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Psychoanalysis and the
Climate of Tragedy

STANLEY EDGAR HYMAN
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Psychoanalysis and tragedy are not easy matters to discuss
from a mere reading knowledge, with no experience either be
hind the footlights or on the couch. Yet if we take tragedy not
as a subdivision of drama but as a larger complex of attitudes
and actions found in many literary forms, and psychoanalysis
as a cultural rather than a medical phenomenon, specialists
have written little enough to our purpose, and the overlap be
tween the two areas has been so inadequately discussed that a
critic of literature may perhaps be pardoned for stepping in
brashly where theatre people and analysts hesitate to tread.

Tragedy as we know it had its first and greatest flowering in
fifth century Athens, in the plays of Aeschylus, Sophocles, and
Euripides, and its fullest theoretical formulation in the Toetics
of Aristotle. The forms of Attic tragedy, as Aristotle half knew
from tradition, derived from the sacrificial rites of Dionysus,
in which the god in bull or goat form was annually slain, dis
membered and resurrected. The plots of Attic tragedy came
principally from Homer, and the bloody stories of incest and
murder fit the ritual forms so well because the Homeric tales
themselves, as Rhys Carpenter has shown most fully in Folk
Tale, Fiction and Saga in the Homeric Epics, derive from simi
lar rites far from Mount Olympus. Out of the agon or dramatic
conflict between the god in human form and his antagonists,
evolved the ethical concepts of hamartia or shortcoming, the
tragic flaw, and of hybris or pride, the imperfect insight into
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164 H Y M A N

man's true stature in relation to destiny and the gods. These
defects motivated the action, and for the spectators, in Aris
totle's formulation, the tragic action aroused pity and terror
and symbolically purged them through catharsis. The moral in
gredients of tragedy are thus: the flawed protagonist swollen
with pride; peripeteia, the sudden pitiable and terrifying
change in his fortunes; and a cathartic climax that Herbert
Weisinger in Tragedy and the Paradox of the Fortunate Fall,
borrowing the phrase from Isaiah, has called the 'small
moment', that desperate awaiting of the fateful outcome when
all seems in doubt.

Buried in the Old Testament there are tragic dramas, par
ticularly the very Greek story of Saul and his 'bloody house'
in the books of Samuel, but the later priestly theology has im
posed its institutional conception of the sacrificial animal with
out blemish on the earlier hybris stories, and revised such ob
vious tragedies as Jonah and Job, the former into a curious
redemptive comedy that concludeson the parable of the gourd,
the latter with an ending that begs all its questions and blandly
returns all Job's earthly property twofold. On the basis of a
theology where the only sins are disobeying God or worship
ping rival gods, and the consequences of those are never in
doubt, no agonistic form is possible, and the Judaic tradition
has produced nothing like a tragic or dramatic literature.

Building on this tradition, Christianity too seems incom
patible with a tragic literature, as Weisinger among others
has shown. The great Christian drama of the Passion cannot be
tragic because the perfection of Jesus eliminates hybris or any
shortcoming, neither pity nor terror in Aristotle's sense is pos
sible because of our inability to identify our own flawed human
nature with the image of perfect goodness suffering absolute
injustice, and the final victory is always certain. Drama with
a human protagonist, insofar as it is Christian, cannot be tragic,
since the issue hasbeen settled once and for allbythe victoryof
Jesus in His Incarnation, and His Atonement makes all sub
sequent private atonement unnecessary for the Christian, who
needs only some combination of Faith and Grace to participate
in the antecedent act. Dante properly recognized this in identi
fying his great poetic drama as a divine comedy. Where tragic
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possibility is introduced in Christian history it is invariably
repudiated as heresy, the Manichaean belief that the issue has
not yet been finally settled, denying Incarnation its victory, or
the Pelagian repudiation of Original Sin, obviating divine
Atonement.

Nor have the great Oriental faiths produced anything we
could properly call tragedy. Since their common sacrificial
figure, as William Empson has pointed out in Some Versions
of Pastoral, is not the Western Dying God, typified by Jesus on
the Cross, but an antithetical image of The Sincere Man at
One with Nature, typified by the Buddha under the Bo tree,
no Passion is possible, and there can be neither struggle nor
victory. Lacking our characteristic Western philosophy of
change, the great Oriental faiths seem to lock man in a perma
nent dualism, which does not become resolved in time, but has
always been transcended in a higher unity pre-existent in the
blinding moment of eternity.

I would submit that the great tragic literature of the modern
world has escaped divine comedy by being only nominally
Christian, and in fact deeply heretic at key points. Shakespeare
may be Christian in Measure for Measure and The Tempest,
but Lear and Macbeth, Othello and Hamlet, are Christian only
in their insistence on the radical imperfectibility of man. They
exist in a Manichaean and Pelagian universe where the In
carnation has never happened and the Atonement consequent
ly did not come off. In this universe proud man is locked in
mortal struggle with the inner forces of evil, and must win
through to some private redemption and true-seeing by means
of his.own suffering, with no other worldly allies. The great
tragic novels like Karamazov and Moby-Dick are similarly
Manichaean and Pelagian, with Jesus appearing in person in
the first to hear from the Grand Inquisitor the failure of his
Incarnation, and Ahab in the second striking through the mask
of the Christian Atonement, and finding his own sacrificial
atonement, a Pelagian mangod, in the consubstantial mystery
of immolation with the great whale.

The rise of rationalism, whether in its characteristic
. eighteenth-century form as mechanical determinism or its
characteristic nineteenth-century form as optimistic perfect-
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l66 H Y M A N

ibility, killed the tragic possibility that had coexisted with
Christianity as pagan survival and Christian heresy. Francis
Fergusson has defined the tragic rhythm of action in The Idea of
a Theatre as the movement from 'Purpose' through 'Passion' to
'Perception' (acknowledging his debt to Kenneth Burke's
'poiema', 'pathema', 'mathema'). Taking, as Aristotle did,
Sophocles' Oedipus Tyrannus as the archetypal tragedy, Fergus-
son has discussed later dramatic literature as the hypertrophy
of one or another phase of the larger cycle. In his terms, the
rationalist world of mechanical determinism would permit no
Purpose because we can have no free will or choice, no Passion
because suffering becomes meaningless where we 'understand'
all and forgive all, and no Perception because no increase of
self-knowledge could come from the discovery that everything
has been externally caused. In the Victorian world of optimistic
perfectibility, to return to our earlier terms, hybris can be
dissipated by a bracing daily cold bath, peripeteia waits only
on improvements in the social machinery, and what small
moment of terror, doubt or despair could survive the splendid
teleological faith that the Heavenly City is at this moment
having its building plots laid out on earth?

It is my belief that the writings of Sigmund Freud once
again make a tragic view possible for the modern mind. Inso
far as psychoanalysis is a branch of clinical psychology aimed
at therapy, it is optimistic and meliorative (although Freud, in
such statements as 'Analysis Terminable and Interminable',
was far more pessimistic about the difficulties and ultimate
limits of cure in biological 'rock-bottom' than the majority of
his followers). Insofar as it is a philosophic view of man anda
body of speculative insights that can be turned on every area
ofculture (that is, what Freud called 'applied' psychoanalysis),
it is gloomy, stoic, and essentially tragic. Its basic recognition
is the radical imperfectibility of man, a concept it derives not
from the Christian Fall, but from the Darwinian Descent.
Freudian man is an imperfectible animal, and, as the biological
punishment for having risen in the scale beyond the micro
organism, a dying animal. The first protoplasm 'had death
within easy reach', Freud observes in Beyond the Pleasure
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Principle. For Freud, the aim of human existence is the re
clamation of some cropland of ego from the 'Zuyder Zee' of
id, and the limited victory in this bitter struggle is achieved
primarily through the traditional philosophic means of self-
knowledge. Man's animal nature is to be controlled and chan
nelled in the least harmful direction possible, not changed or
abolished, and cure lies not in extirpating animality but in
facing it and living with it.

Human life 'is hard to endure,' Freud says in The Future of
an Illusion, but we must learn 'to endure with resignation.'
'If you would endure life,' he recommends in 'Thoughts for
the Times on War and Death', 'be prepared for death.' In such
essays as 'An Apology of Raymond Sebond' and 'That to Phil
osophize is to Learn How to Die', Montaigne confronted death
as nobly and resolutely as Socrates in Plato's Phaedo, but with
out Socrates' eloquent faith in individual resurrection and the
after life. Since many of us are not Socratics but sceptics, and
our problem to adjust not to the dying animal that will be
sloughed offto free some eternal spirit, but to the dying animal
that becomes putrid meat and nothing else, we might do well
to eschew the easy consolations of religion and turn to what
ever grimmer satisfactionsexist in Freud's stubbornly material
ist view. Here we can find not only an Original Sin—the Freud
ian myth of the expulsion from the Eden of the womb added
to the Darwinian myth of the origin of death—in which the
modern mind can believe, but some terrestrial hopes for re
demption and the good life.

In terms of Greek tragedy, the Oedipus complex is another
phrasing of hybris (of King Oedipus' own hybris, in fact), the
child's swollen pride that he is a fitter mate for his mother
than the tall stranger. Libido, the blind energy of sexual im
pulses, is equivalent to the ancient Greek 'wild Ate', the
daughter of Zeus and Strife, the wrath or madness that seizes
the hero and moves him to senseless violence, destruction, or
self-destruction. Sublimation is the small moment, the re-
introduction of possibility, the birth of art and all human
culture out of filth. Sublimation allows St. Francis to create a

life of goodness out of an impulse to bestiality, or Bach to com
pose for an organ that is not the one with which psycho-
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l68 HYMAN

analysis is preoccupied. Even the curative procedure of analysis
itself, the transference, is a scapegoat mechanism, and Freud
in his whole life and work is a sacrificial figure, almost a
Dying God, even without the benefit ofsuch probably apocry
phal anecdotes as the one of Freud dashing out of his office
shouting, 'Why must I listen to such swinishness!'

If the human condition is ultimately animal, even swinish,
man is nevertheless capable of moral action and sometimes of
a life of sacrificial good, as Freud himself was. In terms of Ruth
Benedict's somewhat oversimple dichotomy between shame
cultures and guilt cultures, the Freudian neuroses are our own
guilty orintrojected equivalents for the public shame of wrong
doing in Attic tragedy, and they motivate an internal symbolic
action like the redemptive ritual on the stage. For Freud, the
choice is a newer dialectic statement of the old dualism, truly
'beyond the pleasure principle': destroy others or turn the
destruction inward. The ancient Zoroastrian divinities Ormuzd
and Ahriman that Mani brought into Christianity are still
locked in mortal combat in Freud's 'exquisitely dualistic con
ception of the instinctive life', now called Eros the life instinct
and Thanatos the death instinct. 'The death instinct turns into
the destructive instinct' when it is directed outward to the ex
ternal world, Freud writes in 'Why War?' and he concludes
the grandest of his philosophic works. Civilization and Its
Discontents, with the extremely moderate hope:

'Men have brought their powers of subduing the forces of
nature tosuch a pitch that by using them they could now very
easily exterminate one another to the last man. They know
this—hence arises a great part of their current unrest, their
dejection, their mood of apprehension. And now it may be ex-
pected that the other of the two "heavenly forces", eternal
Eros, will put forth his strength so as to maintain himself
alongside of his equally immortal adversary.'

In essence, this prophetic statement, written as long ago as
1930, asks no more than the old horse player's reasonable
prayer, 'Lord, let me break even, I need the money.'
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If Freud produced a climate of opinion in which tragedy
could again flourish, an important group of his followers in
this country, the neo-Freudians or 'revisionists', have'done their
best to dispel it as quickly as possible. In half a century of
existence, psychoanalysis has raced through the whole religious
cycle from revolutionary prophetic truth to smug Sunday ser
mon, and almost as soon as Freud's philosophy began to have an
effect on our culture, it was hushed up and denied in his name.
The revisionists, principally the late Karen Horney, Erich
Fromm, and the late Harry Stack Sullivan, along with a num
ber of others of similar views, have put Freudian psycho
analysis into what Emerson called the 'optative mood.'

All began by publishing independently, but Horney and
Fromm had had some contact in Berlin, where they had been
influenced in varying degrees by Wilhelm Reich's 'Freudo-
Marxist' movement. Horney, who has written most extensive
ly about the causes of her defection, has explained that she
could not swallow either the views of feminine psychology
Freud published in the New Introductory Lectures in 1933, or
the death instinct, the former as a woman but the latter as a
citizen. 'Such an assumption,' she writes of the death instinct
in New Ways in Psychoanalysis, 'paralyzes any effort to
search in the specific cultural conditions for reasons which
make for destructiveness. It must also paralyze efforts to
change anything in these conditions. If man is inherently de
structive and consequently unhappy, why strive for a better
future?' In his more articulate strivings, befitting a social psy
chologist, Fromm found the gloomy fixities of biological in
stincts equally incompatible with hopes of improving the
human condition by first making over society. Sullivan, from a
very different background in clinical psychiatry, primarily with
psychotics, came to similar conclusions. All three have in
fluenced one another, first by their publications, later through
direct discussion and a kind of uneasy collaboration. Their
views and approaches, however, remain different enough so
that one can choose to be a Horneyite, a Frommian, or a
Sullivanite, and in some cases, like that of Clara Thompson,
one can make several of these choices in succession.

The leading neo-Freudians, as well as their shifting followers,
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appear to be entirely sincere and dedicated psychoanalysts
and psychiatrists, convinced by developments in the social
sciences or their own clinical experience that Freud was cul
ture-bound, masculine-biased, cancer-morbid, or for some rea
son blind to what they can see. The result of their revisions
has nevertheless, in my opinion, been not to improve or
modernize psychoanalysis, but to abandon its key insights both
as a science and as a philosophy. Their effect has been to re-
repress whatever distasteful or tragic truths Freud dug out of
his own unconscious or his patients', and to convert the fami
liar device of resistance into revisionist theory.

Freud always believed that 'prudish America' would wel
come his theories and water them down with equal enthusiasm
and his expectation has not been disappointed. The passion of
Americans for constant reassurance that they live in the Gar
den of Eden (which Horney characteristically refers to as 'the
greater freedom from dogmatic beliefs which I found in this
country') was in evidence as far back as 1912, when Jung
wrote Freud from America that he was having great success
in overcoming resistance to psychoanalysis by playing down
sexuality, and Freud wrote back that he need not boast, since
'the more he sacrificed of the hard-won truths of psycho
analysis, the less resistance he would encounter.' Even predict
ing this American bowdlerization, however, Freud could hardly
have imagined the extent to which it would be done in his
name, in books worshipfully acknowledging his teaching or
fulsomely dedicated to his memory. Paradoxically, with the
aim of making psychoanalysis more scientific, the neo-Freud
ians have made it less so: where Freud was descriptive, they
are hortatory; where he was the humble therapist, they are
faith-healers, inspirational preachers, be-glad-you're-neurotic
Pollyannas.

The question of whether in fact Horney, Fromm, and Sul
livan are Freudians or psychoanalysts at all seems to me of
relatively minor importance, and is probably impossible to an
swer authoritatively anyway. In The History of the Psycho
analytic Movement in 1914, Freud reserved the right, as its
founder, to say what was and what was not psychoanalysis,
but his various statements of the criteria involved shift dis-
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concertingly. In the History, he calls the theory of 'repression'
in the unconscious the pillar on which the edifice rests, 'really
the most essential part of it', along with the empiric facts of
'transference' and 'resistance.' 'Every investigation which re
cognizes these two facts and makes them the starting-point of
its work may call itself psychoanalysis,' he writes, 'even if it
leads to other results than my own.' Later in the book he de
scribes the dream as 'the shibboleth of psychoanalysis', and a
few pages later declares that Jung's approach 'no longer has
the slightest claim to call itself psychoanalysis', apparently be
cause it discards the sexual nature of the libido and the reality
of the Oedipus complex. In other works, Freud makes the in
fantile sexual etiology of the neuroses the test of psycho
analysis, or remarks 'a psychoanalytic, that is, genetic
explanation.'

If any investigation starting from the mechanisms of the un
conscious may call itself psychoanalysis, the theories of Horney
Fromm, and Sullivan are probably psychoanalytic. They cer
tainly recognize the existence of resistance and repression, and
Horney even calls the concept of resistance 'of paramount
value for therapy.' On the genesis of the neuroses from in
fantile sexuality, they are considerably less orthodox, since
they recognize early sex frustrations as causative in some
cases but insist that factors like 'anxiety' or 'the current life-
situation' are more relevant. They use the term 'transference',
but mean not a repetition of an infantile attachment, Freud's
'cure through love', but, with Sullivan, a significant new sort
of interpersonal relation, the first break in the patient's chain
of 'parataxic' distortions; or, with Horney, simply that human
relationship of the patient's easiest to study, control, and ex
plain to him. 'As for the transference, it is altogether a curse,'
Freud wrote in a bleak letter to Pfister in 1910; it never
occurred to him that with a little Draconian redefinition he
would have no problem.

If we take Freud's sexual concepts, so unattractive to Jung's
American contacts in 1912, as basic, there is no likelihood of
calling Horney, Fromm, and Sullivan Freudian psychoanalysts.
I would take these basic concepts to be: libido, the volcanic
sexual instinct; id, the caged beast of the unconscious ('a caul-

 

 Pr
o

pr
ie

ty
 o

f 
th

e 
Er

ic
h 

Fr
o

m
m

 D
o

cu
m

en
t 

C
en

te
r.

 F
o

r 
pe

rs
o

na
l u

se
 o

nl
y.

 C
ita

tio
n 

o
r 

pu
bl

ic
at

io
n 

o
f 

m
at

er
ia

l p
ro

hi
bi

te
d 

w
ith

o
ut

 e
xp

re
ss

 w
ri

tt
en

 p
er

m
iss

io
n 

o
f 

th
e 

co
py

ri
gh

t 
ho

ld
er

. 
 Ei

ge
nt

um
 d

es
 E

ri
ch

 F
ro

m
m

 D
o

ku
m

en
ta

tio
ns

ze
nt

ru
m

s.
 N

ut
zu

ng
 n

ur
 f

ür
 p

er
sö

nl
ic

he
 Z

w
ec

ke
. 

V
er

ö
ff

en
tli

ch
un

ge
n 

– 
au

ch
 v

o
n 

T
ei

le
n 

– 
be

dü
rf

en
 d

er
 s

ch
ri

ft
lic

he
n 

Er
la

ub
ni

s 
de

s 
R

ec
ht

ei
nh

ab
er

s.
 

 

Hyman, S. E., 1958: Psychoanalysis and the Climate of Tragedy, In: B. Nelson (Ed.), Freud and the 20th Century, London (G. Allen und Unwin) 1958, pp. 163-181.



172 HYMAN

dron of seething excitement,' Freud called it in a different
metaphor); and the Oedipus complex, the destructive rivalry
with one parent and attachment to the other. In varying de
grees, the revisionists have denied all three or modified them
out of recognition. For Horney, the libido concept is harmful
nonsense suggesting discouraging limitations to therapy; the id
is a 'debatable doctrine' (what she keeps of Freud she calls
'findings', what she rejects, 'doctrines'); and the Oedipus com
plex does not exist in healthy adults, but is produced accident
ally in neurotics, as Adler had suggested earlier, by parental
sex-stimulation or parent-fostered anxiety. For Fromm, as for
Jung, the sexual libido is simply an assumption 'one does not
share'; what Freud called id is largely eradicable drives pro
duced by the culture; and the Oedipus complex is, Fromm
agrees, the central phenomenon of psychology and the nucleus
of all neuroses, but it is not a nasty sexual attraction to one
parent and a murderous rivalry with the other, but merely a
normal and healthy struggle against parental authority in the
quest for freedom and independence. For Sullivan, sexual diffi
culties tend to be symptoms rather than causes, so that libido
and id simply do not exist, and a variety of interesting inter
personal attachments take the place of the Oedipus complex.

The neo-Freudians insist on the importance ofsociology and
anthropology for knowledge of the ways in which the culture
determines personality and character, or at least limits their
possibilities. A good deal of their sociology, however, seems to
be about as profound as Fromm's ingenious formulation 'the
most backward class, the lower middle class', and their an
thropology is typified by Thompson's statement that Benedict
has shown in the Kwakiutl or the Dobu 'a whole society of
psychically crippled and unproductive people', and that cer
tain primitive cultures seem to be 'predominantly destructive
of man's best interests.' If Fromm had read more modern an
thropology than Freud, he has apparently been less affected by
it, and cultural relativism has not laid a glove on him. In The
Sane Society, Fromm equates all ethics with 'Greco-Judaeo-
Christian' ethics, a moral absolute, and remarks casually,
^natural ethics, the Decalogue', with the engaging footnote:
'Minus the first commandment, which bears on man's destiny
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and not on ethics.'

The opportunity, vastly greater than Freud's, that the neo-
Freudians have for acquiring some accurate information about
the nature of man in society seems to have resulted only in
cheerier illusions. Malinowski in Sex and Repression in Savage
Society would appear to have confirmed the universality of the
Oedipus complex by finding among his matriarchal Trobrian-
ders an equivalent—the male child's rivalry with the culture's
father-surrogate, the mother's brother. The neo-Freudians have
taken it instead to show that, in Horney's words, 'the genera
tion of such a complex depends on a whole set of factors op
erating in family life'; in other words, that all such unwhole
somemanifestations are socially produced and could be elimin
ated by social change. If Freud generalized a universal human
psyche from an early practice consisting largely of neurotic
Jewish middle-class women in turn-of-the-century Vienna, a
reading of The Golden Bough, and his own self-analysis, all we
can say is that the ingredients of that curious stew simmered
down to more wisdom than all the resources of American in-
dustriousness have brought the neo-Freudians. Socrates sitting
on a stone in the market place still knows more about the
world than Alexander conquering it.

Ultimately, the differences of Horney, Fromm. and Sullivan
with Freud reduce themselves to a contrasting view of human
nature, to philosophic disagreement. The revisionists see man
as fundamentally good, innocent, and unfallen; thus they in
evitably have a different conception of human drives, relation
ships, and the aims of therapy. In Horney's view of the child,
frustration, sibling rivalry, the Oedipus complex, and similar
factors are not ultimately determining; the important matters
are 'such parental attitudes as having real interest in a child,
real respect for it, giving it real warmth', and 'such qualities
as reliability and sincerity.' As for adults:

'It is so much easier for a woman to think that she is nasty to
her husband because, unfortunately, she was born without a
penis and envieshim for having one than to think, for instance,
that she had developed an attitude of righteousness and infal
libility which makes it impossible to tolerate any questioning
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or disagreement. It is so much easier for a patient to think that
nature has given her an unfair deal than to realize that she
actually makes excessive demands on the environment and is
furious whenever they are not complied with.'

Horney cannot countenance the Freudian view because it
would allow 'no liking or dislikingof people, no sympathy, no
generosity, no feeling of justice, no devotion to a cause, which
is not in the last analysis essentially determined by libidinal or
destructive drives.'

The aim of therapy is not Freud's modest relief from neu
rotic difficulties, but 'true happiness', to which most patients,
she says, had never even dared aspire. 'The enjoyment of hap
piness is a faculty to be acquired from within,' she adds, and
the end of analysis for the patient is 'to give him the courage
to be himself,' or in another formulation, 'by rendering a per
son free from inner bondages make him free for the develop
ment of his best potentialities.'Horney never doubts that when
the patient has the courage to be himself it will be a good self,
or that he has bestpotentialities to develop, because sheshares
Rousseau's faith that 'the spontaneous individual self is born
free and good but is everywhere in environmental chains. Be
neath everything, there is some sort of ultimate, absolute
'genuineness' in the personality, and it is this that gives her her
faith, against Freud's 'disbelief in human goodness and human
growth', that 'man has the capacity as well as the desires to de
velop his potentialities and become a decent human being.'

Fromm charges that Freud may have been inspired in his
theorizing by 'an unsolved problem in the relationship to his
own mother', but nothing in Fromm's background has given
him cause to doubt 'the unconditioned love of the mother for
her children because they are her children.' The slogan of his
'humanistic psychoanalysis* is 'productive love', which en
riches both parties and surpasseth understanding. Fromm's first
book, Escape from Freedom, carries as its epigraph the un
lovely Talmudic saying 'If I am not for myself, who will be
for me?' His second book, inevitably entitled Man for Himself,
explains how he got his key term ('Genuine love is rooted in
productiveness and may properly be called, therefore, "pro-
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ductive love"'). Since only a person genuinely capable of lov
ing himself is capable of loving others, self-interest is a social
good, as it was for Bernard Mandeville and Adam Smith.
Fromm writes:

'The failure, of modern culture lies not in its principles of in
dividualism, not in the idea that moral virtue is the same as
the pursuit of self-interest, but in the deterioration of the mean
ing of self-interest; not in the fact that people are too much
concerned with their self-interest, but that they are not con
cerned enough with the interest of their real self; not in the
fact that they are too selfish, but that they do not love
themselves,'

Even the superego in TheSaneSociety is loving and productive,
'a voice which tells us to do our duty, and a voice which tells
us to love and to forgive—others as well as ourselves.'

The aim of therapy is naturally to free this true self for
its true productive loving self-interest. 'Mental health is
characterized by the ability to love and to create,' he writes,
and 'creation' as an ideal is defined rather broadly: 'an ever-
increasing number of people paint, do gardening, build their
own boats or houses, indulge in any number of "do it yourself"
activities.' As for the nature of man, 'we look upon human
nature as essentially historically conditioned,' and Freud's
Manichaean dualism becomes the Christian certainty of victory
for God's Party: 'the forward-going life instinct is stronger
and increases in relative strength the more it grows.' We
know that our redeemers live, even if they are only people in
the French Communities of Work with 'a resilient spirit of
good will', 'people who have said "yes" to life'; not yet the
truly 'awakened ones' like 'Ikhnaton, Moses, Kung Fu-tse,
Lao-tse, Buddha, Jesaja, Socrates, Jesus.'

Sullivan's underlying philosophy seems essentially similar,
although its expression is a good deal more rugged and con
siderably less inspirational. In Conceptions of Modern Psy
chiatry, Sullivan defines love as a 'state of affectional rapport',
which has 'great adaptive possibilities' and produces 'a great
increase in the consensual validation of symbols.' In The Inter-
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personal Theory of Psychiatry, he redefines it in even clammier
terms:

Intimacy is that type of situation involving two people which
permits validations of all components of personal worth. Vali
dation of personal worth requires a type of relationship which
I call collaboration, by which I mean clearly formulated ad
justments of one's behaviour to the expressed needs of the
other person in the pursuit of increasingly identical—that is,
more and more nearly mutual—satisfactions, and the main
tenance of increasingly similar security operations.'

For Sullivan, perhaps because so much of his clinical experi
ence was with psychotics rather than neurotics, the aim of
therapy is less ambitious: better interpersonal relations, better
communication, and a positive direction toward goals of col
laboration and of mutual satisfaction and security. He is less
impressed by the miraculous 'unique individual self that will
flower than Horney and Fromm, and his vision of the nature of
man is not so much Rousseau's uncorrupted innocent as a
neutral network of interpersonal relations, as capable of good,
bad or mdiffejent functioning as a telephone switchboard!
™- • VfJWm a ^k "n™ we can see in such com-
Sr vhCn diSiCUIties in the sex Iife are Panted by a
SSemVdinX T°n f°r neCding P^*ric hdp . . .L
SSS i 2? 2 in Imng is best mantf«*ed by his verychoice of this as his peculiar problem.'

Other neo-Freudians show similar optimism. Franz Alexan
der the head of the Chicago Psychoanalytic Institute, spons^s
a shorter and more directed therapy, in line with his idea that
the therapist is not dealing with the stubborn sexual libido, but
with three basic human tendencies he has named: to receive
or take, to retain, and to give or eliminate. Clara Thompson
believes with Fromm in 'creative productive love', as a con
sequence of which she sees the aim of therapy as 'calm self-
possession , the patient 'free to develop his powers.' Like Hor
ney Fromm, and Sullivan, she simply cannot believe in the
SwL0,frfeVil- Srly.a Child *in a>=*** ben*n foment would not show 'serious destructiveness', and any child
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warped by bad parents can be readily redeemed 'if a teacher,
a Boy Scout leader or some other hero of childhood presents a
consistently different attitude.' Bruno Bettelheim, the principal
of the Orthogenic School at the University of Chicago, calls on
psychoanalysis to emphasize 'positive human emotions and
motivations', and to interpret behaviour in terms of 'inner
freedom and human autonomy' and 'man's inherent dignity.'
Beyond these, there are Fay B. Karpf's 'Dynamic Relationship
Therapy', and what Patrick Mullahy, a Sullivanite trained in
philosophy, describes as 'the sense of adequacy, competence,
and power which comes from self-respect and respect for
others—a rational feeling of power.' An inch or two further,
and we are lying down in green pastures beside Norman
Vincent Peale.

The question is not what degree of therapeutic success these
doctrines give, since the evidence suggests that any internally
consistent system of interpretation accepted by the patient,
from shamanism to the miraculous grottos of Zurich, can
cure,1 but what happens to literature in a culture that has
shaped them and is in turn somewhat shaped by them. If
tragedy requires Freud's stoic winning through to the percep
tion of harsh truth, and all the influence ofour psychology go
directly against it, then perhaps we should be content with
comedy or even farce. Unfortunately, the neo-Freudian doc
trines could as readily be shown, I think, to be uncongenial to
art of any sort. Comedy and farce, like dreams, are the dis
guised fulfilment of repressed wishes. As the dream is organ
ized in reaction to the commanding injunctions of the super
ego, so the comic arts get their structuring from a similar
ethical conflict, the opposition of accepted what-ought-to-be
to what-is. In the cultural determinism of the interpcrsonalists,
where whatever is is no individual's fault, comedy is as im
possible as tragedy.

Lionel Trilling, who has been uniquely distinguished among
modern literary critics by his defence of Freudian orthodoxy
against bowdlerization and revision,2 has remarked that one
of the greatest contributions of psychoanalysis to literature is
its image of the mind as a kind of poetry-making machine, so
that it constitutes almost a science oftropes. Insofar as literary
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or artistic form and dream form are the products of similar de
vices, and operations analogous to condensation, displacement,
and the rest shape the poem, Freud has given us one of the
great critical tools for literary analysis. Where the revisionists
deny genetic and dynamic factors and insist on 'the current
life situation', here as everywhere they repudiate insight and
hobble art. Burke has written in The Philosophy of Literary
Form that the poem consists of three aspects: dream, prayer,
and chart. The neo-Freudian poem has for its dream, The
validation of all components of personal worth; for its prayer,
Help me to stop making excessive demands on the environ
ment; for its chart, To thine own self-interest be true.

Perhaps a good measure of the fault lies in our country it
self. In a paper, 'Freud in America: Some Observations', read
at the 1954 meeting of the American Psychological Association
Joseph Adelson discussed the resistance to Freud in terms of
the deeply entrenched American idea of 'the indefinite perfect
ibility of man' that Tocqueville noted as early as 1835. Adel
son writes:

'American feeling is animated by a zest for freedom; it cries
out against constraint. While men may vary in what they
achieve, their destinies are open and infinite. We may fall into
error or failure, yet we do so, not because of an inner taint,
but through circumstance; and circumstance, the American
feels, can be rectified. Original sin, even in its most secular
versions, has not attracted our thought. In changing the ex
ternal, in modifying situations, men, we feel, can make and
re-make themselves. It is in the idea of man's perfectibility
and in the vision of a tractable world that Americans find their
way to life's meaning. Throughout its history American feeling
has struggled against the concept of limitation and has been
held by the attitudes of hope and optimism.'

Adelson summarizes Freud's contrary vision of human life, and
adds:

'The American mood is substantially different. We experi
ment enthusiastically, trying this and that, all of our efforts
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informed by a vigorous faith in the endless plasticity of the
human organism. It is my impression that we tend to disregard
the dark and archaic components of the personality; at the very
least we deprive them, rhetorically, of their vigour. Think of
how Freud expressed the intensity of the instincts or of the
superego—"oceanic", "surging", "raging." American psycho
logy uses much blander adjectives. We tend to emphasize the
ego's resources, its ability, somehow, to drive its way to health.
In fact, the systems of Rogers, Horney, and Sullivan have in
common the explicit assumption that the organism autonom
ously moves forward to growth. We incline to see the thera
peutic task, then, as involving the strengthening of ego capaci
ties. A friend of mine puts it this way: "We don't try to kill
the weeds; we feed the clover and hope that it will kill the
weeds".'

If Freud, in conjunction with other intellectual and social
forces, succeeded in denting this Emersonian optimism in the
period between the two World Wars, many of his most articu
late followers have since laboured to hammer it back into

shape. No one can say that any given work of art is affected
by any given body of ideas, but we must assume in general
that ideas have consequences. It is instructive to note how
many important contemporary writers have followed their
earlier tragic work with later mellowings. Hemingway is a
classic example. Where The Sun Also Rises and A Farewell to
Arms, if not masterpieces, are authentically tragic, moving
from Purpose through Passion to Perception, such later novels
as For Whom the Bell Tolls and Across the River and into the

Trees are merely bathetic, and if Robert Jordan or Colonel
Cantwell commits hybris, the author seems no longer aware of
it. Where 'The Undefeated' was a truly cathartic work of art,
its recent rewriting as The Old Man and the Sea is almost a
Frommian parody ('If I am not for myself, who will be for
me?') Faulkner has moved similarly from a fiction of ritual
tragedy in The Sound and the Fury and Light in August to
optimistic comedy or fairytale, as have Steinbeck, Caldwell, and
so many others. Such dissimilar poets as Frost and Eliot
travelled the same route from earlier bleak stoicism to such
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later chatty affirmations as A Masque of Mercy and The Con
fidential Clerk, and if on the whole our poets have been less
affected by the retreat from tragic insight, it is perhaps only
that, like our dramatists, not many of them were ever there
to begin with.

We would all enthusiastically welcome the psychoanalytic
good society, where every psyche was well and whole, and no
one had impulses that could not or should not be gratified. To
the extent that a good part of our literature depends on our
being deeply and irremediably sick, renouncing it would be a
smallprice to pay for general psychichealth, just as Hegel was
prepared to slough off art as an inferior form of communion
when the stage of perfect communion was realized. Even with
in our limited experience at present, we can see how much
our great literature depends on and is informed by the patterns
of neurosis in our culture. To an unacculturated Cheyenne,
King Lear would be simply an old man behaving very badly;
to those gentle socialists the Mountain Arapesh, the whole dis
ordered story of ungrateful children and rival claims to power
and property would be meaningless. In real life, we are sure,
Mr. and Mrs. Othello have no problem that a good marriage
counsellor couldn't clear up in ten minutes, and any of our
clinics would give Iago some useful job around the grounds,
allowing him to work off his aggressions in some socially use
ful fashion.

Unfortunately, Mr. and Mrs. Othello do not exist in real life
but in art, where their deadly misunderstanding is essential to
our own well-being, and Iago is permanently out of the thera
pist's clutches. The psychoanalytic good society seems no
nearer of achievement now than it did in Vienna in 1900, and
to many of usit seems further off. Meanwhile all the Cheyenne
are acculturated and apt to behave almost as badly as Lear,
given similar provocation. If the Mountain Arapesh have not
yet learned the joys of private property and early toilet train
ing from our movies, they soon will, and one day they will all
wear pre-faded blue jeans and know what bites sharper than
the serpent's tooth. The trouble with the revisionist Freudians
is not that they would give up art for the psychoanalytic good
society, but that they pretend that it is already here, that we
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are well when we are in fact desperately ill, and they driveout
art when it is almost the only honest doctor who will tell us
the truth.

If Freud showed us that human life was nasty, brutish, and
short, and had always been, hewas only holding themirror up
to our own faces, saying what the great philosophers and the
great tragic writers have always said. If we are serious, our
reaction to this bitter truth is neither to evade it with one or
another anodyne, nor to kill ourselves, but to set out humbly
through the great tragic rhythm of pride and fall, so curiously
alike in psychoanalysis and literature. At the end of this hard
road we can see faintly beckoning that self-knowledge with
out which, we are assured on good authority, we live as
meanly as the ants.
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