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PSYCHOANALYSIS AS RELIGION,
CUtLr, AND POLITICAL MOVEMENT

By Kevin MacDonald

We begin to grasp that the deviser of psychoanalysis was at bottom a visionary but endlessly calculating artist, engaged in casting
himself as the hero of a multivolume fictional opus that is part epic, part detective story, and part satire on human selfinterestedness
and animality. This scientifically deflating realization. ..is what the Freudian community needs to challenge if it can.

—Frederick Crews, The Memory Wars, pp. 12-13

In The Ghost in the Machine, Arthur
Koestler describes the closed cognitivc
matrix that defines paranoid Conspira-
cy Theories: (1) they claim to represent
a universal truth, capable of explaining
all phenomena; (2) they cannot be logi-
cally or empirically refuted because all
potentially damaging information must
be interpreted in terms of the theory;
and (3) any criticism is met by a
counter-offensive that shifts the argu-
ment to the subjective motivations of
the critic. Koestler concludes that such
theories employ “sophisticated meth-
ods of casuistry, centered on axioms of
great emotive power,...indifferent to
the rules of common logic” and becomc
“a kind of Wonderland croquet, played
with mobile hoops” (p. 263).

One usually thinks of conspiracy
theories as being held by people who
are poorly educated, downwardly
socially mobile, and/or mentally mal-
adjusted. A good example describing
these processes is Richard Hofstadter’s
The Paranoid Style in American Politics,
which details the history of Heartland
America’s off-again on-again love affair
with xenophobia and Conspiracy The-
ory. However, my purpose here is to
examine the moral and intellectual
legacy of psychoanalysis and show how
well it fits Koestler’s definition and
therefore constitutes a very long-lived
and influential Conspiracy Theory—
but one tailored to the prejudices of
elites and cosmopolitans rather than
those of the “plain folks down home.”

Cult Characteristics

In 1911 Freud disciple and psychoanalyst
Eugen Bleuler left the movement, con-
cluding “this ‘who is not for us is against
us,’ this ‘all or nothing,” is necessary for
religious communities and useful for
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political parties. I can therefore under-
stand the principle as such, but for science
I consider it harmful” (in Gay 1987, pp.
144-145). This observation by an insider
says a lot about what psychoanalysis had
become—a cult-like religion.

The apex of the authoritarian, anti-
scientific institutional structure of psy-
choanalysis was the secret committee of
handpicked loyalists sworn to uphold
psychoanalytic orthodoxy described by
Phyllis Grosskurth in The Secret Ring:
Freud’s Inner Circle and the Politics of
Psychoanalysis (1991, p. 15):

By insisting the Committee must be
absolutely secret, Freud enshrined the
principle of confidentiality. The vari-
ous psychoanalytic societies that
emerged from the Committee were
like Communist cells, in which the
members vowed eternal obedience to
their leader. Psychoanalysis became
institutionalized by the founding of
journals and the training of candi-
dates; in short an extraordinarily effec-
tive political entity.

There were repeated admonitions
for the Committee to present a “united
front” against all opposition, for
“maintaining control over the whole
organization,” for “keeping the troops
in line,” and “reporting to the com-
mander” (Grosskurth, p. 97). Consider
Otto Rank’s astonishing letter of 1924
in which he attributes his heretical
behavior in questioning the Oedipal
complex to his own neurotic uncon-
scious conflicts, he promises to see
things “more objectively after the
removal of my affective resistance,”
and is thankful that Freud “found my
explanations satisfactory and has for-
given me personally.” Grosskurth notes
how “Freud seems to have acted as the
Grand Inquisitor, and Rank’s groveling

‘confession’ could have served as a
model for the Russian show trials of the
1930s.” Freud viewed the entire episode
as a success; Rank had been cured of
his neurosis “just as if he had gone
through a proper analysis” (Gross-
kurth, 1991, pp. 167-168).

The staunch Freud disciple Fritz
Wittels (1924) decried the “suppression
of free criticism within the Society
...Freud is treated as a demigod, or even
as a god. No criticism of his utterances is
permitted.” He tells us that Freud’s Drei
Abhandlungen zur Sexualtheorie is “the
psychoanalyst’s Bible.” This is no mere
figure of speech. The faithful disciples
regard one another’s books as of no
account. They recognize no authority
but Freud’s; they rarely read or quote
one another. When they quote it is from
the Master, that they may give the pure
milk of the word” (p. 142-143). Freud
“had little desire that [his] associates
should be persons of strong individuali-
ty, and that they should be critical and
ambitious collaborators. The realm of
psychoanalysis was his idea and his will,
and he welcomed anyone who accepted
his views” (p. 134). The others were sim-
ply expelled.

All of the major figures around
Freud appear to have been extremely
submissive personalities who abso-
lutely revered Freud as father figure.
Indeed, the members appear to have
self-consciously viewed themselves as
loyal sons to Freud the father-figure
(complete with sibling rivalry as the
“brothers” jockeyed for position as the
“father’s” favorite), while Freud viewed
his close followers as his children, with
power to interfere in their personal
lives (Hale, 1995, p. 29).

Ernest Jones, Freud’s worshipful
biographer and the official head of the
movement after Jung’s defection,
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many aggrieved psychoanalysts in
response to Frederick Crews’s critical
articles in the New York Review of Books
was that they were “composed in a state
of bitter anger by a malcontent with a
vicious disposition” (p. 293). Crews’
Freud bashing was typically explained in
terms of botched transferences and
Oedipal complexes gone awry. Another
recent case is that of Jeffrey Masson
(1990) who suffered similar questionings
of his sanity for challenging the central
Freudian dogma of the Oedipal complex.

Psychoanalysis, unlike scientific
theory, but very much like certain reli-
gious or political movements, has
essentially been immune from attacks
leveled at it either from inside or out-
side the movement. Insiders who dis-
sented from central doctrines were
simply expelled and often went on to
found their own psychoanalytically-
oriented sects, typically with the same
disregard for canons of scientific
method as the parent religion. There is
a long line of such expelled dissenters
in the history of psychoanalysis, and
the list continues to lengthen with the
recent expulsion of Jeffrey Masson.
Moreover, the central core of loyalists
that has always existed in psychoanaly-
sis functions to preserve the image of
Freud as a heroic scientist to the point
that many of Freud’s papers have been
locked away from the prying eyes of
scholars for periods extending as far
ahead as the 22nd century.

Thought Control

The entire Freudian enterprise appears
more and more like an authoritarian
religious cult than a scientific move-
ment. Indeed, several authors have
pointed out that psychoanalysis has
many features in common with brain-
washing (Bailey, 1960, 1965; Salter,
1996). Frank Sulloway {1979b) describes
the indoctrination characteristic of
training analyses in which any objection
by the analyst is viewed as a resistance to
be overcome. And even Shelly Orgel
(1990), who remains a defender of the
psychoanalytic faith, writes of the feel-
ings of many contemporary analysts
that their analysts had behaved aggres-
sively toward them, turning them into
devoted and passive followers of their
highly idealized analyst.

Jeffrey Masson (1990) provides fas-
cinating insight into psychoanalysis as
thought control and aggression. Mas-
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son’s training analysis involved a com-
pletely one-sided relationship in which
the analyst had all of the power and in
which the trainee was expected to put
up with any and all indignities. Leaving
the training analyst would have meant
giving up psychoanalysis because the
training analyst would claim that the
trainee was unfit for a career as a psy-
choanalyst. The result of the analysis
was an idealization of the training ana-
lyst and loyal support of the training
analyst’s writings. Masson was more or
less blackmailed into agreeing to
include his own training analyst’s name
on a paper he was writing or be forced
to reenter analysis. Masson comments
that “Being in such an analysis is like
growing up with a despotic parent” (p.
86), since the qualities it requires in the
prospective analysts are meekness and
abject obedience.

1 suggest that the inculcation of pas-
sive and devoted followers via the
aggression and thought control repre-
sented by psychoanalysis has always
been an important aspect of the entire
belief systerm. At a deep level, the funda-
mentally pseudoscientific structure of
psychoanalysis implies that disputes
cannot be resolved in a scientific man-
ner, with the result that, as John Kerr
(1992) notes, the only means of resolv-
ing disputes involves the exercise of
personal power. The result was that the
movement was doomed to develop into
a mainstream orthodoxy punctuated by
numerous sectarian deviations originat-
ed by heretics who were expelled from
the movement. These offshoots then
replicated the fundamentally irrational
pseudoscientific structure of all psycho-
analysis inspired movements: “(E)ach
major disagreement over theory or
therapy seemed to require a new vali-
dating social group, a psychoanalytic
tradition that recent splits within
Freudian institutes seem only to con-
firm” (Hale 1995, 26). Perhaps the most
bizarre such offshoot was the move-

ment initiated by Wilhelm Reich, well-

covered in Joel Carlinsky’s Skeptic (2:3)
article “Epigones of Orgonomy.”

The problem continues, Crews
(1995) describes recent scholarship on
psychoanalysis that shows not only that
psychoanalysis was never more than a
pseudoscience but that Freud enguaged
in scientific fraud when developing his
theories. Allen Esterson’s (1992) Seduc-
tive Mirage: An Exploration of the Work
of Sigmund Freud, demonstrates con-

vincingly that Freud’s patients did not
volunteer any information on seduc-
tion or primal scenes at all. The seduc-
tion stories which provide the empirical
basis of the Oedipal complex were in
fact a construction by Freud who then
interpreted his patients’ distress on
hearing his constructions as proof of
the theory. Freud then deceptively
obscured the fact that his patients’ sto-
ries were reconstructions and interpre-
tations based on his a priori theory. He
also retroactively changed the identity
of the fancied seducers from nonfamily
members (servants, etc.) to the fathers
that his Oedipal story required.

Now 100 years after its inception,
the theories of the Oedipal complex,
childhood sexuality, and the sexual eti-
ology of the neuroses remain without
any independent empirical validation
and play no role whatever in main-
stream developmental psychology.
From an evolutionary point of view the
idea that children would have a specifi-
cally sexual attraction to their opposite
sex parent is highly implausible, since
such an incestuous relationship would
result in inbreeding depression (Mac-
Donald, 1986). The proposal that boys
desire to kill their fathers conflicts with
the general importance of paternal pro-
visioning of resources in understanding
the evolution of the family (MacDonald,
1988; 1992a,b): Boys who had succeeded
in killing their fathers and having sex
with their mothers would not only be
left with genetically inferior offspring,
they would also be deprived of paternal
support and protection. Modern devel-
opmental studies indicate that many
fathers and sons have very close, recip-
rocated affectional relationships begin-
ning in infancy, and the normative
pattern in Western societies is for moth-
ers and sons to have very intimate and
affectionate, but decidedly nonsexual
relationships. Most domestic violence
takes place betwen genetically related
individuals (Daily and Wilson.)

The continued life of these con-
cepts in psychoanalytic circles is testi-
mony to the continuing unscientific,
religious nature of the entire enter-
prise. Indeed, Kurzweil (1989, p. 89)
notes that “In the beginning, the
Freudians tried to ‘prove’ the univer-
sality of the Oedipus complex; later on,
they took it for granted. Ultimately,
they no longer spelled out the reasons
for the pervasiveness of childhood sex-
uality and its consequences in the cul-
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tarian political movement. Judith Lewis
Herman, a leading proponent of RMT,
claims that “Advances in the field occur
only when {women] are supported by a
political movement powerful enough to
legitimate an alliance between investi-
gators and patients and to counteract
the ordinary social processes of silenc-
ing and denial” (Crews, p. 160). RMT
has been behind lengthening the
statutes of limitations in some states to
periods of 30 years or more to provide
enough time for repressed memories of
crimes to surface. And, as with any
such political movement, it seems
superfluous to note that big money is
involved, in the case of RMT ranging
from fees for therapy, the publication
industry, and the litigation industry
spawned by this movement.

The Connection to the Left

Much of Crews’s recent work on
psychoanalysis and RMT was originally
published in the prestigious New York
Review of Books (NYRB). The NYRB
has long been a bastion of the intellec-
tual left and, as Crews notes, publica-
tion of such material in such a
publication is “almost like pet owners
who had negligently or maliciously
consigned their parakeet to the mercies
of an ever-lurking cat” (Crews, 1995, p.
288). Publications like the NYRB have
been instrumental in propagating psy-
choanalytic and similar doctrines as sci-
entifically and intellectually reputable
for decades, and there is the suggestion
that had Crews published his articles in a
less visible and less politicized medium
they could have been safely ignored as
has commonly been the practice over
the long history of psychoanalysis.

There is a long and interesting asso-
ciation between psychoanalysis and the
political and cultural left. Support of
radical and Marxist ideals was common
among Freud’s early followers, and left-
ist attitudes have been common in later
years among psychoanalysts (Hale,
1995, p. 31; Kurzweil, 1989, pp. 36, 284),
as, e.g., among the groups in Berlin and
Vienna during the post-World War I era
(Kurzweil, 1989; pp. 46-47); in the post
revolutionary Soviet Union where all of
the top psychoanalysts were Bolsheviks
and Trotsky supporters and were
among the most powerful political fig-
ures in the country (Chamberlain,
1995); and in America from the 1920s to
the present (Torrey, 1992, pp. 33, 93ff;
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122-123). If Crews is correct in his
analysis of the institutional structure of
psychoanalysis as an authoritarian polit-

" ical movement—and he certainly is—

one is left with the conclusion that one
of the century’s major intellectual and
cultural forces was nothing more than a
highly disciplined political movement
masquerading as science.
Psychoanalysis has proved to be a
veritable treasure trove of ideas for
those intent on developing radical cri-
tiques of Western culture, beginning
with Freud’s own Totemn and Taboo and
Civilization and Its Discontents. Crews
provides an excellent account of how
Freud tended to make dogmatic claims
about the source of his patients’ unhap-
piness based on nothing more than his
own suggestions. His failure to follow
even the minimum standards of scien-
tific or rational intellectual inquiry
extended to his cultural writings as
well. Freud’s wider speculations on
human culture rest on a number of
extremely naive, prescientific concep-
tualizations of human sexual behavior
and its relation to culture. Particularly
outrageous was Freud’s “primal horde”
story of how over many generations
sons had killed their fathers in order to
mate with their mothers until Oedipal
guilt had forced them to repress this
activity. The theory is not only com-
pletely speculative as it attempts to
explain a nonexistent phenomenon—
the Oedipal complex—it also requires
Lamarckian inheritance, a theory that,
at least by the time of Civilization and
Its Discontents {where the doctrine was
reaffirmed), had been completely
rejected by the scientific community.

Freud’s Armageddon

While Freud’s was a self-consciously
speculative theory, his speculations
clearly had an agenda. Rather than pro-
vide speculations which reaffirmed the
moral and intellectual basis of the cul-
ture of his day, his speculations were an
integral part of his war on culture—so
much so that he viewed Totem and
Taboo as a victory over Rome and the
Catholic Church (Rothman & Isenberg,
1974). In Freud’s eyes he was the
Carthaginian general Hannibal fighting
the evil Romans that to him represented
Western civilization. Peter Gay notes
that Freud was proud of his enemies—
the persecuting Roman Catholic
Church, the hypocritical bourgeoisie,

the obtuse psychiatric establishment, the
materialistic Americans—so proud,
indeed, that they grew in his mind into
potent specters far more malevolent and
far less divided than they were in reality.
He likened himself to Hannibal, to Aha-
suerus, to Joseph, to Moses, all men with
historic missions, potent adversaries,
and difficult fates (Gay, 1988, p. 604).
Freud described this “Hannibal fantasy”
as “one of the driving forces of [my]
mental life” (Sulloway 1979).

In this regard, it is interesting to note
that Totem and Taboo and Civilization
and Its Discontents present the view that
the restrictions on sexual behavior, so
apparent as an aspect of Western culture
during Freud’s life, are the source of art,
love, and even civilization itself. Freud’s
conceptions of the origins and function of
sexual repression in Western societies
contain, as Peter Gay (p. 329) notes, some
of Freud’s “most subversive conjectures.”
Neurosis and unhappiness are the price
to be paid for civilization because neuro-
sis and unhappiness are the inevitable
result of repressing sexual urges.

Freud appears to have been well
aware that his conjectures were entirely
speculative. Freud was “amused” when
Totem and Taboo was termed a “just so”
story by a British anthropologist in 1920,
and stated only that his critic “was defi-
cient in phantasy,” apparently a conces-
sion that the work was indeed fanciful.
Freud stated that “It would be nonsensi-
cal to strive for exactitude with this
material, as it would be unreasonable to
demand certainty.” Similarly, Freud
described Civilization and Its Discon-
tents as “an essentially dilettantish foun-
dation” on which “rises a thinly tapered
analytic investigation.” And Freud was
well aware that his attack on religion in
The Future of an Hlusion was scientifi-
cally weak, describing it by noting that
“the analytic content of the work is very
thin” (Gay, pp. 330, 543, 524).

Freud’s countercultural writings
scarcely exhaust the mischief wreaked

_by psychoanalysis. The works of Herbert
Marcuse, Norman Brown, Wilhelm
Reich, Jaques Lacan, Erich Fromm, and
a host of neoFreudians come to mind
immediately, but this barely scratches
the surface. Psychoanalysis influenced
thought in a wide range of areas, includ-
ing sociology, child rearing, criminolo-
gy, anthropology, literary criticism, art,
literature, and the popular media.

In fact Freud’s ideas have often
been labeled as subversive. Indeed,
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