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„Do you know that over a pe riod of twenty-five years, be tween 1922 and 1947,
sev enty mil lion Eu ro pe ans – men, women and chil dren – have been up rooted, de -
ported, killed?“2

Phi los o phers of both the male and fe male kind have this – to most peo ple –
ir ri tat ing ec cen tric ity of seem ing to deal not with the real world in which
we all hap pen to live, but in stead con fin ing their at ten tion to the ideas and
ar gu ments pro duced within it. They get on ev ery body’s nerves by play ing
around with par a doxes and log i cal co nun drums, and they seem to de rive a
child ish and quite in com pre hen si ble plea sure from men tal puz zles of the
kind which in the sec u lar Eu ro pean tra di tion from Kant on wards have
come to be called ‘antinomies’, ‘aporias’, or ‘logical contradictions’.

That this pre oc cu pa tion with such men tal puz zles and par a doxes is not
quite – at any rate: not al ways – the ‘glasperlenspiel’ fash ion able
post-mod ern scep ti cism would like to make of it is some thing I hope to
con vince you of in the course of the next hour.

The par a dox I would like to con sider was first for mu lated by Hegel more
than a cen tury ago, and trans lated into the id iom of the mod ern so cial sci -
ences can be sum ma rised in two state ments the plau si bil ity (and mu tual
con tra dic to ri ness) of which I would like to explore with you.
They are:

• A consideration of depth psychology leads inevitably to questions
concerning the historical process as a whole and:

• A study of the historical process as a whole leads one inevitably to
questions concerning depth psychology.

Al low me to elab o rate on the first of these state ments:
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1. A consideration of depth psychology leads one
inevitably to questions concerning the historical
process as a whole

In the years which have elapsed since the sec ond world war the men tal
health pro fes sions have dis cov ered some thing which, once one co mes to
think about it, seems so ob vi ous that the only as pect of it which seems sur -
pris ing at all is the length of time it has taken to be gen er ally ac cepted.
What they have dis cov ered is this: that per se cu tion, mass mur der, tor ture
and the threat of a bar baric and vi o lent death are ex pe ri ences which – pro -
vided one sur vives them at all – mark one for life, and that no-one who has
seen the head of this mod ern Medusa can es cape the hor ror of what it is that
they then spend the rest of their lives flee ing from. There is such a thing, it
seems, as spir i tual mur der (Niederland 1980), and the dis cov ery thereof in
main stream psy chol ogy is a surprisingly recent development.

The lit er a ture on this phe nom e non of what the psy chol o gists in their
more clin i cal ter mi nol ogy call psychotrauma or ‘Posttraumatic Stress Dis -
or der’ (PTSD)3 has grown rap idly in the last de cades, and it is not a de bate
con fined to spe cial ist dis cus sions alone. To any one who has read e.g.
Primo Levi, Elie Wiesel, Jean Améry, Vic tor Frankl, Eddy de Wind, Elie
Co hen, the po ems of Nellie Sachs, Paul Celan or Ingeborg Bachmann, is
con ver sant with the work of Pe ter Weiss or Sam uel Bak – to men tion only
these very few – it is clear that the topic per se cu tion and its psy cho log i cal
con se quences has a sig nif i cance far be yond the de bates of psy chol o gists
and psy chi a trists. As Ger man his to ri ans con ver sant with your own popular
literature this will be a familiar theme to you.

When I re fer here in this pa per how ever to depth psy chol ogy I have a
much more spe cific de bate in mind, namely that be ing con ducted amongst
Psy cho an a lysts on the ques tion of the longterm psy cho log i cal con se -
quences of per se cu tion, and it is to this that I now wish to turn.

So what is it that the psy cho an a lysts mean when they speak of ‘se vere
psychotrauma’?
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That the sur vi vors of the Nazi death camps – sur vi vors of the
systemaically planned mass mur der of en tire cul tures and pop u la tion
groups – were af flicted by emo tional and psy cho log i cal com plains not di -
rectly re lated to the ob vi ous state of star va tion, of the or ganic and in fec -
tious dis eases these sur vi vors also man i fested was not some thing even a
part of the med i cal pro fes sion was pre pared to coun te nance un til well into
the nine teen-six ties, and even then only re luc tantly, in the face of a great
deal of resistance.

Early knowl edge of the fate of the mil lions of in no cents to die in the ger -
man ma chin ery of in dus trial ised mass mur der came to us in fact not from
the med i cal pro fes sion, but from pub lished (auto)bi og ra phies, from di a ries, 
from the few of fi cial re ports which were not de lib er ately kept se cret or –
con versely – re jected as fan ci ful ex ag ger a tions. Some re ports ex ist only in
the form of se cret di a ries or ap peals sub se quently found bur ied in the
ground of for mer con cen tra tion camps, such as e.g. that of the
‘Sonderkommando’ of cre ma to rium three at Auschwitz-Birkenau4, or
saved in some other way for an in dif fer ent and in cred u lous pos ter ity.5

This does not mean that a few in di vid u als had not started, even be fore the
end of the war, to doc u ment and gather in for ma tion on the psy cho log i cal
con se quences of the first pol icy of mass mur der ever to be car ried out by a
mod ern na tion-state. (Löwenthal 1945) Sev eral of these early re ports came
from psy chi a trists or psy cho an a lysts who had them selves sur vived the con -
cen tra tion camps, such as Bruno Bettelheim, Eddy De Wind, Elie Co hen,
or Vic tor Frankl, or had been fu gi tives from the ger man oc cu pa tion forces,
such as Hans Keilson in the Neth er lands, Leo Eitinger in Nor way. Karl
Landauer, one of the found ing mem bers of the psy cho an a lytic move ment
in Ger many be fore the war, car ried out psy cho an a lytic treat ment dur ing his 
own imprisonment in Bergen-Belsen, where he himself succumbed.

An other ex am ple is Paul Fried man’s ob ser va tions in a Dis placed Per sons 
(DP) Camp in Cy prus im me di ately af ter the war – they now read, fifty
years later, like an ad um bra tion of what has taken half a cen tury to be ac -
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cepted, at least amongst ther a pists and psy chol o gists, as the ‘sur vi vor syn -
drome’.6 

But the more gen eral ques tion which only in re cent years has started to be 
posed is this: what is the sta tus of such find ings, and wherein, if any, lies the 
rel e vance for his to ri og ra phy? The med i cal pro fes sion deals af ter all mostly 
with symp toms, it col lects and doc u ments them in or der to al le vi ate the suf -
fer ing of in di vid ual pa tients – it is not in ter ested in macro-so cio log i cal pro -
cesses, let alone in the his tor i cal pro cess as a whole. Set ting aside here the
scan dal ous in dif fer ence of the post-war world to wards the plight of the sur -
vi vors7 – the Is raeli selfhelp or gani sa tion AMCHA es ti mates, con ser va -
tively, their num ber, world wide, at about one mil lion – it could be ar gued
that they rep re sent a med i cal and so cial-work prob lem, and not a the o ret i -
cal one. In the wide spread, al most uni ver sal trend to wards the
‘medicalisation’ of the plight of the sur vi vors there is this im plicit as sump -
tion: that how ever har row ing their plight might be, that there are no is sues
here of the o ret i cal im port for the so cial sci ences. I hold this view to be one
more of our many com fort able but mostly un ten a ble il lu sions re gard ing the 
events of fifty years ago. It is an ex pres sion of our col lec tive de sire to for get 
the hor rors of the past, hor rors of which the sur vi vors are an un pleas ant re -
minder. It is the med i cal and men tal health pro fes sions which have now
proved be yond any shadow of doubt that war time per se cu tion changes the
emo tional lives – the ego-struc tures, the psychodynamics, the at ti tudes to
them selves, to their fam i lies, to the world at large – of mil lions of peo ple in
de ci sive ways over many gen er a tions; but it is an illusion to think that what
the mental health professions have now documented is a problem for the
mental health professions alone.

That this is an il lu sion: to re gard the psychotrauma prob lem as one which
can be re duced to a ques tion of med i cal/ psy chi at ric/psy cho an a lytic
method (or so cial work mea sures) is some thing the psy cho an a lytic de bate
about psychotrauma it self con firms. I would like to re view, briefly, three
as pects of this de bate about psychotrauma which seem to me al ready to
have set in mo tion a re-eval u a tion of psychotherapeutic the ory and prac tice 
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as rad i cal as any since Freud him self ceased to publish sixty odd years ago.
I shall dis cuss them un der three head ings: rephilosophisation,
rehistoricisation, repolitisation.

a) Rephilosophisation

Trauma is orig i nally (and in or ganic med i cine to this day) a med i cal term
des ig nat ing ex ter nally in duced in ju ries to the hu man body such as frac -
tures, con tu sions, dis lo ca tions, gun shot wounds, crush-in ju ries, cuts, burns 
and sprains; the term serves in the first in stance to dis tin guish such ex og e -
nous in ju ries from en dog e nous dis eases in which the causal agent is of a
quite dif fer ent kind, such as the in fec tious, de gen er a tive, cir cu la tory, met a -
bolic, he red i tary, im mune, sub stance-abuse dis eases and so on. Within or -
ganic med i cine the term trauma pre sup poses – as does the en tire no men cla -
ture of so matic dis ease – an agent, namely the med i cal prac ti tio ner or
his/her rep re sen ta tive, who is to carry out some kind of in stru men tal in ter -
ven tion such as ban dag ing, cau ter is ing, splint ing, dis in fect ing, su tur ing
and the like, pro ce dures in which the pa tient con cerned re mains a pas sive
on looker whose un der stand ing of what it is that is taking place is not
unwelcome, but (as every veternary surgeon knows) by no means a
prerequisite.

The con cept trauma, in other words, is im bed ded in a form of knowl edge
con sti tu tive for the emer gence of mod ern (or ganic) med i cine dur ing the
nine teenth cen tury, namely a Cartesianism which sees the world as if it
were com posed of ob jects re lat ing to one an other in an end less se ries of
causal chains, whose anal y sis and un der stand ing is nec es sary for any kind
of fu ture ac tion or in ter ven tion cal cu lated to achieve a new state of af fairs,
and hence set in mo tion a dif fer ent set of causal chains. In this re spect there
is, as far as ‘trauma’ and the mode of thought as so ci ated with it is con -
cerned, noth ing very spe cial about the ap pli ca tion within the med i cal pro -
fes sion of a no tion of cause and ef fect which historically it took over from
the natural sciences.

In con trast to this causal-in stru men tal con cep tion of trauma and its treat -
ment Freud and his fol low ers have de vel oped – in a dis tinct break with the
epistemological objectivism of the med i cal es tab lish ment from which they
orig i nate – a her me neu tic-com mu ni ca tive con cep tion of trauma in which
the re la tion ship of ‘the ory’ to ‘prac tice’ has un der gone an im por tant trans -
for ma tion. No lon ger is the sys tem of the o ret i cal cat e go ries – of em pir i cal
de scrip tions, of di ag nos tic ter mi nol ogy, of the sub sump tion of ex pe ri ences
un der the o ret i cal per spec tives – one which is geared, on the part of the cli -
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ni cian, to wards a fu ture in stru men tal ma nip u la tion of ob jects and
objectified pro cesses – in stead it is the sub jec tive sym bol i cally or gan ised
state of mind of the cli ent which oc cu pies cen ter stage. Freud’s
metapsychology is gleaned from a knowl edge of the de ci sive
intersubjective in flu ences op er a tive in ev ery hu man socia li sa tion pro cess,
a knowl edge used not to fa cil i tate a ma nip u la tive in ter ven tion on the part of 
the cli ni cian but to stim u late in stead a process of self-reflection on the part
of the client.

This is not the place to en ter into the com plex de bate about the meth od -
olog i cal sta tus of Freud’s metapsychology, about the ques tion of Freud’s
pu ta tive ‘scientistic self-mis un der stand ing’ (Habermas 1968), or about the
de tails of what it is that hap pens in the course of a suc cess ful psy cho an a -
lytic treat ment. Three as pects of the psy cho-trauma de bates have in re cent
years how ever be gun to make clear that the extention of the trauma-con -
cept to pro cesses of in di vid ual or col lec tive re flec tion is a met a phor which
has out lived its usefullness; all of them come from the at tempts of psy cho -
an a lysts to understand the legacy of the Holocaust.
a) When a re cent doc u men ta tion of the his tory of the psy cho an a lytic pro -
fes sion dur ing the Nazi era car ries the sub ti tle “Beiträge zur Bearbeitung
eines unbewältigten Trau mas” (Lohmann 1984), then the au thors are deal -
ing, it is clear, not with an in di vid ual af flic tion which can still be thought of
as a med i cal con di tion, but with a pro cess of col lec tive in tel lec tual/moral
cor rup tion en forced by a to tal i tar ian and ter ror ist re gime. Re cent Eu ro pean
his tory, re plete with in stances of the fail ure of the in tel lec tu als in the face
of po lit i cal in tim i da tion, can not be re duced to a ques tion of
psychodynamics, how ever im por tant an un der stand ing of the psy cho log i -
cal foun da tions of – say – antisemitism or other regressive mass ideologies
may be.
b) A sec ond as pect of the psy cho-trauma de bate which uses the
trauma-con cept to de scribe col lec tive, so cio log i cally rel e vant phe nom ena
is the no tion of so ci ety at large be ing in some sense traumatogenic. Two
psy cho an a lysts who have probed the ef fect of post war in dif fer ence upon
the fate of the sur vi vors have been Hans Keilson in The Neth er lands, Haim
Dasberg in Is rael. Both have doc u mented the deep sense of alien ation
which set in once the sur vi vors reg is tered the po lit i cal conformism, the
crass ma te ri al ism, the col lec tive nar cis sism and cyn i cism which char ac ter -
ises the post-war world. A po lit i cal conformism of which the psy cho an a -
lyst/psy chi a trist is seen as the rep re sen ta tive, rather than its critic and hence 
a potential ally.
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“Als Arzt und Psychotherapeut, der sich in erster Linie mit dem Individuum
befaßt, neige ich dazu, in der traumatisierten Per son einen medizinischen Fall zu
sehen, dessen Probleme offensichtlich in den Bereich der Psychopathologie
fallen. Nach dieser Auffassung ist das Trauma das Ergebnis von
psychologischem und physiologischem Streß, dem das Opfer einmal ausgesetzt
war; es leidet an verdrängten Gefühlen der Wut oder der Trauer, der Hilflosigkeit
oder an Todesangst, die durch Geschehnisse ausgelöst wurden, die für ‘nicht
Traumatisierte’ schon längst Geschichte geworden sind.”
...
“Im Laufe meiner langjährigen klinischen Erfahrungen wurde mir jedoch klar,
daß der ‘post-traumatische’ Mensch als ein Opfer von Gewalt einerseits und
politischen Kräften andererseits gesehen werden muß und daß er neben den
Auswirkungen der erschütternden Ereignisse, unter denen der Pa tient heute noch
leidet, gleichzeitig das Opfer einer ihn abweisenden Gesellschaft bleibt.” (S. 18).
 ... 
“Der Therapeut ist Teil der Gesellschaft, die sich gegenüber den Opfern
abschirmt. ... Der Therapeut, der die psychischen Folgen organisierter Gewalt
behandelt, kann nicht in einer distanzierten wissenschaftlichen Po si tion
verharren.” (S. 31) (Dasberg 1992)

c) A third as pect of the psy cho-trauma de bate which un der mines Psy cho -
anal y sis’ own ta boo on epistemological and philo sophic ques tions (Jones
1953) is the re la tion to his tor i cal re al ity. In the work of sev eral re cent au -
thors there is a dis tinct mod i fi ca tion of the self-con cep tion of the cli ni cian
vis-a-vis the cli ent/pa tient. (Grubrich-Simitis 1994) The ‘in stru men tal’ at -
ti tude of the cli ni cian is relativised in fa vour of an ‘I-Thou’ re la tion ship
(Dasberg 1992) in which it is the ob jec tive re al ity of a shared his tor i cal sit -
u a tion which is em pha sized. The grandiosity of the PTSD-tech ni cian is
aban doned for a shared sense of both ‘be ing in the same boat’: namely
faced by an ever more cri sis-rid den and un cer tain world, in which fear of
the future is by no means a monopoly of the survivor.

As one par tic i pant of the 1993 Ham burg con fer ence “Chil dren, War and
vi o lence” put it:

“The sur vi vor re minds the psy chi cally ‘healthy’ (in clud ing the psy cho an a lyst) of
his/her mor tal ity, of the pre car i ous ness of all hu man ex is tence, of the ignominity
and bar bar ity with which ontold mil lions of in no cents have met their death within 
the last sixty years. This re minder is in tol er a ble, its sup pres sion is a cen tral func -
tion of all that which passes for con tem po rary cul ture, its pres ence is uni ver sal to
a so ci ety which calls it self post-mod ern. Hence the vic tim is ‘se quen tially’ trau -
ma tised (in a sense dif fer ent from the one used by Hans Keilson), is once again
os tra cised and re jected: this time round not in the name of the rac ist mad ness of
the Na zis, but in that of the so no rous ter mi nol ogy of of fi cial psy chi a try. Upon the
heads of those who have gone through a hell be yond the imag i na tion of a Dante
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or a Breughel is heaped the fi nal in dig nity: in stead of the un der stand ing and sup -
port which they crave above all else – for the lack of which they com mit sui cide
with un fail ing reg u lar ity – they are given to un der stand, with the full au thor ity of
mod ern sci en tific med i cine to back it up, that they are not quite right in the head.
The very wit nesses of the pa thol ogy of mod ern so ci ety, whose tes ti mony could
shake us out of a once again dan ger ous com pla cency about the state of the world
in which we find our selves, are stig ma tised as neu rotic, are treated as a new field
of re search for the psy chi at ric PTSD spe cial ists, (i.e. as ob jects), rather than as a
group of peo ple who have some thing of great importance to say to us all.”8

To sum ma rise the first part of this pa per: there is, in the re cent psy -
cho-trauma de bate, a ‘move ment of thought’, a move ment away from the
ex clu sively in stru men tal-ma nip u la tive con cep tion of treat ment which re -
gards the pa tient as a sol i tary sub ject in volved in a pro cess of ego-in te gra -
tion, in which the an a lyst thinks of him/her self as ‘re pair ing’ a pu ta tive nar -
cis sis tic de fi ciency. (Krystal 1988) This is be ing con trasted, in at least a
part of the lit er a ture, by the reali sa tion that at least part of the prob lem is the 
apo lit i cal, en tirely innerworldly at ti tudes of main-stream psy cho anal y sis
it self: what could be called ‘the-world-is-ba si cally-OK-it’s-just-that-
you-are-sick’ school of thought. (Jacoby 1983) This is be ing re placed by a
wider aware ness, it self stim u lated by the psy cho-trauma de bate, that it is
the ob jec tive world, the one we all share, which is in cri sis. In the course of
this de bate it is the psy cho an a lytic pro fes sion’s own Cartesianism, its own
nomi nal ism, which is in creas ingly be ing thematised.9

b) Rehistoricisation

It is no ac ci dent that the psy cho-trauma de bates have mo ti vated a re-as sess -
ment of as sump tions which go to the heart of Freud’s own un der stand ing of 
neu ro sis: the libidinal the ory of the causes of hys te ria.10

In Freud’s own think ing the tran si tion from the causal-an a lytic to the
her me neu tic-com mu ni ca tive con cep tion of trauma is well-known and gen -
er ally ac knowl edged in the rel e vant text-books: it is the de ci sion to treat the 
re ports of child hood sex ual abuse – the ap par ently highly eroti cised as so ci -
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8 Un pub lished notes: Ham burg con gress “Chil dren, War and vi o lence”.  
9 What Dahmer calls psy cho anal y sis’ “pe cu liar pla ton ism”, in Dahmer 1980, p. 665. c.f.

also Paul Parin 1990.  
10 Ilse Grubrich-Simitis 1979: “Extremtraumatisierung als kumulatives Trauma” in: Psy -

che, 33, p. 991-1023. Ibid: “From Concretism to Met a phor. Thoughts on some the o ret i -
cal and tech ni cal as pects of the psy cho an a lytic work with chil dren of Ho lo caust
sur vi vors” in: Psy cho an a lytic study of the Child, vol. 39.  



a tions of hys te ria-pa tients11 – as phantasies lack ing any ba sis in the real
facts of child hood ex pe ri ence. It is the ex plo ra tion of such ap par ent
phantasies within the psy cho an a lytic ses sion, their relativisation against
the as sump tions about the na ture of thought-pro cesses of early child hood,
which lie at the heart of psy cho an a lytic the ory and prac tice to this this day,
and have passed into the now fa mil iar pop u lar par lance of oe di pal con -
flicts, free as so ci a tions, re pres sions and sub li ma tions of libidinal and
aggressive drives, sexual neuroses, and so on.

Not to have taken sex ual and ag gres sive as so ci a tions at face value, i.e.
not to have to treat them as mem ory-traces of real events and oc cur rences in 
the bi og ra phy of the trau ma tised in di vid ual was in other words the piv otal
event with out which there would have been no his tory of psy cho anal y sis to
trace, no distantiation from the me chan i cal ma te ri al ism of nine teenth-cen -
tury neu rol ogy, no ‘Freudianism’ as we now know it. The trans fer ence (and 
coun ter-trans fer ence) sit u a tion, the me thod i cally in duced in tro spec tion,
the free as so ci a tion, the aim of in te grat ing ‘split-off’ el e ments of the trau -
ma tised ego, the ‘re-sym boli sa tion’ of somatised symp toms, this en tire
pro ce dure is based on the psy cho an a lytic as sump tion that a relativisation
of the trau matic events in the bi og ra phy of the in di vid ual will lead to a kind
of stoic and ‘ma ture’ ac cep tance of past in ju ries suf fered. It is in the re -
signed ac cep tance of the un change able na ture of past events on the part of
the pa tient that psychoanalysis basis its confidence in the healing powers of 
its own procedures.

But what hap pens if a pa tient can not stop dream ing of burnt corpses, of
gas cham bers, of dis em bow elled chil dren, of death trains, of the screams of 
the tor tured and the con demned?12 If the pa tient is one of those many sur vi -
vors ob sessed with end less vi sions of death and de struc tion? (Herman
1980) Is the im plicit sto icism of the psy cho an a lyst – the im plicit de nial and
relativisation of past events – not in ap pro pri ate in a sit u a tion in which it is a 
col lec tive his tor i cal event of the mag ni tude and de struc tive ness of the Ho -
lo caust which has burnt its in del i ble scars deep into the life and psy che of
the survivor? I quote Jean Améry on this:

“... was mich bedrängt, ist keine Neurose, sondern die genau reflektierte Realität.
Es waren keine hysterischen Halluzinationen, als ich das ‘Verrecke!’ hörte ...
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Auf das Bewußtsein des vergangenen und die legitime Befürchtung eines neuen
Kataklysmus läuft alles hi naus. Ich, der ich beide in mir trage – und diesen
doppelt lastend, weil ich jenem nur durch ein Ungefähr entrann, bin nicht
‘traumatisiert’, sondern stehe in voller geistiger und psychischer Entsprechung
zur Realität da. Das Bewußtsein meines Katastrophen-Judeseins ist keine
Ideologie. Es darf verglichen werden dem Klassenbewußtsein, das Marx den
Proletariern des neunzehnten Jahrhunderts zu entschleiern versuchte. Ich erlebe
und erhelle in meiner Existenz eine geschichtliche Realität meiner Epoche, und
da ich sie tiefer erfuhr als die Mehrzahl meiner Stammesgenossen, kann ich sie
auch bes ser erleuchten. ...
Nur ein ‘Höre Welt’ möchte zornig aus mir dringen. So will es die sechsstellige
Nummer auf meinem Unterarm. So fordert es das Katastrophengefühl,
Dominante meiner Existenz.” (Améry 1977)

I am con vinced that con sid er ations such as these must lead to a re vi sion of
noth ing less than psy cho anal y sis’ own con cep tion of ob jec tiv ity, in the
con text of a more ex plicit thematisation of his tor i cal, po lit i cal and so cio -
log i cal realities.

A ‘de-po liti cised’ psy cho anal y sis, in tent on con form ing to the de mands
of the main stream med i cal es tab lish ment, is hav ing to re dis cover a truth ut -
tered by one of its own for got ten re bels: “Der soziologisch-kulturpolitische 
Charakter der Psycho ana lyse läßt sich durch keinerlei Maßnahmen aus der
Welt schaffen. Der Charakter ihrer Entdeckungen .. macht sie .. zu einem
Todfeind der politischen Reaktion. Man mag sich hinter Illusionen wie
dem Glauben an eine ‘unpolitische’, das heißt der Politik völlig dis pa rate
Natur der Wissenschaft verstecken: Das wird nur der wissenschaftlichen
Forschung schaden, aber die politischen Mächte nie daran hindern, die
Gefahren zu wittern, wo sie in der Tat liegen, und dementsprechend zu
bekämpfen. (Z.B. Verbrennung der Bücher Freuds) Da die Psycho ana lyse
.. über die medizinischen Aufgaben hi naus kulturpolitische Bedeutung hat
.. bedeutet jeder Versuch einer Anpassung oder Verhüllung des Wesens der 
Bewegung sinnlose Selbstopferung...” (from a let ter by Wil helm Reich to
the ‘Internationaler Psychoanalytischer Verlag’ in 1933, pro test ing its re -
fusal to publish his book Charakteranalyse). (quoted in Dahmer 1994)

c) Re-politicisation (Or: psy cho anal y sis as a cri tique of
ide ol ogy)

If I have in ter preted re cent de vel op ments within the psy cho-trauma de -
bates cor rectly, then the men tal health pro fes sions are fac ing a sit u a tion in
many ways com pa ra ble to that of the early nine teen-thir ties. A de-po liti -
cised ma jor ity of the o rists and cli ni cians seeks ref uge within the
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mech a nis tic the o ries of tra di tion med i cine. Only a be lea guered mi nor ity
ad dressed it self, like the ‘Left-Freud ians’ of more than half a cen tury ago,
to that Sysiphus task of at tempt ing a com pre hen sive the ory of so ci ety in its
to tal ity. (Fromm 1932) A task which now – as much as it did sixty years
ago – once again has the some what un as sum ing title of an ‘analytic social
psychology’. (Dahmer 1980)

To turn now to the sec ond of the the ses I had set out, at the be gin ning of
this lec ture, to make plau si ble:

2. A study of the historical process as a whole leads
one inevitably to questions concerning depth
psychology

I take my point of de par ture from a pa per which is, for his to ri ans, no
doubt more fa mil iar than the ma te rial dealt with above: Saul Friedländer’s
in tro duc tion (en ti tled “The ‘Fi nal So lu tion’: Un ease in In ter pre ta tion”) to
the vol ume ed ited by him, His tory and Mem ory – Stud ies in Rep re sen ta tion 
of the Past. (Friedländer 1989) The is sues he touches upon are ones which,
even in the Eng lish-speak ing dis cus sions, are gen er ally dis cussed un der the 
head ing of ‘The Historikerstreit’, af ter the orig i nal con tro versy be tween
Habermas and Nolte in the late eight ies. (Habermas 1987) What is the ar -
gu ment about? Friedländer puts it like this: there is, even af ter all the facts
about the Ho lo caust are known – even if “a full historicisation seems by
now pos si ble and even in large part achieved” – one is left with a sense of
un ease, a sense that some thing vi tal has been left un said, that our de sire to
un der stand the events of fifty years ago are deeply thwarted. (As op posed
to the historicism of a Nolte, Stürmer, Fest, who are con tent to relativise the 
Third Reich and its mis deeds against a global his tor i cal in ter pre ta tion of –
say – ‘the Twen ti eth Cen tury’, or ‘Mod ern Eu ro pean His tory’.)13 

Friedländer il lus trates this “un ease in his tor i cal in ter pre ta tion” (p. 62) by
ask ing af ter the “psy chol ogy of the per pe tra tors”. (ibid.)

“Most in ter pret ers try to avoid the prob lem posed by the psy chol ogy of to tal ex -
ter mi na tion by con cen trat ing ex clu sively on spe cific ideo log i cal mo tives (i.e.
the o ries about the role of the Jew in so ci ety and his tory) or on in sti tu tional dy -
nam ics. There is no way of de ny ing both the im por tance of the rad i cal antisemitic 
theme and of com pet i tive in ter nal pol i tics, as well as the dy nam ics of bureacracy
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in giv ing a gen eral in ter pre ta tion of the ‘Fi nal So lu tion’. But an in de pend ent psy -
cho log i cal res i due seems to defy the his to rian. The psy cho log i cal di men sion,
when ever rec og nized, is usu ally re duced to a vague ref er ence to the ‘ba nal ity of
evil’. My hy poth e sis, in this first part, is that for some his to ri ans this par tic u lar di -
men sion re mains a kind of rid dle sub sumed un der other ex plan a tory cat e go ries,
but which accompanies any discussion about the ‘why’ and not the ‘how’ of the
‘Final Solution’.” (p. 62/63)

He goes on to quote from Himmler’s no to ri ous and oft-quoted se cret
speech be fore high-rank ing SS-of fi cers in Posen on Oc to ber 4, 1943,
which starts:

“Most of you know what it means when 100 corpses are ly ing side by side, when
500 lie there or 1000. Hav ing borne that and nev er the less – some ex cep tional hu -
man weak ness aside – hav ing re mained de cent (anständig geblieben zu sein) has
hard ened us ... All in all, we may say that we have ac com plished the most dif fi -
cult task out of love for our peo ple. And we have not sus tained any dam age to our
in ner self, our soul and our char ac ter. (und wir haben keinen Schaden in unserem
Inneren, in unserer Seele, in unserem Charakter daran genommen)” (p. 63)

Now what is it about this speech which makes it for Friedländer (and for
us) so in com pre hen si ble? Not so much, Friedländer notes, the
coldbloodedness with which eleven mil lion peo ple (Heidrich’s cal cu la tion
at the Wannsee con fer ence) are con demned to the bul let and to the
gas-cham ber. These things are, ter ri ble as this is to ad mit from our own
priviledged (and for the mo ment com fort able) per spec tive of his tor i cal
hind sight, now wellknown. What Friedländer finds so in com pre hen si ble is
the way in which the geno cide of the Na zis could pos si bly be jus ti fied by an 
ap peal to uni ver sal val ues, as Himmler does in deed do in his speech.
(“This [the ex ter mi na tion of the Jews of Eu rope, S.F.] is the most glo ri ous
page in our his tory, one not written and which shall never be written.”)

Friedländer, a his to rian rather than a psy chol o gist or a phi los o pher, co -
mes close to rec og niz ing the cen tral ity of those mass para noias which in the 
philo soph i cal and di a lec ti cal tra di tions are called ‘ideologies’:

“There can be lit tle doubt about the cen tral ity of the anti-Jew ish ob ses sion in Hit -
ler’s worldview, as well as about el e ments of antisemitic mo ti va tion at var i ous
lev els of the Party and the pop u la tion, but the over whelm ing cen tral ity of this
fac tor is not ap par ent in the case of Himmler and his Posen au di ence. The core
mo ti va tion may well be more de ci sively at trib uted to a se ries of el e ments which I
shall men tion fur ther on, among which are the ‘Führer-Bindung’ and the
‘Rausch’.” (p. 64)
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The power of the Na zis was based not only on their rac ist and antisemitic
ide ol ogy. Even at the height of their pop u lar sup port at the polls, the last
peace-time elec tion of 1935, they failed to gain an elec toral ma jor ity, and
the ter ror ist na ture of the re gime was even then only barely veiled. But it is
also true that they could mo bi lise mil lions of ded i cated – even fa nat i cal –
sup port ers, that they could count on wide spread sym pa thy in the ad min is -
tra tion, in the army, in the pro fes sions, in the dip lo matic corps, and that
these col lec tive con vic tions went so deep as to pres ent a not in con sid er able
prob lem even for the post-war, de moc ra tised so ci ety in Germany which
had officially abjured them.

What Friedländer calls the “pa ral y sis of com pre hen sion” (p. 66) or the
“his to rian’s un ease” is based, I wish to sug gest, on the un will ing ness of the
his to rian to face, head-on, the fact that po lit i cally rel e vant events take place 
against a back drop of shared val ues – how ever in sane they may ap pear to
us now – and that these mass de lu sions have not, to date, re ceived the
attention they deserve.

The nem e sis of mil i ta rism and of a dem a gogic na tion al ism armed with
mod ern weap ons of mass de struc tion – in the thir ties em bod ied starkly in
the rise to power of the ‘Third Reich’ – can not be un der stood by means of a
his tor i cal nar ra tive of the con ven tional kind alone. Ap par ently we need to
look for kinds of ex pla na tions, kinds of de scrip tions of past events, which
go be yond that con ven tional historicism which in my own stu dent days we
ir rev er ently called the ‘one-god damn-thing-af ter-an other’ con cep tion of
the past. We are our selves not ‘above’ his tory, we do not oc cupy some kind 
of Archimedian point be yond the fray, our own un der stand ing of truth and
ob jec tiv ity is not be yond crit i cism. In try ing to puz zle out the re la tion ship
be tween shared con vic tions, selfreflections, past events and con tem po rary
fears about the fu ture, we can not, it seems, do with out the o ries of the kind
once called ‘di a lec ti cal’. We need to re gain a con cep tion of the his tory of
the hu man race in its en tirety, based on an un der stand ing of the psy cho log i -
cal and emo tional forces which have bound us, since the be gin ning of the
Eu ro pean En light en ment, into those an tag o nis tic to tal i ties we com monly
call ‘na tions’ or ‘cul tures’. Faced with the re al ity and the con se quences of
the Ho lo caust, both Psy chol ogy and His to ri og ra phy are forced to look be -
yond their own dis ci plin ary bound aries, are forced to thematise and put
into ques tion tra di tional cer ti tudes. We need one an other, it seems, if we
are to un der stand both our selves and our own his tory, and we need to do
both if we are to free ourselves from a by no means irrational fear of a
repetition of the horrors of the past.
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