
essence social psychology” (Marcuse, 1962, p. 15). Freud “discovered the
mechanisms of social and political control in the depth dimension of
instinctual drives and satisfactions.” Hence psychoanalytic categories “do
not have to be ‘related’ to social and political conditions—they are them-
selves social and political categories” (Marcuse, 1970, p. 44). Indeed, psy-
choanalysis “reveals not only the secret of the individual but also that of
civilization” (Marcuse, 1962, p. 15).

Marcuse wants to have it both ways. With Reich, he insists that there
is an essential human nature; with Fromm, he insists that human nature
is inherently historical. There is a common psycho-logic running through
the history of both the individual and civilization.

But this means that he also has it neither way. He offers us a purely
(albeit reinterpreted) psychoanalytic conception of human nature, with
respect to which the social world revealed in Marxist theory remains
entirely external. Thus he flies into precisely the psychological reduc-
tionism Reich sought to avoid by asserting the relative autonomy of Marx-
ism and psychoanalysis. And he secures the unity of individual and
society through a bold and extremely questionable employment of Freud’s
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metaphor/concept of psychic energy. The problematics of psychosocial
relationship, of intersubjectivity, are displaced onto libidinal ebbs and
flows. Consequently he loses the focus on intersubjective linkage that is
the great advantage of Fromm’s social psychology.

3.

Like Hegel and Marx before him, Marcuse proceeds on the assump-
tion that there is a concealed negativity in the positive and a latent posi-
tivity in the negative. He likewise gives to dialectical reason its full
ontological signification. The negativity of the positive and the positivity
of the negative are seen as inhering in reality and not just in reasoning
about reality. Unlike Marx, however, he is a philosophical critic of
science rather than a scientific critic of philosophy.

Here we have another glissade, one that completes, or at least threat-
ens to complete, a circle—a circle with an empty political center. Marx’s
break with Hegel was at once epistemological and political. He advanced
from philosophy to science in the interest of practical efficacy. To be scien-
tific meant, among other things, to be capable of producing effects in the
real world. And, fortuitously or necessarily, an emancipatory political
science was possible. There existed a subject capable of practicing it. The
proletariat, by thinking and acting rationally, could/would change
the world. It was the immanent negativity in the positivity of capitalist
reality.

By the time we reach Reich, confidence in the immanence of prole-
tarian revolution was waning, while dialectical reason was sliding toward
formalism and dogmatism. Reich remains true, however, to Marx’s
scientific and practical orientation, both of which are identified with the
revolutionary project. Fromm, writing Escape from Freedom as the horror
of Nazism was unfolding, detaches Freudian-Marxism from revolution-
ary politics. Theory moves away from being the political science of
social transformation and toward the role of being the dialectical con-
science of an untransformed society.

Finally, with Marcuse dialectical reason regains its subtlety and
its critical cutting edge. It is now employed not as science, but rather
against science. Science is viewed as a practical and ideological instru-
ment of domination. It is used by the powers-that-be against any poten-
tial force of opposition. An emancipatory political science has become
a contradiction in terms, and the postulated practitioner of the science
no longer exists. The proletariat has been absorbed into the structure
of domination. As Hegel contended, “the whole is the truth”—and as
Hegel was determined to deny, “the whole is false” (Marcuse, 1960,



78 Assemblage

P xiv). Social reality is a one-dimensional negative totality. There seems
to be no choice, therefore, but critically to interpret a world one is power-
less to change.

And yet Marcuse never stopped trying to change it.

4.

Marcuse’s turn toward Freud was a movement within the circle of
a bad totality. The threatened closure of the circle was determined by
the lack of a collective agent of social transformation. Marcuse attempted
to keep it open by finding a hidden emancipatory trend in psychoana-
lytic theory."

Freudian theory, he contends, is at once “the most unshakeable
defense” and the “most irrefutable indictment” of Western civilization
(Marcuse, 1962, p. 11). Civilization is necessary for human survival; civi-
lization requires the renunciation of instinctual satisfaction. Human
beings are the civilized and therefore unhappy animals.

This contention depends upon Marcuse’s interpretation of the relation-
ship between the pleasure principle and the reality principle. He identifies
the aims or values of immediate satisfaction, pleasure, joy, play, receptive-
ness, and absence of repression with the former; delayed satisfaction,
restraint of pleasure, toil, work, productiveness, and security with the latter
(ibid., p. 12). Ontogenetically and phylogenetically, civilization requires the
transition from the one state of being to the other. The transition does not
abolish the domain of the pleasure principle, however, but rather represses
it. The demand for gratification is preserved in and as unconscious fantasy.
In this way the genetic process establishes a structural relationship—of domi-
nation. From the beginning civilization—rationality, utility, the values of
social order—is domination. And from the beginning it is continually threat-
ened by a return of the repressed, by the “drive for integral gratification”
that is preserved in the unconscious.

Marcuse acknowledges that we cannot return to a pre-civilized con-
dition. Yet he does not accept present-day reality as the ultimate or only
possible order of things. The past, which lives on in memory, “generates
the wish that the paradise [lost] be recreated on the basis of the achieve-
ments of civilization.” Hence the psychoanalytic “orientation on the past
tends toward an orientation on the future. The recherche du temps perdu
becomes the vehicle of future liberation” (ibid., p. 18).. .. In the end as
in the beginning.

Here we have yet another version of the greatest story ever told. To
be sure, this version is simultaneously individual and social. But it has
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the familiar three beats to the measure. An initial natural condition gives
way to a history of alienation, that is, to an inverse or self-negating
development of the original potentiality. One can at least imagine, however,
a negation of the negation, a return to the natural through the social, a natu-
ralization of the social that is also a socialization of the natural.

Or perhaps one can at most imagine it.

5.

The promise and the problem of Marcuse’s historical vision origi-
nate in his interpretation of Freud's instinct theory. He contends that
Freud, in venturing beyond the pleasure principle, resecured it. He grants
Freud the manifold of the death-drive: (1) the ontological primacy of the
Nirvana principle, namely, the fundamental instinctual aim of eliminat-
ing all stimulation or reducing it to the lowest possible level; (2) the con-
servative nature of the instincts (their tendency to restore an earlier state
of things); and therefore (3) death or inorganicity, equated with the
absolute absence of stimulation, as the ultimate point of return or regres-
sion. He also accepts the view that destructiveness derives from the
death-drive. He goes on to observe, however, that because Freud equates
pleasure with the absence of stimulation, in this view of things death and
pleasure converge (ibid., p. 24). If the human organism is driven toward its
death, this is because it is driven away from the pain of life. Destructive-
ness, too, is then a protest against suffering:

If the “regression-compulsion” in ail organic life is striving for integral
quiescence, if the Nirvana principle is the ground of the pleasure prin-
ciple, then the necessity of death appears in an entirely new light. The
death instinct is destructiveness not for its own sake, but for the relief
from tension. The descent toward death is an unconscious flight from
pain and want. It is an expression of the eternal struggle against suffer-
ing and repression. (ibid., p. 27)

The recherche du temps perdu is the quest for integral quiescence, integral
gratification, absence of pain, pleasure/death. “The memory of gratifi-
cation is at the origin of all thinking, and the impulse to recapture past
gratification is the hidden driving power behind the process of thought”
(ibid., p. 29). And not only thought: Phylogenetically and ontogenetically,
we seek in the end what we remember of the beginning.

We see, then, that Marcuse robs the death-drive of its sting. It aims
not at destruction but rather at deliverance.
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6.

Marcuse has license from Freud for his interpretation of instinct
theory. There is precisely the same ambiguity concerning the relation-
ship of memory, pleasure, and death in the one as we find in the other.
Marcuse is only quite rigorously following the logic of Freud’s specula-
tive theorizing—following it beyond the world of human experience. They
are both Platonists, whether or not they wish to be.

First, they each suppose some registration of an inorganic state
in the organic human being, a memory (or some equivalent to memory)
of the death that preceded life. Unless the death-drive is to be devoid of
psychological consequences, they require for their position something
resembling Plato’s arguments in the first part of the Phaedo, that is, that
everything comes from its opposite, so that the soul that is living now
must have been dead at an earlier time (in Rouse, 1956, pp. 473-475).
This is a begged question. The existence of the soul is presupposed, and
life and death are reduced to the status of alternative predicates of the
existent subject. Likewise for Freud and Marcuse. They necessarily as-
sume an experience of the human organism prior to the empirical exist-
ence of the organism, the human being’s memory of its own not-being.

Second, they establish the identity of “pleasure” and “death” through
the middle term, “absence of pain,” and by the additional identification
of pain with stimulation. But because to be alive is always to experience
some stimulation, pleasure in this sense cannot be a human experience.
Hence it cannot meaningfully be differentiated from the pleasure sought
by the Platonic philosopher, that is, the pleasure of the soul apart from
the body—and this despite Marcuse’s desire to re-embody Fromm'’s dis-
embodied psyche.

A third point results from joining the first two. If life is never free
from pain, then memory is necessarily (in part) painful. We not only seek
to recapture the pleasure of the past but long to escape from its pain.
Yet we may misremember and create in fantasy a paradisiacal past that
never existed. Past then becomes future, and we set sail for the gates of
Eden.

So much for knowledge as recollection, infancy as bliss, and intima-
tions of immortality. If in reality there is a place where life and death
interpenetrate, it contains an abysmal dread along with the promesse de
bonheur.

Or: Marcuse interprets Freud’s instinct theory as the promise of
happiness, history as the breaking of the promise. But what if the prom-
ise was made to be broken? What if, as Freud (1930) contends, “the pur-
pose of life is simply the programme of the pleasure principle . .. and
yet its programme is at loggerheads with the whole world, with the mac-
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rocosm as much as with the microcosm” (p. 76)? Then Marcuse is mak-
ing promises that he can’t keep.

Yet, so it seems to me, Marcuse is onto something. What if the drive
to experience pleasure and (stated negatively) not to experience pain is
at the center of human experience? And what if—again recalling Plato
—pleasure and pain are “hung together . .. by their heads to the same
thing, and therefore whenever you get one, the other follows after” (in
Rouse, 1956, p. 463)? Then the Nirvana principle and the death-drive are
worthy of their names: As Marcuse emphasizes, they express the desire
to escape from life itself, from the fearful pain of human existence.

7.

Reading Hegel and depending on mood and predisposition, one is
either beguiled or infuriated by his simultaneous engagement with and
disengagement from reality, by the way he slides away from contradic-
tions in the process of grasping them—and grasps them in the process
of sliding away from them. So, too, in reading Marcuse. In contrast to
Hegel, however, Marcuse is self-conscious about the ambiguity of his
position. He works very much in the manner of a surrealist like René
Magritte, who aims at producing a sudden opening into a concealed
world of terror and beauty, a redemptive moment of illumination, the
experience of an aesthetic as well as an epistemological break with
established reality. When we criticize Marcuse for being unrealistic, we
should be aware that we are also paying him a compliment. And in pay-
ing him this compliment we are nonetheless criticizing him.

Consider his treatment of repression and the reality principle.
Although he is intent upon staking out a territory beyond their limits, he
does not wish to deny either their existence or their necessity. He accepts
the orthodox Marxist position that material scarcity imposes upon human-
kind the necessity of laboring; and he accepts the orthodox Freudian
position that the energy required for labor must be produced through
the repression and sublimation of the instincts. Civilization—human
reality in the broadest sense—necessitates repression. But the “basic (phy-
logenetic) restrictions of the instincts” that humanize the human animal,
the “power to restrain and guide instinctual drives, to make biological
necessities into individual needs and desires,” increase rather than
reduce gratification (Marcuse, 1962, p. 35). The reality principle medi-
ates without contradicting the pleasure principle.

Basic repression, to put it another way, engenders the specifically
human form of instinctual freedom. But repression does not stop at the
level needed for civilized life as such. Rather, as Reich argued earlier, in
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substance the reality principle is an historical variable, not a constant.
The level of repression it requires is likewise variable. Thus the higher
the level of material scarcity, the more demanding the reality principle,
and the greater the degree of necessary repression. Conversely, the higher
the level of abundance, the more the reality principle approximates to
the pleasure principle, and (potentially) the greater the degree of socially
functional instinctual freedom.

Historically, however, there has been a limit to the range of varia-
tion in the reality principle and the level of repression it entails. Because
advances in civilized life are the product of overcoming material scarci-
ties, and because the distribution of scarcity is uneven and hierarchical,
the history of the species is the history of domination. Whatever its spe-
cific content, the reality that is psychologically encoded by the reality
principle is a reality of domination. Repression is raised to the level
required by social domination and acts so as to perpetuate domination.
Not necessary repression, but surplus repression, is the foundation of
actual civilized life.?2

The reality principle that enforces surplus repression Marcuse terms
the “performance principle.” The performance principle entails (1) the
diversion of libido from pleasurable experience to socially useful perfor-
mances and (2) the desexualization of the body, so that “libido becomes
concentrated in one part of the body, leaving the rest free for use as the
instrument of labour” (ibid., p. 44). The performance principle transforms
the individual into a vehicle for producing labor values and for repro-
ducing the condition of domination.

We may note that Marcuse’s argument depends upon Freud’s con-
ceptualization of psychical energies, specifically upon the idea that work-
energy is created through the repression and sublimation of sex-energy.
It is charitable to call this idea dubious. But its employment permits
Marcuse to honor the “realism” in Freud’s interpretation of civilization
while simultaneously challenging it. For if an historically specific version
of the reality principle is more restrictive than the level of material scar-
city requires, then it is self-contradictory. It designates as unreal precisely
that which is realizable. It defines as necessary a degree of repression
that is in fact excessive. Hence in this instance to be unrealistic is to grasp
the actual emancipatory potentialities that the existing reality principle
denies. It is possible to conceive of a reality beyond the reality principle,
and to use this projected reality as the standard for judging the rational~
ity or irrationality of the existing social order.

It might appear that Marcuse is engaging—within Freudian limits—
the historical reality of repression. Like Freud he identifies civilization
with repression. He grants that we cannot have the one without the other,
and he is not arguing for an impossible recapturing of the prerepressed,
prehuman past. But by shifting the primary meaning of repression he
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simultaneously slips away from the point of engagement. He contends
that basic repression is a humanizing “power to restrain and guide instinc-
tual drives, to make biological necessities into individual needs and
desires.” It increases rather than decreases gratification. This is at least
a half truth. Even “primitive” forms of gratification, such as nursing at
the breast, involve some restraint or guidance of instinct. But the other
half of the truth is equally important. Restraint of instinct is inherently
painful. Repression, which involves a major restraint of instinct, is pro-
portionally more painful. Hence for Freud repression is always a self-
laceration. It is both painful in itself and an accommodation to the pain
of animate/human existence. To be civilized requires a loss of grati-
fication.

In other words, Marcuse’s shifting of the meaning of repression
deprives pain of its ontological significance. The glissade is especially
striking in light of his recognition that the death-drive is a response to
pain. But he treats his own conception as a Medusa’s head and protects
himself from its reality with the philosopher’s shield of Athena.

Marcuse thus follows Hegel in denying the reality of the reality he
reveals. Our critique does not, however, invalidate his historicization of
repression. In this regard his appropriation of Freud parallels Marx’s
appropriation of Hegel. In the 1844 manuscripts Marx distinguishes
between objectification and alienation. The latter, as we have seen, he
treats as a perversion of the former. Hegel, on the other hand, identifies
objectification and alienation: From the standpoint of the absolute sub-
ject, any objectification is a loss. Hegel ontologizes what, at the level of
social reality, Marx treats as an historical variable. Similarly Marcuse dis-
tinguishes between repression as such and the surplus repression that
accompanies social domination. Just as Marx relativizes alienation, he rela-
tivizes repression. And, by placing repression and alienation within the same
theoretical frame, he helps us to see more clearly the relationship between
them.

8.

There is a kind of dialectical beauty in Marcuse’s transition from
ontogeny to phylogeny. Following Freud he claims that the individual
in modern society “is in archaic identity with the species” (ibid., p. 51).
Each individual is the inheritor of the history, or prehistory, of the spe-
cies. The whole is embodied and recapitulated in the part. “Individual
psychology is thus in itself group psychology . ..” (ibid.).

This much is straight Freud, albeit framed as a dialectical unity of
opposites. But Marcuse uses the Freudian identification of ontogeny with
phylogeny to “undermine one of the strongest ideological fortifications
of modern culture—namely, the notion of the autonomous individual”
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(ibid., p. 52). Psychoanalysis “reveals the power of the universal in and
over the individuals.” It dissolves the autonomy of the individual and
shows that it is actually “the frozen manifestation of the general repres-
sion of mankind” (ibid.).

One might protest that the individual’s incarnation of the archaic
heritage of the species is a highly questionable proposition. Marcuse
would not be troubled by the protest. In an often-quoted passage he
claims that the “truth of psychoanalysis lies in its loyalty to its most
provocative hypotheses” (Marcuse, 1970, p. 61). By “truth” he means
something quite different from “factual” or “empirically verifiable.” The
truth contradicts (phenomenal) reality. It is concealed within or beyond
accumulated facts and operationalized concepts. One seeks it by attack-
ing the epistemological forces that repress it.

Once the walls of facticity have been breached in this fashion, there
is no need to distinguish between anthropological just-so stories and
plausible historical narratives. Marcuse is free to make social critical use
of Freud’s phylogenetic mythology. This is better than discarding it.
Freudian myths are revelatory of psychological reality when they are
subjected to transformational criticism. Throw out the myth and you
throw out the conscious manifestation of important unconscious fanta-
sies. But Marcuse, to his ultimate disadvantage, bypasses the critical pro-
cess through which we learn to distinguish between fact and fantasy.
Although he admits that Freud’s phylogeny may forever be “beyond the
realm of anthropological verification” and that its value is only symbolic
of historical processes of domination (Marcuse, 1962, pp. 54-55), he none-
theless collapses history into its symbolic representation. We are left with
an historical just-so story.

In the beginning is the primal horde, and the life of the horde is
domination. The sons rebel against the system of domination, that is,
against their father. Freedom is born in this rebellious action. Matriar-
chy and the gratification of hitherto suppressed sexual desires replaces
paternal tyranny. The patricidal sons are overcome by guilt, however,
and they surrender their hard-won freedom. The rule of the father, or at
least of the fathers, is re-established. The revolution is defeated and the
sons are guilty a second time. The first time they betrayed their father,
this time they betray themselves. Domination, rebellion, domination—
the great wheel of history begins to turn.

From this point of origin Marcuse traces out a dialectic of civiliza-
tion which consists primarily of a play of instinctual forces and second-
arily of objective constraints upon and transmutations of these forces. The
upshot of the process is two-fold. On the one hand, there is an escalat-
ing discrepancy between potential liberation and actual repression. The
rationality of progressive domination becomes increasingly irrational. On
the other, there is the “technological abolition of the individual” (ibid.,
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p- 87) and the obsolescence of the Freudian conception of man. The role
of the father and the family in the shaping of character is taken over by
society itself. The ego shrinks, the ego ideal is collectivized, the individual
becomes just one of the masses, instincts are regressively defused and
desublimated (Marcuse, 1970, pp. 56-59). In a world without fathers free-
dom becomes domination, a domination that is all the more hateful and
hate-filled, the more unnecessary it becomes.

This historical vision cannot be taken literally. It is held together by
instinctual energies that really are just in the theorist’s mind; it hovers
uneasily between a critique of and a nostalgia for the autonomous indi-
vidual and patriarchal domination (yesterday’s oedipal curse is today’s
lost oedipal blessing); and it overstates the case for the historical obso-
lescence of the psychoanalytic conception of the self. Marcuse’s dialec-
tics of civilization are not the dialectics of history. In the end we are left
with the task of transforming his psychophilosophical speculations into
politically usable empirical interpretations. Nonetheless we have some-
thing to gain by following Marcuse’s own methodological example and
permitting ourselves a metaphysical moment.

First, just as Marx interprets political economy from the perspective
of the proletariat, Marcuse interprets Freud from the perspective of the
rebellious sons. He meets Freud on his own phylogenetic ground and
inverts it. The Freudian myth, beneath its veneer of political neutrality,
is patriarchal. The Marcusean myth, which is avowedly political, is patri-
cidal. It counters the morality of domination with the morality of libera-
tion. There is guilt in the revolution betrayed as well as the revolution
made. When it is properly used as fantasy and metaphor, it doubles the
possibilities for psychohistorical interpretation.

Second, the concept of regressive yet still (politically) repressive
desublimation enables us to advance beyond Reich’s conception of sexual
liberation. Marcuse sees, as Reich does not, that an attenuation of intra-
psychic conflict may result in a flattening out of emotional life. Sexual
freedom may be nothing more than bread and circuses for the one dimen-
sionalized masses. And because Marcuse grants that destructiveness is
an instinctual derivative, the concept of repressive desublimation also
focuses our attention on the dangers that can attend the destructuring of
existing social and psychological structures.

9.

Hegel claimed that “what is rational is actual and what is actual is
rational” (Hegel, 1821, p. 10). Marx perceived a different actuality but
concurred in the judgment of its rationality. That very difference, of
course, renders the judgment doubtful. So, too, does the problematical
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history of the attempt to realize the Marxist revolutionary project. Hence
the epistemic sutures of the Hegelian position split apart, and the
surpassed/repressed moment of epistemological questioning returns.

Marcuse joins Reich in linking epistemological issues to political and
psychological ones. Reich’s solutions, however, are his problems. Reich
treats dialectics as materialist science; Marcuse treats it as critique of
materialist science. Reich identifies rationality with choices of action that
are (1) instrumentally efficacious and (2) aimed at the realization of
pbjective interests. Marcuse seeks to free reason from precisely these
instrumental limitations.

As noted earlier, these points of difference have an historical foun-
dation. Marcuse (1964) observes:

The critical theory of society was, at the time of its origin, confronted
with the presence of real forces (objective and subjective) in the estab-
lished society which moved (or could be guided to move) toward more
rational and freer institutions by abolishing the existing ones which had
become obstacles to progress. These were the empirical grounds on which
Fhe theory was erected, and from these empirical grounds derived the
idea of the liberation of inherent possibilities—the development, other-

wise blocked and distorted, of material and intellectual productivity, fac-
ulties, and needs. (p. 254)

Although the temporal referent in this passage is vague, it presumably
includes the 1920s and 1930s, when German intellectuals like Reich and
Marcuse were (or could easily be) engaged in proletarian class struggle,
and when material progress could still be viewed as an emancipatory
tendency. By the 1950s and 1960s, however, and especially with Ameri-
can society in mind, Marcuse concludes that ““liberation of inherent pos-
sibilities’ no longer expresses the historical alternative” (ibid., p. 255). The
instrumentalities of productivity and progress now function to sustain
rather than to undermine social domination, and the members of the
working class, who operate these instrumentalities, have been transformed
into a mass formation, integrated into and likewise sustaining of the
existing system. Rationality—at least scientific, instrumental, Enlighten-
ment rationality—is the logic of domination. “Contrasted with the fan-
tastic and insane aspects of . . . [this] rationality, the realm of the irra-
tional becomes the home of the really rational . . .” (ibid., p. 247).

. From a slightly different angle Marcuse’s contention is that the Reich-
lan moment has passed. The interest in human emancipation can no
longer be empirically identified with the political and sexual interests
of the working class. The working class has been integrated into the
system of domination, and the emancipatory interest, lacking this his-
torically immanent foundation, has become transcendental. It exists out-
side the reality and rationality of the social system.
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Here is a third way of looking at it. Hegel claimed that speculative
dialectics demonstrated the identity of subjective certainty and objective
truth and that, by so doing, dissolved (surpassed, sublated) the episte-
mological or phenomenological moment. Marx politicized and radicalized
this position. The self-objectification of the proletariat, by which it over-
comes its alienation, secures the identification of emancipatory reason and
social reality. The proletariat realizes itself and the truth of Marx’s theory
in practice. Consequently epistemological questioning becomes an
academic concern. But, Marcuse contends, the proletarian moment has
come and gone. The class struggle is over and we have lost. In its after-
math the objective reality of domination repels and represses the possi-
bility of an emancipatory subjectivity. The latter can only exist outside
the system. Critical reason once again stands in an external or merely
phenomenological relationship to the object it seeks to know and trans-
form. It necessarily regresses from ontology to epistemology, from
science to philosophy. Only by taking this step backward does it pre-
serve the possibility of once again going forward.

We see, then, that the critical theorist occupies a no-man’s land
between the bad totality of the present and a purely utopian future. Sus-
pended above an historical abyss, s/he can do no more than “remain loyal
to those who, without hope, have given and give up their life to the Great
Refusal” (Marcuse, 1964, p. 257).

10.

Between the present and the future: the abyss, the dream, the fan-
tasy, the aesthetic moment.

11.

The third of the three great Kantian critiques attempts to mediate
the relationship of cognition (natural science, pure reason) and desire
(science of morals, practical reason) with the feeling of pleasure and pain,
with aesthetics broadly conceived (Kant, 1790). Albeit with numerous
critical modifications, Marcuse follows Kant. The domain of pure reason
coincides with the technological or instrumental rationality of the natu-
ral sciences. The domain of practical reason coincides with the emanci-
patory political orientation of critical theory. Ambiguously, between these
extremes, we find the aesthetic dimension.

In my judgment the ambiguity is three-fold. First, as Marcuse him-
self points out, the original Kantian position “merges the original mean-
ing of aesthetic (pertaining to the senses) with ... [a] new connotation
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(pertaining to beauty, especially in art)” (Marcuse, 1962, p. 159). Marcuse
preserves this double meaning, which permits him to fuse psychoana-
lytic categories (aesthetics in the first sense) with artistic valuations (aes-
thetics in the second sense), to identify the erotic and the beautiful.

Second, the aesthetic dimension of critical theory interpenetrates or
perhaps slides into the domain of cultural critique, so that the concept
of culture has the double meaning of “artistic” and “everyday life.” In
the latter regard Marcuse (along with Adorno, Benjamin, and Hork-
heimer) is notable for his sensitivity to the political meanings embedded
in cultural practices. One might even say that, in Kantian fashion, the
critique of culture mediates the critiques of instrumental reason and
political domination. At the same time a romantic conception of the aes-
thetic experience is used to devalue popular culture—aesthetic revenge
of the obsolescent individual.

Third, aesthetic judgments can be political ones. Politics is aesthe-
ticized and aesthetics is politicized. Beauty and ugliness become political
categories. Indeed they sometimes seem to replace political categories,
so that we are led into an aesthetic as well as a philosophical retreat from
political reality. The power of negative thinking is then . .. imaginary.

If we combine the second and third ambiguities we have a variant
and augmented Platonism, in which the rebellious philosopher-artist
says “no” to the culture of the masses. A variant Platonism: Marcuse
wants to save Plato from himself, to liberate philosophy from the per-
formance principle and the repressive employment of reason, and in
the process to end the ancient war between philosophers and poets. An
augmented Platonism: Plato appears in his historically developed form
of German idealist philosopher. But Platonism nonetheless: With stub-
born persistence the individual stands in judgment of the corruption of
the polity.

Marcuse’s aesthetics are, additionally and fatally, infiltrated by the
Platonic conflation of liberation and death. When, via the first ambigu-
ity, his reading of Freud is joined to his interpretation of the philosophy
of aesthetic experience, the imagination is placed under the aegis of the
Nirvana principle. On the one hand, aesthetic experience is placed out-
side of time: If “the “aesthetic state’ is really to be the state of freedom,
then it must ultimately defeat the destructive course of time” (ibid., p. 175).
On the other, it is identified with the “Great Refusal,” with the aim of
the “ultimate form of freedom—'to live without anxiety’” (ibid., p. 136).
But one cannot in fact defeat time or live without anxiety. The Great Task
(so to speak) is to live in time and with anxiety.

Here is another way of thinking about it. The aesthetic transcendence
of temporality and anxiety is a real and meaningful human experience.
But aesthetic experience can be oriented toward transformation as well
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as transcendence. The folksinger Woody Guthrie printed “this machine
kills fascists” on his guitar. We might do the same. Yet Marcuse’s aes-
thetics gives us no license to sing songs of freedom.

12.

What, then, about the question that began this section? How does
Marcuse fare when judged by the standards of a critical dialectical.reason?

As I hope is now evident, this question cannot be answerefi umvoc@y.
Rather, from beginning to end Marcuse’s version of Freudlan-Mar'xx'sm
involves a delicate dialectical glissade. Each “moment” of his theonzu.\g
is simultaneously an engagement with and a disengagement from social
reality. His concepts are at once vitalizing and devitalizing; they are both
expressions of and defenses against the contradictions of the life-world,
or the life-and-death world.

Let’s consider once more the central issue, that is, the project of
human emancipation. Marcuse, we must remind ourselves, expe.rienced
the catastrophic failure of the European workers’ movement, its displace-
ment by fascism, the Second World War, then (in exile) the Cold War,
McCarthyism, and the pervasive apathy and absence of critical conscious-
ness that was the United States in the 1950s. The chasm separating the
late capitalist system from a possible socialist one was not a fantasy. It
existed, and still does. It is to Marcuse’s great credit that he remained
committed to the emancipatory project in theory despite the stasis of the
emancipatory movement and that, when the opportunity arose, he seized
the opportunity of joining theory to practice. _

Yet his representation of the historical abyss is also a misrepresen-
tation, a failure of dialectical reasoning masking as dialectical reasoning.
Instead of grasping the contradictory tendencies in the world as itis gnd
accepting the contradictions that are necessarily part of any pOSS}ble
world that might be, he split the manifold of historical experience into
the bad totality of the existing world and the good totality of a utopian
future. The interest-based problematics of political choice, in which pos-
sible gains must be weighed against possible losses, disappear. They fall
victim to philosophical repression.

Here, I think, is how the process of repression operates. Marcuse
begins with and in situations of political choice. His philosophx is con-
sistently engagé. But the engagement de-realizes the self-same. 51t}1at10.n
of choice. The bad/good world with its ambiguities and anxieties is split
into the either/or of an all-bad present and an all-good future. At the
same time fantasies, be they promises or memories, are put in the plage
of criss-crossing interests and contradictory emotions. Political reality is
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displaced by political imagination. Consequently there is only an imagi-
nary bridge between present and future. Finally, because the imagina-
tion is brought under the aegis of the Nirvana principle, the death-drive—
interpreted as a desire for integral quiescence and gratification—takes
its position as the ultimate determinant of human experience.

Idealism by any other name.. ..

D. Conclusion

So much for the critical appropriation of classical Freudian-Marx-
ism. We have seen that the three theorists who most contributed to it
have a manifold and complex relationship to each other. Hence they
contribute in various ways to our own perspective. But at a minimum
and most simply, they convert the contradictions that separate Marxism
from psychoanalysis into contradictions within their theorizing. We need
not judge at this point whether any or all of these contradictions have
been resolved. Nor would it be appropriate to attempt to synthesize their
positions. By way of summary, however, we may briefly review their
approaches to the problematic of “the individual” and society.

More than anyone else, Reich is responsible for defining the Freud-
ian-Marxist project. His position is one method (dialectical materialism),
two theories. He conceives of psychoanalysis as a theory of the individual,
Marxism as a theory of society, and intends to give them autonomous
and equal status. Taken in the immediate sense, however, the two theo-
ries are incompatible. Hence their juxtaposition proves unstable and Reich
lapses into a kind of sexual individualism.

Fromm attempts to resolve the contradiction by a thorough-going
socialization of the individual. He effectively counters Reich’s sexual reduc-
tionism by focusing upon the historically variable quality of human related-
ness. Yet he, too, fails to advance from individual to social psychology. The
concept of social character marks the limit of his theorizing.

Reich and Fromm present us with mirror images of social reality.
Reich flees from the problematics of social life into sexual romanticism
and a reduction of mind to body. But in his early work he maintains a
grip on the harsh reality of choices of political action. Fromm, by con-
trast, engages the problematics of social life. He also hides within them.
He retreats from body into mind, from sexuality into issues of related-
ness, from the political “is” into the moral “ought.” Reich is fixated on
genital functioning; Fromm displaces the issue upward. Neither of them,

it seems, can tolerate the anxiety we find at the point where opposites
interpenetrate.
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Like Fromm, Marcuse aims at theoretical integration, and like
Fromm, he rejects Reich’s sexual reductionism. But in contrast to Fromm
he views the socialized individual as the problem, not the solution. He
finds in the late “metaphysical” Freudian conception of the individual a
last bastion of revolutionary protest against the encroaching power of
one-dimensionalizing social domination. But unlike Freud he slides away
from the intractability of psychic pain. He, too, escapes from the anxiety
that accompanies all meaningful human action.

At the end of Freudian-Marxism we apparently find ourselves where
we were at the beginning, namely, with opposed theories of the indiyidual
and society. Or even further back: The issue of individual and society is now
raised only within the limits of both theoretical and methodological indi-
vidualism. The shell of contradiction limiting the integral development of
psychoanalytic-marxism is not cracked by the Freudian-Marxists; if anything,
it is thickened. But whatever the limitations of the interpretive framework,
psychoanalysis and Marxism have been joined.



CHAPTER 4

Beyond Freudian-Marxism?

1.

In this chapter we are concerned with (1) the attempts of various
theorists to go beyond the paradigm of classical Freudian-Marxism and
(2) the impact of women and Third World peoples upon the Freudian-
Marxist discourse.! The narrative line roughly follows the rise and fall of
the liberation movements of the 1960s and early 1970s. The underlying
theme is the oscillation and tension between the tendency toward unifi-

cation and the countertendency toward pluralization in the theories gen-
erated by these movements.

Q.

Zeno: See, Parmenides, they still haven't solved the problem of the
One and the Many.

Parmenides: Neither, Zeno, have we.

Empedocles (to himself): How is it that these two fail to perceive the
double process through which these opposites interpenetrate. For all
things mortal “never cease their continuous exchange, sometimes unit-
ing under the influence of Love, so that all become One, at other times

again each moving apart through the hostile force of Hate” (Freeman,
1978, p. 53).

3.

The One and the Many is a problem on many levels. At least for now,
our concern is with these two: the political and the psychological.

92
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The political problem has various forms. The Many are hoi polloi
(the masses) and are viewed as morally inferior by the One, the aristo-
crat, intellectual, or philosopher. Or reverse the perspective: The Many
are the masses, the people, the wretched of the earth who view the One—
the ruling class, the State—as their oppressor. Alternatively the masses
are absorbed into the State, leaving the individual who would speak for
them isolated, without constituency, outside the effective unity of the One
and the Many. Yet again, the masses come to constitute a political move-
ment, of which radical intellectuals are an organic part. If successful, it
shatters the existing social order and reforms the One as the common
interest and life of the Many.

The history of Freudian-Marxism may be presented in these terms.

Marxism originated in the European political struggles of the 1840s;
psychoanalysis developed outside or, at best, on the periphery of the
political struggles of fin de siécle Vienna. The former speaks the impera-
tives of mass movement, the latter speaks against them.

Classical Freudian-Marxism reflects three distinct historical moments.
First, Reich’s earliest work testifies to the vitality of working class struggle
in the late 1920s. Just as Marx, in analogous circumstances, sought to
transform political economy into a revolutionary science, so Reich sought
to develop a revolutionary role for psychoanalysis.

Second, working class struggle is displaced by fascist mass move-
ment. The psychoanalytic and/or critical individual is now affirmed
against the swelling tide of collective barbarism.

Third, the tide recedes. According to Fromm and Marcuse we find
ourselves in a mass society of automaton conformity and one-dimension-
ality. As in the second instance, the Many are called to judgment by the
One or the Few.

By the 1960s collective struggle was again the order of the day. Was
it a class struggle? Perhaps. It was unquestionably a racial, sexual, and
generational struggle, and a movement toward human liberation.

Marcuse, the most vigorous of the classical Freudian-Marxists, sought
to join his critical theory to the practices of the liberation movement. More
generally the interest in joining psychoanalysis and Marxism was revital-
ized as a tendency within the movement. Emancipatory hopes, wishes, and
fantasies flourished—briefly. The movement failed to remake the world.
It shattered—it was shattered—and those interested in uniting Marxism
and psychoanalysis were once again placed in the self-contradictory posi-
tion of being antisocial socially emancipatory individuals. The time had come
for the solitary rereading of One-Dimensional Man: “It is only for the sake
of those without hope that hope is given to us” (Marcuse, 1964, p. 257).

Carried along by the shifting currents of the emancipatory project,
Marxism loses the highly defined character Marx gave to it. His histori-
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cal vision is challenged; questions are raised about his epistemological
leanings and about the priority of such categories as economic produc-
tion and social class. Marxism itself is pluralized. Nonetheless Marx’s
name continues to signify, better than any other, the struggle for human
emancipation.

An analogy: When Malcolm X returned from his pilgrimage to Mecca
in 1964, he was entitled to the name El-Hajj Malik El-Shabazz. He did
not, however, discard the “X”: “Ill continue to use Malcolm X,” he said,
“as long as the situation that produced it exists” (in Wolfenstein, 1990c,
p- 310). For a similar reason we retain the name “Marxism.” When join-
ing Marxism to psychoanalysis, however, we will use a lowercase “m.”
This choice indicates our unwillingness to be members of any person-
ality cults.

4,

The same reasoning suggests replacing “Freudian” with “freudian.”
Because over time the theory has lost its exclusively Freudian stamp,
however, it seems warranted to characterize it as psychoanalytic.

Let’s briefly review the pluralization of psychoanalysis.

At its origin psychoanalysis was a theory of sexuality and the uncon-
scious repressed. By the 1920s Freud complicated the theory in three
ways. He focused on the ego as the locus of repression. He began the
analysis of the processes through which external objects (mother, father,
etc.) become internal object relationships. And he introduced the death-
drive as the complement and opposite to sexuality/the life-drive.

In the history of psychoanalysis, as in Freud’s anthropological
mythology, patriarchy is followed by matriarchy, in this case matriarchal
rivalry. The mantle of orthodoxy fell on Freud’s daughter, Anna, who
placed the ego at the center of psychoanalytic theorizing. The rival claim-
ant to the throne was Melanie Klein, who placed internal object relations
at the theoretical center. Both Anna Freud and Klein retained something
of Freud’s later drive theory, but Klein more than Freud emphasized the
destructive emotional tendencies associated with the death-drive.

From one theory to two, and from two to many. Neo-Freudian revi-
sionists like Erich Fromm and Karen Horney were object-relational with-
out being drive theorists. In Great Britain an independent version of object
relations theory was developed by W. R. D. Fairbairn; and a middle
position between Klein and Freud was developed by the Balints, D. W.
Winnicott, and others. In the United States Anna Freud'’s ego psychol-
ogy was for many years the orthodox position, eventually to be rivaled
by the self psychology of Heinz Kohut. And in France Sartre and others
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developed an existential form of psychoanalytic theory, while Jacques
Lacan and his followers gave a linguistic and Hegelian turn to a presum-
ably classical version of the theory.

The works we are now to consider reflect this pluralization of psy-
choanalytic theory. Accordingly it seems inappropriate to characterize
them as Freudian-Marxist. Indeed, even classical Freudian-Marxism is not
straightforwardly Freudian. Fromm was an object relations theorist in
advance of the advent of object relations theory; and both Reich and
Marcuse are more heterodox than they might be willing to acknowledge.
Nonetheless the conventional designation of Freudian-Marxism serves
to identify a discourse with definable features. At this juncture, however,
it becomes positively misleading—hence the designation, psychoanalytic-
marxism.

Yet it would be a mistake to interpose anything resembling an episte-
mological break between Freudian-Marxism and psychoanalytic-marxism.
We observe, rather, changes within a discourse, a discourse that retains
a recognizable definition and that turns upon many of the same, unsolved
problems. It is already evident, for example, that we must continue to
analyze a tension between essentialist (intrasubjectively based) and rela-
tional (intersubjectively based) trends in psychoanalysis, as well as one
between totalizing and pluralizing trends within the discourse itself.

5.

First, we will review the existential approach to joining psychoanaly-
sis and Marxism in the works of Jean-Paul Sartre and Frantz Fanon. Here
the historical context is the de-Stalinization of Marxism in Western
Europe and de-colonization, especially in Africa.

Next, we will consider two characteristic works that reflect the
German New Left experience: Jiirgen Habermas’ Knowledge and Human
Interests (1971) and Michael Schneider’s Neurosis and Civilization (1975).2

Third, we will come to Anti-Oedipus (1972) by Gilles Deleuze and
Félix Guattari. This may be read as a reflection of the French New Left
experience. We will contrast it with a later “anti-oedipal” analysis, C. Fred
Alford’s Melanie Klein and Critical Social Theory (1989), which is of inter-
est both for its own sake and for its articulation of Kleinian theory.

Fourth, we will come to the feminist challenge to the prevailing dis-
courses of Marxism and psychoanalysis. Although we will focus on three
texts—Gayle Rubin’s “The Traffic in Women: Notes on the ‘Political
Economy’ of Sex” (1975); Nancy Hartsock’s Money, Sex, and Power (1985);
and Jessica Benjamin’s “The Bonds of Love: Rational Violence and Erotic
Domination” (1980)—we will refer to a number of others, in order to
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demonstrate the feminist imperative of fundamentally rethinking Freud-
ian-Marxist categories.

Fifth, we will take up opposed reactions to the limitations of the
New Left movement: Joel Kovel’s The Age of Desire (1981) and Richard
Lichtman’s The Production of Desire (1982). Where the former works re-
flect in various ways the vitality of an emancipatory social movement,
these latter reflect the political void left by its demise.

6.

It is a Marxist commonplace that all social communication is ideo-
logically inflected, a psychoanalytic one that all conscious communica-
tion is in part unconsciously determined. A development as well as a
critique of these positions is Foucault’s claim that any discourse is
a power—knowledge relationship: “Truth isn’t the reward of free spirits,
a child of protracted solitude, nor the privilege of those who have
succeeded in liberating themselves. Truth is a thing of this world: it is
produced only by virtue of multiple forms of constraint. And it induces
regular effects of power” (Foucault, 1980, p. 131). Thus all public speech
in the present historical situation is constrained by the conjoined hege-
monic discourses of instrumental and bureaucratic reason. Orthodox
Marxism and psychoanalysis are merely local instances of this discur-
sive generality.

As the rappers in the group “Public Enemy” say, it is possible to
“fight the power.” At least in intention, the Freudian-Marxists and psy-
choanalytic-marxists are waging such a battle. But their discourse, too, is
a power-knowledge relationship. The question then becomes, who is
empowered by it?

A text such as the present one is likewise a power-knowledge rela-
tionship. In the previous chapter, for example, only the voices of Reich,
Fromm, and Marcuse were heard. All other positions were subjected to
authorial exclusion. The exclusionary act is justified by an interest in
contributions to psychoanalytic-marxism at the paradigmatic level. But
all exclusions can be justified and they remain exclusions nonetheless.

Thematization is another version of textual power-knowledge rela-
tionships. Thematizing a discourse is itself a way of totalizing it, even if
the totalization is in the name of thematic disjunction. The theme bespeaks
the author. Fair enough, when the author speaks only for or of her/him-
self. Not so fair when the text purports to represent a discourse, and
especially one consisting of many voices and points of view.

The reader will no doubt have recognized the preceding paragraphs
as my apologia for the exclusions and thematizations that follow.
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A. De-Stalinization and De-Colonization
1.

The postwar period was the Ice Age of the free spirit, or the would-
be free spirit. Marxism was barely distinguishable from Stalinism; psy-
choanalysis could scarcely be disentangled from the bureaucracy and
orthodoxy of the psychoanalytic associations, which in turn were com-
fortably integrated into the established patterns of domination. No one
wanted to be reminded that “human fact is irreducible to knowing, that
it must be lived and produced” (Sartre, 1968, p. 14).

“The white man is sealed in his whiteness. The black man in his
blackness” (Fanon, 1952, p. 9). There are vicious circles of more than one
kind.

“The colonial world is a world divided into compartments. . . . The
zone where the natives live is not complementary to the zone inhabited
by the settlers. The two zones are opposed, but not in the service of a
higher unity. Obedient to the rules of pure Aristotelian logic, they both
follow the principle of reciprocal exclusivity” (Fanon, 1961, p. 31).

When the European and Anglo-American ice floes began to break
up, it was because the Manichean colonial world was breaking down.

For our purposes the link between de-Stalinization and de-coloniza-
tion can be signified by the relationship between Jean-Paul Sartre and
Frantz Fanon. Three texts: Search for a Method (1968) at the one extreme,
Black Skins, White Masks (1952) at the other, The Wretched of the Earth (1961)
where the opposites interpenetrate.

2.

In Search for a Method Sartre attempts a rapprochement between
Marxism and existentialism. In the hands of the Communist (Stalinist)
parties Marxism has become a lifeless orthodoxy. The analysis of
concrete events has been replaced by the imposition of “unchangeable,
fetishized ‘synthetic notions.”” The “open concepts of Marxism have
closed in. They are no longer keys, interpretive schemata; they are pos-
ited for themselves as an already totalized knowledge” (Sartre, 1968,
p- 27). Yet Marxism is “the one philosophy of our time which we cannot
go beyond” (ibid., p. xxxv). It alone is realistic, revolutionary, and capable
of being “simultaneously a totalization of knowledge, a method, a regu-
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lative Idea, an offensive weapon, and a community of 1 i

a “vision of the world” (ibicf, Pp- 6). ¥ of language,”in short
. Existentialism by contrast seeks “man . . . where he is, at his work, in

his home, in the street” (ibid., p. 28). It is alive and analytical where

Marxism is dead and synthetical. It cannot replace Marxism as a vision

of the world, but it can provide the needed revivification.

We might add that Sartre is well aware that any concept or
conceptual set can be fetishized and reified. He resists the name “exis-
tentialism” because “it is in the nature of an intellectual quest to be
undefined.” To name it is to be finished with it (ibid., p. xxxiii). He
does his best to develop concepts that are inherently open and unfin-

ished—concepts which, if they are fetishized, become immanently
self-contradictory.

Officially speaking, this is a race riot. The “official speaking,” we
might say, is an attempt to contain, constrain, and derealize the event.
But what if we also say that the mass action is an instance of class struggle
and oedipal rebellion? By what right do we transform the actual event
into these categories? Are we even conscious of the transformation?

In other words, if we take some version of psychoanalytic-marxism
‘as our theoretical generality, we then require a method that will discour-
age the disguised or open imposition of this generality upon the lives of
individuals and collectivities, or the reduction of Reality to psychoana-
Iytic-marxist Reason. We require a method that remains heuristic, that
‘ean teach us something—that returns us to everyday experience from
-preformulated conceptualizations of it, before it once again aims at the
conceptualization of this experience.

Sartre characterizes this as the “progressive-regressive method.” The

terms “progressive” and “regressive” roughly parallel the terms “syn-
thetical” and “analytical.” “Marxist method is progressive because it is
the result—in the work of Marx himself—of long analyses” (ibid., p. 133).
“The task is to recover the analytical moment and process in the face of
Marxist presyntheses and pretotalizations.
It might appear, therefore, that Sartre’s approach anticipates decon-
- structionism. There are, indeed, resemblances. Like Derrida and his fol-
" Jowers, Sartre seeks to break down theoretical constructions, to prevent
the immediate identification of concepts with events, and to deny the
finality of any inquiry. He is also acutely sensitive to the ruptures and
* breaks in the objects of historical inquiry. But even leaving aside the
- deconstructionist obsession with textuality and the written word, there
" i a fundamental difference in orientation. Sartre is concerned with choices
and the meaning of actions. He recognizes that, within situational con-
straints and perhaps blindly, people try to do and change things. The
term “progressive” has a meaning in practice as well as in method: Indi-
widuals attempt to synthesize, integrate, and totalize their lives. The dis-
ents celebrated by deconstructionism are interpreted by Sartre in
relation (so to speak) to placements, that is, to the project.

3.

Marxism must be opened if it is to be open. It must be brought back
to the plane of lived experience. Hence the importance of psychoanaly-
sis. Psychoanalysis is “the one privileged mediation which permits. ..
[dialectical materialism] to pass from general and abstract determinations
to particular traits of the single individual” (ibid., p. 61). It alone “enables -
us to study the process by which a child, groping in the dark, is going to
attempt to play, without understanding it, the social role which adults
impose upon him” (ibid.). Psychoanalysis is to function as the methodol-
ogy of Marxist psychobiography.

Bu.t only as a method: “Psychoanalysis has no principles, it has no
theqrencal foundation .. .” (ibid.). It provides access to the territory of
familial relationships and the child within the adult and, by so doing,
concretizes Marxism concepts; but its concepts are useless.

. On the one hand, we do not need Sartre to tell us that psychoanaly-
sis can function as a vehicle for psychobiography; on the other, there
1s no need to limit the social theoretical function of psychoanalysis to this
alone. And having come this far we need not accept a Marxist-cum®
existential disavowal of psychoanalytic theory. But something more is

at stake in this question of mediation.
5.

4. For Sartre “man is characterized above all by his going beyond
- a situation, and by what he succeeds in making of what he has been
- made ...” (ibid., p. 91). Hence human action is projective: “The most
 sudimentary behavior must be determined both in relation to the real
and present factors which condition it and in relation to a certain object,
still to come, which it is trying to bring into being.” The project in turn
involves, concretely, a “double simultaneous relationship”:

' For examplg: Watts, the black ghetto of Los Angeles, explodes into
vxolen-t acts against property in the aftermath of an incident of police
brutality in the summer of 1965. From some black leaders come state-

ments of regret. They are countered by the I §
baby, burn.” 4 y the language of the streets—"burn,



100 Assemblage

In relation to the given, the praxis is negativity; but what is always in-
volved is the negation of a negation. In relation to the object aimed at,
praxis is positivity, but this positivity opens onto the “non-existent,” to
what has not yet been. (ibid., p. 92)

Knowing is a moment of this praxis. By that very fact it is never abso-
lute. It “remains the captive of the action which it clarifies and disappears
along with it.” Theoretically and practically we totalize without ever,
except (if then) retrospectively, being totalized.

Sartre’s conceptualization of the project, and of praxis in terms of
the project, involves a radical departure from the determinism of both
orthodox Marxism and orthodox psychoanalysis. Perhaps he goes too far
in the opposite direction. One could argue that he replaces the predeter-
minism of structural constraints and past history with the indeterminacy
of his “going beyond a situation.” Or it may be that the project is a
vehicle for an escape from the inertia of the present. And, at a minimum,
we must be sure not to limit the conception of a project to the instance
of individual choices of action. But whatever questions might be raised
about project and praxis as methodological principles, they have the great
advantage of rooting theoretization in situations of constrained practical
choice.

6.

Sartre situates his theorizing within the problematics of Marxism.
Consequently he is oriented toward the analysis of alienation and dehu-
manization. “Every man,” he claims, “is defined negatively by the sum
total of possibles which are impossible for him; that is, by a future more
or less blocked off” (ibid., p. 95).

The claim is in the form of a universal. Yet it does not apply equally
to oppressor and oppressed. We seem to have a loss of particularity that
flies in the face of Sartre’s own methodological resolve.

Case in point. White people are the oppressors, black people are the
oppressed. Sartre, a white man, puts forward a universal claim about
oppression. Fanon, a black man, might recognize himself in it. But what
does it mean when a black man’s vehicle for self-recognition is a white
man'’s conception of his situation? Whose game is being played, whose
language is being spoken, whose identity is being recognized or not recog-
nized ... and by whom?

We can be more specific. Black Skins, White Masks is a record of
Fanon’s struggle with the pressing personal and collective issue of racial
identity. He perceives in black people an inferiority complex that is
the outcome of a double process: “primarily, economic; subsequently,
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the internalization—or, better, the epidermalization—of this inferiority”
(Fanon, 1952, p. 11). Whiteness and blackness become signifiers of a
relationship of domination. White people congratulate themselves on their
superiority. Black people, accepting the reality of the relationship and
their inferiority within it, aspire to be white. Thus “the juxtaposition of
the white and black races has created a massive psychoexistential com-
plex.” Fanon “hopes by analyzing it to destroy it” (ibid., p. 12).

Fanon represents the phenomena of racial self-falsification in the
mode of psychoanalytic or psychoexistential critique. There are, first, the
pathologies of language. Black people talk up to white people and try
to sound white; white people talk down to black people in an un-self-
conscious caricature of black linguistic idioms. Then there are the two
crucial relationships of misrecognition: the black woman who seeks
to find herself in a relationship with a white man, the black man
who seeks to find himself in a relationship with a white woman. Here
we have a masquerade. Black women and men seek whiteness in sexual
encounters with white men and women seeking blackness: I will pretend
you are black if you will pretend I am white; I will pretend you are white
if you will pretend I am black. But the pretense is imbalanced. White
people want only to pretend, black people want to be transformed.

Not everyone is caught up in the masquerade. Fanon depicts his
struggle to come to terms with his blackness, to affirm his blackness as
such, as absolute, not as a would-be or want-to-be anything else. He
nonetheless seeks himself in the universals of European philosophy,
ultimately in Sartre’s philosophy. He reads in Orphée Noir that “negritude
is the minor term of a dialectical progression,” that it is “a transition and
not a conclusion, a means and not an ultimate end.” This is the unkindest
cut. Fanon turns to Sartre as a friend and finds his identity relativized:
“For once that born Hegelian had forgotten that consciousness has to lose
itself in the night of the absolute . . . [and] that this negativity draws its
worth from an almost substantive absoluteness” (ibid., pp. 133-134). There
is no recognition forthcoming from the philosopher of recognition.

How, then, is Fanon to achieve self-recognition, if he cannot see
himself in the mirror Sartre holds up to him? The answer would seem
to be, by holding up a mirror to himself. But he cannot see himself,
at least not all of himself, in the mirror of negritude, of blackness and
only blackness. The universalization of black particularity is not an
adequate response to the particularization of black universality. To
be affirmatively black is to be neither just a particularity nor just a self-
enclosed universal. In a black and white world racial self-recognition must
be interracial mutual recognition. The black self must meet the white
self on a plane of equality; each must then find a way to grant recogni-
tion to the other.
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Fanon, adapting Hegelian categories to the specific situation of black
people, sees the need for mutual recognition. But in reality, the interracial
relationship approximates to the classical Hegelian paradigm of one-sided
recognition, that is, the relationship of master (lord) and slave (bonds-
man). And even Sartre, his white counterpart, remains trapped in the
dialectic of misrecognition. Maybe Fanon should have heeded the warn-
ing of the invisible man: “beware of those who speak of the spiral of
history; they are preparing a boomerang. Keep a steel helmet handy”
(Ellison, 1947, p. 6).

Speaking of spirals and boomerangs: What if Fanon is betrayed not
only by his friends but also by his categories? What if the mere use of
dialectical reason involves putting on a white mask? Can one think black
thoughts with white concepts? Or is there, perhaps, a universal language
we could all learn to speak?

Or would such a language still be a power-knowledge relationship,
specifically, the language of universalized domination?

7.

Black Skins, White Masks is primarily a psychoexistential critique,
secondarily an analysis of objective conditions of domination. The Wretched
of the Earth reverses the relationship. Problems of self-recognition become
a middle term in the logic of colonialism and de-colonization. Fittingly,
the tension in Fanon’s relationship with Sartre is at least partially over-
come. Fanon asks Sartre to write the preface for The Wretched of the Earth,
Sartre writes it. They are on the same side of the Algerian struggle for
national liberation. They speak, more or less, as one.

Fanon's depiction of the colonial situation is recognizably Marxist.
But there is a twist or two:

When you examine at close quarters the colonial context, it is evident
that what parcels out the world is to begin with the fact of belonging
to or not belonging to a given race, a given species. In the colonies the
economic substructure is also a superstructure. The cause is the conse-
quence; you are rich because you are white, you are white because
you are rich. This is why Marxist analysis should always be slightly
stretched every time we have to do with the colonial problem. (1961,
p- 32)

Existentially, historically, the relationship of settler and native is simul-
taneously racial and economic. Accordingly the political dissection of
colonialism and de-colonization requires a class-racial analysis. No theo-
retical priority can be given to the categories of political economy.
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The analysis begins with the fact that colonialism is institutionalized
violence—institutionalized, and internalized: It engenders a self-destruc-
tive counterviolence in the colonized individual. Black people attack black
people. The self-hatred analyzed in Black Skins, White Masks emerges as
the enactment of intraracial violence in The Wretched of the Earth.

The first, spontaneous step toward de-colonization is the negation
of this self-negation, the recovery of selfhood in the violent rejection
of the master-slave relationship. In the context of de-colonization the
struggle for recognition takes the very concrete form of violent insurrec-
tionary action.

The violent act of rebellion is a necessary but not sufficient condi-
tion for national liberation. Violent action is pathologizing even if, in the
colonial context, it is also humanizing. Spontaneous rebellion must evolve
into organized mass movement and spontaneous anger must be trans-
formed into critical consciousness if the energies released in the violent
action are not to be dissipated.

8.

The better part of The Wretched of the Earth is devoted to a sophis-
ticated if problematical analysis of the interaction between class-racial
tendencies and alignments in the African liberation movements and in
the nascent postcolonial regimes. Our present concern, however, is with
Fanon'’s and Sartre’s existential recasting of both psychoanalysis and
Marxism.

For Fanon, black liberation was a project. It was problematical both in
itself and in relation to the project of human liberation, to which he was
also committed. The project was concretized in Algeria, in and as the praxis
of the national liberation movement. At the level of theory, the project was
mediated through Fanon’s existential approach to social analysis, which
resulted in a subtle and evocative phenomenology of both racial recogni-
tion and de-colonization. Hence, in reading Fanon, one cannot make racial
issues invisible, and one cannot forget the human fact must be “lived and
produced.”

Although Fanon joins Marxism and psychoanalysis practically, the
contradictions between their anthropological presuppositions are by-
passed. Theoretical depth is replaced by existential narrative, as if Marx-
ist and psychoanalytic concepts were merely metaphysical and not articu-
lations (however flawed) of practical problems. We recover lived reality,
but only by conceptual default.

With Michael Schneider and Jiirgen Habermas, by contrast, we
regain the concepts and lose the lived experience.
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B. Revising Critical Theory
1.

The New Left was pulled by opposing tendencies toward unifica-
tion and pluralization. On the one hand, there was the perception of a
common enemy, variously termed global capitalism, the Establishment,
the international power structure. On the other, there were specific lib-
eration movements, with specific agendas. Empedocles would have been
right at home.

The conceptual circle we are now entering is characterized by
abstract—Kantian and Hegelian—versions of these same tendencies. In
Knowledge and Human Interests Habermas aims at the pluralization of
critical theory; in Neurosis and Civilization Michael Schneider aims at its
unification.

2.

Knowledge and Human Interests is an argument against both scientism
and Hegelianism. It also can be read as a critique of orthodox Marxism,
hence as an attempt at epistemological de-Stalinization. And it introduces
a dramatic shift in the discourse of psychoanalytic-marxism. Where for
the Freudian-Marxists psychoanalysis is to provide Marxism with a miss-
ing psychological or subjective theoretical dimension, for Habermas
psychoanalysis is important as the singular example of a praxis of self-
emancipation through self-reflection. Psychoanalysis has a claim to our
political interest far more as therapy than as theory.

First the critique of Marxism. Habermas (1971) sees Marx’s theoriz-
ing as a combination of two fundamental notions: “self-generation through
productive activity” and “self-formation through critical-revolutionary activ-
ity” (p. 55). Epistemologically, however, Marx tended to collapse self-
consciousness into self-production. When he accepted Hegelian dialec-
tics, he also accepted Hegel's epistemological monism, the unification of
pure and practical reason within one theory of knowledge. Contra Hegel
he anchored his epistemology in the concepts and methods of natural
rather than philosophical science, and so brought dialectical reason into
the real world. But by taking labor and production as the paradigmatic
human activities he unavoidably granted the technological rationality of
the natural sciences a privileged epistemic position. Technological ration-
ality became identified with reason as such, subjectivity and human free-
dom lost their epistemological warrant, and the realm of freedom was
collapsed into the realm of necessity.
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Here is another way of stating the argument. In Habermas’ opinion
self-reflection is essential to both Hegelian and Marxist theory. But in each
instance the theorist’s methodological self-reflection denies that self-
reflection plays this essential role. Hegel’s The Phenomenology of Spirit
(1807; hereafter The Phenomenology) turns upon the disjunction between
the knowing subject and the object to be known. But the phenomeno-
logical enterprise culminates in absolute knowledge, in which the dis-
junctive or reflective moment vanishes. Similarly, a self-reflective process
is integral to Marx’s development of his theory as well as to the forma-
tion of the emancipatory self-consciousness of any historical agent. Marx,
however, identifies dialectical method with positive science and so
obscures the critical role played by self-reflection. Epistemology, in which
there is a problematical subject—object relationship, is collapsed into
ontology, in which there is an unproblematical subject-object identifica-
tion. The critical and self-reflective subject who lives in the theory dies
in the articulated or manifest method. The power of negative thinking
paradoxically establishes the positivity of all human knowledge.

Habermas is thus one of those readers of Marx who see two trends
in Marx’s thinking. He is an inverse Althusserian. In For Marx (1970) Louis
Althusser attempts to save Marx the scientist from Marx the philosopher.
Habermas wants to protect Marx the philosopher from Marx the scien-
tist. Dueling dualisms, so to speak.

Let’s assume, however, that Habermas’ critique of Marx is politically
strategic, that he wishes to preserve the moment of subjective freedom,
of political self-consciousness, from a one-dimensionalizing objectivism.
Then his strategy fails. By his own account it is precisely Marx’s self-
reflection that obscures the self-reflective element in his theory. And if
Marx’s self-reflection is self-deception, then so is Habermas’.

Being self-reflective about self-reflection accomplishes nothing, or
very little. The real problem is the anxiety that accompanies political
choice. The solution to the problem is accepting that there is no solution
to the problem. To make rational choices one must be able to tolerate the
anxiety they involve.

3.

In his effort to avoid scientistic reductionism and preserve an episte-
mological grounding for emancipatory struggle, Habermas retreats to a
pre-Hegelian—neo-Kantian, neo-Fichtean—position. He takes as a given
the Kantian distinction between pure and practical reason. He attempts
to provide these two categories with the content denied to them by Kant,
and to attach each of them to a knowledge-constituting interest. Pure
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reason, which seeks to answer the question “What can I know?,” is
attached to work—to “possible technical control over objectified processes
of nature”—and has assigned to it the content and empirical-analytic
methods of natural science (Habermas, 1971, p. 191). Practical reason,
which answers to the question “What ought I do?,” is rooted in com-
municative interaction and language. As expressed through hermeneutic
methods of inquiry it “maintains the intersubjectivity of possible action
orienting mutual understanding . . .” (ibid.).

We will leave aside for the moment any doubts we might have about
the adequacy of these categorical relationships. Insofar as they are
adequately established, they serve to open up the epistemological door
barred by positivistic conceptions of knowledge. Thus far, however, Haber-
mas finds himself with a new version of the original Kantian antithesis
between pure reason (here the content and methods of natural science)
and practical reason (the content and methods of the cultural sciences
and communicative interaction). He tries to resolve it by joining an eman-
cipatory interest with the power and process of self-reflection, that is, with
a specific conception of emancipatory praxis.

An interest in emancipation, Habermas contends, can be expressed
in the question “What may I hope?” This question “is both practical and
theoretical at the same time” (ibid., p. 203). It unites and transforms
interactional and instrumental interests. It is neither adequately posed
nor satisfactorily answered in the Kantian system. By contrast, J. G. Fichte,
in The Science of Knowledge (1794), provides it with an epistemological
locus. The “development of the concept of the interest of reason from
Kant to Fichte leads from the concept of an interest in actions of a free
will, dictated by practical reason, to the concept of an interest in the
independence of the ego, operative in reason itself” (Habermas, 1971,
(p. 209). Further, it “is in accomplishing self-reflection that reason grasps
itself as interested” (ibid., p. 212). This interest is emancipatory when the
“act of self-reflection . .. ‘changes a life’. . .” (ibid.). It cannot, Habermas
cautions, be realized in isolation: “The emancipatory interest itself is
dependent on the interests in possible intersubjective action-orientation
and in possible technical control” (ibid., p. 211). But the interest that
attaches to these modalities of knowing comes to consciousness through
self-reflection. Accordingly self-reflection is constitutive of the parts as
well as the whole.

4.

Fichte thus occupies a particularly strategic position in the develop-
ment of Habermas’ argument, just as he does in the history of post-
Kantian philosophy. It will be useful to take a brief detour through this
historical territory.*
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In the Critique of Pure Reason (1781) Kant granted the empiricist claim
that “all our knowledge begins with experience”; but he argued that “it
does not follow that it all arises out of experience” (p. 41). It is rather the
case that all human knowledge depends upon certain a priori conditions,
features of the human mind without which knowing and knowledge
would not be possible. These include the sensuous intuition of time and
space, the synthetic