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“The oldest and strongest emotion of mankind is fear, and the oldest and strongest kind of fear is fear of the unknown.”

—H. P. Lovecraft1


“If there is anything which is certain it is that certainty is wrong.”

—W. R. Bion2






1 Lovecraft, H. P. (1927, 1933–1935). Supernatural Horror in Literature. http://www.yankeeclassic.com/miskatonic/library/stacks/literature/lovecraft/essays/supernat/supern01.htm (last accessed January 19, 2021).


2 Bion, W. R. (1977). Bion in New York and Sao Paulo. F. Bion (Ed.). London: Roland Harris Trust/Clunie, 1980, p. 98.
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Editors’ note

“We like to think that our ideas are our property, but unless we can make our contribution available to the rest of the group there is no chance of mobilising the collective wisdom of the group which could lead to further progress and development”

—W. R. Bion, Bion in New York and São Paulo, p. 26.

The idea, not to say the necessity, of organising a book on the effects of the pandemic on psychoanalytical practice appeared to us around April 2020. We were still in full lockdown, stunned by what was happening.

For many of us, the rapid and quasi-imposed passage from the couch to the screen had raised legitimate questions about the impact of these unprecedented events on our practice. Not that the question of remote psychoanalysis was a new subject. Some of us were already practising it occasionally, during supervisions for example, or in order to continue working with an expatriate patient. For the past ten years or so, a number of books had been published on the subject, regularly and from a wide variety of angles.1

With the pandemic, however, we found ourselves in a very new situation, not only because of its compelling and universal nature (we were all more or less obliged to close our consulting rooms and rearrange our sessions, or even stop them), but also because it seemed to have the potential to influence our practice more radically. Indeed, to what extent could the setting, this container of psychic reality without which the psychoanalytical process has no frame within which to take place,2 bear the weight of such a brutal, untimely, and traumatic reality? It seemed obvious that it would not be impervious to it, and perhaps it was better that it should not be. But then …?

When we first began to gather some authors around this reflection, we addressed to them an initial argument:

With the closure of our practices due to the pandemic, many of us have been “transposing” on screen not only the classical analytical setting but also specific psychotherapeutic ones (psychosomatic consultation, for example). This experience, both trying and fascinating, seems to provide us today with enough elements for a first reflection on the resilience of the analytical framework, which has been subjected to various types of extensions and loads since the middle of the 20th century. To what extent is psychoanalysis dependent on its concrete setting? Are the foundations of the framework truly non-negotiable, non-adaptable? On the contrary, is this system susceptible to transposition? But at what price? What happens in the analytical situation when the field of vision is framed by the eye of a camera? What about the analysand’s journey to the consulting room (the daydream on the way, considered by some as an integral part of the session)? What happens to the “atmosphere” of the treatment, dear to Theodor Reik? How to situate the body, the presence/absence in telephone and video sessions? …

As the reader will see, the responses to this argument have been very diverse, often going beyond the initial problem of the frame. Some wanted to think more broadly (and psychoanalytically) about the political and social context of the event, others about its theoretical or institutional implications, and still others chose to account for the specificity of remote clinical experience.

At the time we embarked on this project, our desire was to take a first look at the question, and, faced with the pandemic that was assaulting bodies and minds everywhere at once, we wanted to break down language barriers and differences between schools, by calling on analysts from all over the world and with the most diverse sensibilities: from Freudians to Lacanians, from Ferenczians to Bionians to Kleinians. We welcomed all inspirations, not in the name of an obligatory and probably infertile eclecticism, but in the spirit of the collective wisdom that Bion talked about.

Also, this internationalist and decompartmentalised will, so to speak, was obviously at the antipodes of a desire for exhaustiveness or doctrinairism. We wanted neither a manual of technical attitudes to follow, nor a pseudo-consensual (and therefore necessarily pretentious) discourse on what should become the standard of practice in Covidian life. Our intention was above all to signify that psychoanalysis lives and thinks within its times—certainly, taking the time to elaborate its profound modifications, but always in full accord with what constitutes its very essence and purpose: the development of our capacity to think about life and death without negotiating away our debt to our humanity. And precisely, by accepting everyone’s contributions with the greatest openness of mind, we have simply tried to photograph at a moment “t”—between August and December 2020—the way in which each of us was trying to confront the death brought about by the pandemic by reflecting on its more immediate impact on our patients, our practice, and ourselves. For it is not possible to get to the heart of the traumatic event itself when we are synchronically living it; therefore, this book is only one step in a long reflection that has just begun.

At the time this project was launched, we were certain that things would “get back to normal” a few months later, perhaps by the fall of 2020, and that our customary routines would start again. As the months went by, we realised the obvious—nothing could be less certain … At the time of this writing, hospitals are still not letting up, the second wave is officially declared everywhere, a third wave is expected, general fatigue is growing, and even the strongest among us are starting to feel the pinch. We realise that, from the highest levels of government decision-making to the most modest levels of intervention, responses are being developed, not to say tinkered with, day after day, without anyone being able to imagine with any certainty a kind of future. There is something of a “figuration deficit” that starts to contaminate people, at the same time as the coronavirus.

The relentless work of biologists in search of vaccines could be a metaphor for our own situation today: we too are in the midst of a research, and it will take time also for us, to better observe and then theorise about the damage caused by the pandemic on our patients, on our practice, on our way of working through and understanding psychoanalysis. The pandemic has made death too visible, too obvious, at the same time as it has buried everything that has always helped us to “live” with the death—our family and social ties, our celebrations, our funeral rites, our artistic and cultural production, our parks and our travels …; it has placed us, dumbfounded, before the bluish light of the screens, making evident our need for meaning, for sublimation, for an inhabited internal world, and for an external world open to connections and possible futures.

We hope that these contributions may give the reader, as it has given to us, some food for thought and consolation.

Ana de Staal and Howard Levine





1 For instance: Jill Savage Scharff (2013–2018), Psychoanalysis Online, Mental Health, Teletherapy and Training, vols. 1–4, New York & Abingdon, Routledge; Alessandra Lemma (2017), The Digital Age on the Couch: Psychoanalytic Practice and New Media, New York & Abingdon, Routledge; Frédéric Tordo et Elisabeth Darchis (Ed.) (2017), La cure analytique à distance, Le skype sur le divan, préfacé par Serge Tisseron, Paris, Harmattan.



2 Bleger, J. (1967). Psycho-analysis of the psycho-analytic frame, International Journal of Psychoanalysis, 48(4): 511–519.




Part I

The background scene/
the context



Chapter 1

Civilisation and the discontented*

Christopher Bollas

London, England


I

The populist movements in the United States, Brazil, the United Kingdom, Hungary, the Philippines, and elsewhere reveal how democratic processes are vulnerable when an otherwise rational large group—such as a nation—abandons its ordinary structures of government as significant numbers of the population succumb to psychologically disturbed processes of thought and action.

Whilst we know quite a lot about our thought processes and behaviour in small to medium-sized groups, we have not given enough thought to mental processes in the large group that we term a nation. I shall be considering how we can begin to think of our ongoing psychology as a nation,1 especially when we become disturbed, as is the case now. I shall focus mainly on one example, the United States, and in particular on its group psychology in 2020.

As the president fuelled white nationalism and the far right, drumming up support from his fan base, the word “virus” became a signifier that bifurcated to identify two seemingly unrelated phenomena: the transmission of a biological virus and the transmission of false news. Covid entered the American body and killed people, while Trump created a social virus, a malignant mutation of previously adequate social structures, as he spread psychically destructive communications that were meant to enter the American body politic or mind. The convergence of both viral forms of communication created a mentally confusing pathogen. As they travelled around the country, both were psychically invasive, breeding fear on a scale that the American community had not experienced before.

In this situation, there was what psychoanalysts term an “overdetermination” of meanings. Covid, presidential madness, police killings, mass unemployment, and civil unrest merged into one malignant condensation to produce an unthinkable mental reality. The matrix I have described, though a psychological phenomenon in many ways, is not a dream. It is an event in the real: a social nightmare driven by a psychotic social reality. As Franz Fanon wrote, we can “be overdetermined from the outside” (2008, p. 95).

As Americans witnessed the dismantling of institutions that had been tasked with protecting the lands and environment (such as the EPA—the Environmental Protection Agency) we saw social implosion: the collapse of structures crucial to large group functioning. The implosion returned the nation to a feudal world in which millions of people were meant to “follow the leader”, a process I shall discuss further.

But let us begin by thinking about some aspects of group psychology.

Our first group is our family of origin, an ad hoc oligarchic assembly run by the adults with the children as subordinates. As we internalise the unthought known2 assumptions of our family group, we form axioms that will influence, if not govern, our behaviour for the rest of our lives.

In the good enough family we experience and absorb the two “L”s: love and law. We love and are loved by mother, father, and others, but not because we have earned this; we are simply loved, as if this were the fundamental predicate of existence. Along with love we are taught law. From the beginning, mother has her clear set rules of behaviour, communicated through interactions that constitute unspoken laws (which I term the “maternal order”), but later we learn social laws communicated through language (in what I term the “paternal order”, following Lacan’s theory of the symbolic order) that are required for our future participation in all other groups.

If all goes well, then unconditional love gives way, gradually but unremittingly, to conditional love. The experience of love, loving, and being loved does not disappear, but its limitation can be disturbing.

Our next significant group will be our school where we are tutored in group relations by teachers who stress the importance of good behaviour in the group. New forms of love and law are passed on and further integrated into the assumptions of group life. We need to be loved and to be in love, but we also need the law and it needs us.

Babies offer the mother a taste of their food and they react to her states of mind; they are naturally empathic. This is emphasised by teachers and others and leads in turn to the development of another psychic capacity: the ethical sense—the ability to consider the internal world or circumstances of the other. The empathic and ethical senses evolve naturally from love and the law. We are beginning to become generatively structured.

As Daniel Stern (1985) emphasised, children find new objects extremely interesting. Usually, after what Winnicott termed a “period of hesitation”, they will reach for new objects to explore including other people. Small children will embrace strangers because the other is interesting. This leads to the growth of a capacity beyond empathy which we may term “otherness”.3 This involves a part of our mental life structured to receive others and to enjoy difference.

Childhood is termed the formative years for good reason. Our personality as form will be shaped by our integration of qualities that will prove essential to our belief in our self, our dedication to others, and our contribution to our world throughout our lives. The structures that comprise love, law, empathy, the ethical sense, and otherness are crucial to our becoming civilised social beings. These capacities enable creative participation in the various groups in our life: our family of origin, the family we may later generate, our workplace, and participation in our community.

In Civilization and Its Discontents, Freud (1930a) argued that the formation of the superego mitigates the strength of our instincts—aggression and sexuality. Since we cannot simply satisfy any passing urge that might bring us pleasure, we exchange that pleasure for another, intrasubjective relation. One part of our personality (the superego) loves and admires another part (the ego) for giving up rapacious instincts, or at least for modifying them. This internal love relation is in part what makes us feel good about ourselves as it leads to a sense of conscience and to conscientious behaviour. Mental health professionals have been understandably reluctant to provide a clinical commentary on the disturbed figures involved in national politics. Ordinarily, for a professional to diagnose an individual he or she would meet the subject in person and undertake a detailed assessment. However, there can be exceptions to this private evaluation when an individual openly demonstrates a highly disturbed state of mind in public, via radio, television, or social media. If the subject provides enough “material” in this way, then it is possible for a clinician to make a diagnosis, not about personality but about process. So whilst I would not identify a politician as borderline or paranoid, it can be appropriate to identify a thought process in this way, provided one spells out one’s reasons for holding such a view.

People involved in extremist politics—on the far right or the far left—often take their positions either from an actively distressed state of mind or from an ideology that “holds” a disturbance within itself, allowing its advocate to be calm or even serene. That is, an ideology can be quite mad—in effect containing a group’s psychotic thinking—leaving its advocates otherwise rather calm.


II

The threat to democracy in 2020 in the United States and elsewhere emerged from psychotic group processes that had been cultivated by the alt-right for decades. (Needless to say, were the threat coming from the far left, we would be examining their psychology.)

All groups and all individuals will move in and out of toxic states of mind. Both the neurotic and the psychotic processes are part of normal life. The neurotic process involves conflict between the contents of the mind. The psychotic process involves conflict between the parts of the mind, for example between our conscience and our impulses.

In neurotic group states, members will hold and express different parts of a complex ideational dynamic, switching roles as issues are passed around amongst them. In psychotic group states, people deal with ideational complexity by getting rid of those parts of the mind that would ordinarily handle distressing thoughts.

The neurotic process slows us down, forces us to think and rethink ideas that pop up into consciousness, and it can depress us, because although we know that reasoning is valuable, we discover there is no final mental resting point from which we can serenely survey the landscape of the mind and feel all is well. The ordinary self understands that a common source of distress is mental life itself. We need help in unravelling the tangles of ideation and affect, historical fact and imagined past, and the vectors of wishful thinking and the promise of pleasure versus the sense of reality which compromises the fulfilment of the wish.

The psychotic process, on the other hand, attempts to eliminate intrapsychic conflict—the conflict between parts of the self. This is accomplished by denying mental conflicts and splitting the personality so that the unwanted parts of mental life are banished from consciousness by being projected into the other. Hatred of the cast-off parts of the self produces globalised fear that the other, who has been the victim of this mental violence, will seek revenge, which leads to a paranoid retreat into enclaves of supporters in order to gain support and offset isolation.

When Trump, for example, claimed that Mexicans and Central Americans who were huddled on the American border were “criminals” and “sexual predators” he projected his criminal and sexual disturbances into Latinos and others. When he urged the nation to build a wall—a great big wall—he projected the psychological wall he had long constructed inside himself that protected him from perceiving his responsibility for his transgressions.

We all engage in moments of both neurotic and psychotic thinking. The extreme right wing frame of mind should therefore be viewed, less as a personality disorder, more as a way of thinking that any of us could find ourselves stepping into. In our everyday lives, we enter and leave psychotic processes of thought without batting an eyelid.


III

During the Covid crisis in the United States, the failure to deal with the crisis in a timely and efficient manner derived in large part from half a century of increasingly effective opposition towards the federal government. From before the Constitutional Convention, after the Civil War, and ever since, a significant number of Americans have always been opposed to federal government. American libertarianism is an anarchist philosophy. This view of government competed with the conservative Republicans in the second half of the twentieth century and displaced them in the twenty-first century.

At the same time, the Christian core of American politics was moving to the right. The nearly agnostic dispassion of American theologians, following Reinhold Neibhur and Paul Tillich, shied away from monotheism’s primal and archaic mythologies about the “founding gods”, focusing instead on the ethical standards that had been promoted by Christians for centuries. The evangelical movement offered an approach very different from that of the quietist, more academic reflections of the pastoral tradition of progressive Christianity. They offered a highly emotional group process, giving figurative rebirth to people who had found their faith.

Their concept of being “born again” shoved the biological mother into the hinterland. At the same time they violently judged biological mothers-to-be for terminating their pregnancies. As millions of Americans became born again, we might think it bemusing that, in this unconscious attack on the birth mother, they were implicitly sanctioning their own form of abortion. In place of the actual mother and family, now there was a group of smiling people who would support all these children of faith without having gone through the labour of birth.

Eventually faith-based thinking displaced Christian reason. For many who had been raised in austere puritan households, the joyful Pentecostal groups singing and dancing their religiosity must have come as a relief. Freed from overt puritan strictures, you could feel the cure of Christianity within you.

At this same time, American capitalism, which had been brought under the auspices of government during the presidencies of FDR and Eisenhower, was gradually cut loose from governmental regulation, most decisively under Reagan. Both evangelical Christianity and the neoliberal capitalists—those who advocated unregulated capitalism—based themselves on faith. Certitudes displaced reasoned argument. “Let market forces decide our strategies” fits very well with “Let this be in God’s hands”.

As I discussed in Meaning and Melancholia (Bollas, 2018), by the early 1960s there was a growing antipathy towards the federal government; indeed, towards the very idea of being governed. Reagan’s “trickle down” America meant that the country would in effect be ruled by the economy, not the government. Indeed, it seemed best to reduce the federal government to the point of near disappearance.

The cry to deregulate the government was built on invested suspicion. Regulation was seen as an attempt to take over the country in order to suppress the people. But, as is often true of such thought processes, the object of fear (government takeover) expressed the group’s own ambition to take over the country and eliminate all other views. Which is what they set out to do, and successfully so.

The historical trend towards deregulation of government does not simply gratify the drive to accumulate wealth. It expresses a wish to walk away from government. An unregulated country is the wish of the unregulated self.

And what about the law?

The cynical appointment of William Barr as attorney general empowered a man of the religious right (a Catholic zealot) and promoted opposition to the laws of the land. When troops dispersed those assembling peacefully outside the White House in order to enable the president to walk from there to St. John’s Episcopal Church on 1 June 2020, a president literally tramped over the constitutional right of assembly and violated the separation of Church and state. This undoing of American governmental structure illustrated the lawlessness of this group process. The president did not disguise his exploitation of religious groups and faith-based thinking for his own political advantage. It happened before our very eyes, in the large group we term a nation.

As he paraded one corporate executive after another at his daily health briefings in March and April of 2020, Trump outsourced government responsibility to the corporate world. This was done with a panache that rivalled Mussolini’s charm as he turned Italy into a corporate nation.

When the secretary of the treasury, Steven Mnuchin, dispensed 2.2 trillion dollars to stimulate the economy, billions went to corporate America. Not to be accounted for, this bailout confirmed the United States as a nation moving towards national socialism. The American people were watching major transformations in the structure of their country.

These developments—by Trump, Barr, Mnuchin and others—were action-thoughts. Psychoanalysis identifies the way a person acts as a form of thinking, and in considering a national group process it is important to see how the implementation of policy constitutes a way of thinking about the world.


IV

An unregulated country breeds unregulated selves.

In June 2020 certain governors suspended social distancing in the United States (a mistake repeated in many other countries). The result? A resurgence in Covid.

Oddly, and we will return to this, “freedom” led to hospitalisations and death, while “restrictions” enabled people to go about their lives without malignant consequence.

Many people were furious at any government regulation of their right to do as they liked. Refusing to mask, they thronged to the beaches, to the bars and restaurants, and they partied. True to “id capitalism”4—only here, it was not “profits before people” but “pleasure before people”. What the self wanted it got.

For most people, the ethical mental structures that are part of our formative years play an important part in life. We can all at times employ psychotic mechanisms, but unless a person is a psychopath, the positive impulses derived from relational love, law, ethical sense, empathy, and otherness will serve as a resource to mitigate those malignant states of mind that would otherwise destroy what we may now refer to as “a person of conscience”. In this context, I mean a person grounded in psychic qualities, who makes use of them in their life, and who recognises that these formative structures can be destroyed.

When Americans (and people in other nations) defied social distancing and social isolation, knowing that their beach parties meant they could carry Covid home and infect others, this offered a sort of poll—a demography—of the group state of mind.

Face masks might be recommended but they were not declared a matter of law. This anarchic view—that the people should decide and not the state—divided the nation into those who wore masks and those who did not. The Confederate flag may have come down, but the mask-free face was firmly in evidence.

With this successful attack on the regulatory benefit of government, we saw social anarchy and Covid deaths in huge numbers. There emerged a form of psychopathy: an unconscious strategy for gaining immediate gratification without considering the consequence. This became the new normal, and it could only take place through annihilation of the conscientious self. It is this killing that has most profoundly disheartened those millions of people who do have a conscience, who care about social democracy and human rights, and who want to get on with improving their world.

Anarcho-capitalism, however, strips people of crucial human qualities. As the self loses these capacities, over time a depressive cynicism arises to provide a new ethos. Some might call it “realism”. Whatever the rationalisation for the abandonment of the structures that form conscience, the outcome will be a denuded self. As we lose our humanity we are reduced to primitive axioms of living.

With the ejection of conscience, the self is finally unregulated. Now it is each person for themself. The American Dream originated in the simple wish of immigrant Americans to raise a family and to give their children the education they themselves had not received. In other words, it was the wish to live a good enough life. Gradually, however, this ethical aim had morphed into a dream that went Las Vegas. By the dawn of the twenty-first century the American Dream had become a route towards heartless gluttony. And this frame of mind contributed to the psychology underwriting neoliberalism.


V

Expressing his right wing fanaticism, Trump displaced the perception of reality with an “anything goes” approach to reporting the “truth”. For him there was no difference between fact-based news and fantasy-based assertions. He could make any claim and live without fear of consequence because no one can prove a negative. (We cannot prove that Obama’s evidence of American citizenship is not an invention by con artists.) Living in the luxury of this negatively based logic, the right established that they could create any narrative they wished. And their ability to do this was psychologically contagious; it was an invitation to everyone to abandon the chore of dealing with reality and instead to bathe in the delights of fantasy.

It is not difficult to see how through this form of thought the right wing “groomed” many in the Christian community, and other monotheists. Belief in God is, of course, “faith based”. Once the news became structured in the same way, those who created and transmitted it became gods of their own narrative, easily acquiring many followers. After all, if we can be born again, why can’t the news? What is wrong with giving the uninspiring facts of life a new birth through an entirely different birth-of-thought process?

A group can be influenced by a number of factors that will alter its axioms or culture. Although a large group may remain calm and efficient for a long period of time, in the right circumstances its psychology can suddenly become volcanic. Known assumptions (group mental structures) can be annihilated with little thought given to them, especially if the group is in a psychotic frame of mind.

A psychotic process always involves the destruction of important mental functions, such as the capacity to perceive reality, to form sound judgements, to filtrate strong feelings, and to be socially adaptive. As the psychotic process splits the self, this involves the loss of otherwise valued parts of mental life—the ethical sense, the capacity for empathy, for otherness, and so forth. When we begin to eradicate aspects that we know to be crucial to the humane side of the human being, an odd thing happens in the psychotic process. We experience the loss of these parts of the self as evidence of our having been invaded and diminished by an enemy.

The president’s lying has been deplored by many in the country but it is rarely understood as being on a psychotic spectrum. As Trump constantly invents and reinvents reality, with no concern for the factual basis of what he says, the cumulative effect of this constant revision of the perception of reality is that people’s sense of what might be true and what might be false falls away in a fog of fantasies. This degradation has created a psychotic atmosphere: it has made it very hard for both supporters and opponents to think, to talk openly, and to come to some stabilised judgement about what is real.

As he creates reality for us, this president offers himself as the leader who will save his people from the chaotic spell his multiple personalities have created. Though hardly a Christian, he has cannily grasped how the faith-based mind works. He has figured out how the predicate of certain Christian myths can be stretched into modern times so that having faith in something becomes far more significant than judgement based on fact.

For some this simply affirms that he is a god: a being who exists above the lives of ordinary mortals, who can see way beyond what we perceive, who knows all there is to know. If you walk like a saviour, talk like a saviour, are persecuted as if you were a saviour (CNN: the Pontius Pilate channel), and are the most powerful person in the world, then what more is there to say? For millions of Americans, what Trump says is gospel.

As Americans are sucked into the president’s mental process, politics becomes the art of assembling people behind false realities generated by a psychotic mythopoesis.

Conspiracy theories are pseudo complexities meant to displace the genuine mental challenges of modern life. Turning away from engaging with complexities in the real world, the far right wing mind instead fabricates reality precisely because it immediately puts the self in control of what seems to be an astonishingly complex state of affairs. A conspiracy theory is a delusion. A delusion is a narratively organised (and thus coherent) hallucination.


VI

So what can be done about the situation in which Americans and citizens of many other nations now find themselves?

In order to be part of a national group—one crucially dependent on our participation—people make a compromise. The group that we refer to as a nation is very large, and it is also an abstraction; it is difficult for citizens to be personally involved, to feel that they have a clear idea of how to take part in the group, and to know what the national group idiom is.

It is very hard for those whom we elect to represent us to truly represent the nation’s interests, even if they try to do so. In the United States, decades of disparaging Congress—“the do-nothing Congress”—indicates a fatigue about life in a democracy that has eroded people’s belief, both in government and in themselves.

Whether it be Congress, the executive, or the judicial branches, Americans have a cynical view of their institutions. Harsh judgements may be warranted, but what if the true cause of this demise is structural? What if part of the problem is the lack of any structure within government that is able to process social distress? And however important economic, political, and existential issues may be, what if American loss of trust in government has a psychological basis? What if they do not trust their psychology to govern?

If we think positively, then we can take heart from the millions of people around the world who are protesting against climate change, social injustice, abuse of power, and malignant capitalism. We do have models of action. We can remind ourselves of how the world community isolated South Africa in protest against apartheid, how external pressure on a government liberated those within a nation state to gain sufficient freedom to fight corruption and turn their country in the right direction.

This model points to the efficacy of “outside help”. For a psychoanalyst this incorporates the concept of “triangulation”. When two opposing forces are locked in battle, the presence of a third can create another thinking space, one not subject to the malign influences of power groups that have corrupted a nation. We can see, for example, how this changed politics in Northern Ireland.

But this “first responder” approach to national and international affairs—outside help that shows up in an emergency—is inadequate to deal with the complex needs of today’s world. In the twentieth century, we saw the formation of the League of Nations (1920), the United Nations (1948), and the European Union (1993). These were serious initiatives that gave nationals a third space, and in doing so they emphasised the potential of the international community.

We all live in a world punctuated—and sometimes occupied—by racism, misogyny, and the other social pathogens. But in spite of our worst characteristics we also live in a world of continuing social improvements. What we learn from the breakdown of governments is that if we abandon institutions intended to hold us to account, then we can regress to primitive and even lethal forms of behaviour. In the absence of a robustly functioning WHO, UN, World Court, and so forth, it is possible for our sociopathic selves to capitalise on any opportunity with little regard for the consequences.

To progress, however, we must be in a position to assess reality. Those vested in representative government must include many skilled in identifying and encountering pathogenic states of mind in the ordinary political process.

In psychoanalytic psychology we try our best to objectify unconscious issues so that they can be considered by consciousness. One of the most common psychotic processes is negative hallucination: not seeing an object or situation that is right in front of us. The so-called “elephant in the room”. Negative hallucination is one way of paring down the complexity of governance. In fact all governments—parliament or congress and its constituents—are fully aware of how and in what ways they are engaged in corrupt behaviour. But if they do not want to have their actions and behaviours examined, they will elect to keep the unpleasant outside consciousness, outsourced to an “underworld”. They will not encourage psychologists to discuss the unspoken for.

Negatively hallucinating important realities—our part in the arms trade, for example—means that we abandon mental contact with those parts of reality that actually require our diligent attention. To be inattentive may make life easier, but some part of us knows that we have done so at the expense of our social responsibility. As we dumb ourselves down, acquiring a cultivated ignorance, we know that disconnection from disturbing mental contents (catastrophic climate change, the plight of people fleeing genocide) does not simply rid us of unpleasant thoughts, it eventually compromises our ability to think about reality. This retreat from our mental obligations—this mental diminishment—can leave us empty, looking for some god to do the thinking for us. A god like Trump.

Although negative hallucination is ordinarily unconscious we are all aware at times of turning a blind eye to things we know will be upsetting. Unfortunately, however, when we choose to eliminate evident forms of social injustice, negating the troubling and eventually becoming blind to it, we authorise personal corruption. We fail to see an injustice that is right before us, or else we see it but we anaesthetise our emotional response. Then it is easy to collude with malign practice in the company that employs us, or engage in persecuting those at home or abroad.

In the larger group it is easy to become sociopathic when the demands on our empathy can feel impossible. If we paid attention to all the injustices present in society it would be extremely mentally painful. Indeed, no one could possibly think about these every day, as the individual mind cannot contain the group mind. Those who are highly empathic may connect more than most to the pain suffered by so many, but this can lead to unbearable mental distress. Such receptivity is mentally hazardous. We negate reality because to think about it may be overwhelming.

Although there are clear stirrings of conscience in the United States—as evidenced in the Black Lives Matter movement or the increasingly outspoken opposition to the hideous accumulation of wealth by a tiny minority—the far-right opposition to encompassing the complexity of the large group blocks the efficacy of social conscience. From April 2020, Trump dismissed five inspectors general: for Intelligence, Transportation, Defense, Health and Human Services, and the State Department. In ridding the government of those who hold government to account, he lobotomised the nation’s ability to exercise conscientious governance. There was to be no oversight now, no accountability.

Hatred of government began to escalate in the 1950s, with the John Birch Society and then increased in the post Goldwater conservative era. The wealth of the middle class of the Eisenhower era waned and the time was right for some to sow discontent within the nation. As Jill Lepore points out in These Truths, Nixon’s decision to employ dirty tricks against his democratic opponents instituted a process intended to distort the truth and to mess with our sense of reality. Kevin Phillips, one of his advisors, stated that the aim of Nixon’s strategy was to make people hate one another. Indeed, Vice President Spiro Agnew wrote: “Dividing the American people has been my main contribution to the national political scene … I not only plead guilty to this charge, but I am somewhat flattered by it” (Lepore, 2018, p. 639).

How can we understand the emergence of openly expressed hatred of fellow members of a democracy? Why try to undermine one’s own nation?

A large group is vulnerable to destructive, hate-driven politics in which the aim is to disable government itself. It is less about opposing particular policies (although that will be so) than it is about making government impossible. By disabling government, the alignment between corporate, market, and capital forces is freed to oil the rails for sociopaths to gain greater power and wealth.

As I have argued, disabling government helps its advocates because complex, inbuilt frustration (such as that of modern American democracy) is nullified through the development of a new mind, one that is unburdened of having to consider issues—wealth inequality, sexism, racism—that require thinking. Whereas in better times democracies depend upon a form of language in which argument is signifier based (what is said means something and leads on logically to other meaningful signified thoughts), in the constriction of democracy imposed by the right, signs replace signifiers. Rather than using language to think with, now it is enough to weaponise and simplify language. “Liberal” means evil. “Pro life” is a sign of goodness even though many in that movement favour the murder of members of the Pro Choice movement.

If we want to tackle this situation, we must confront its psychological dimension. Nations—and international relations—are experienced by all of us as too complex. Right wing thinkers deal with this by negative and positive hallucination. They do not see what they do not like seeing and they invent what does not exist. Left wing thinkers deal with it by atomising the complexity into small segments of smaller group interests: identity politics. The left will pick up favourite passing issues, talk about them, commune together around them, but they do not face the task of making large group democracy functional.

Sometime in the late nineteenth century it was becoming unconsciously clear to people all over Europe that the nation state was a polo ground for sociopathic norms. The socio-generative internal mental structures (conscience, empathy, and so on) that had functioned in smaller social groups such as a village or town were becoming loosened, and a new type of personality emerged. This was the “necessary” sociopath, who was enabled to navigate, thrive, and gain power when the large group operated from within a psychotic process.

I distinguish between a psychopath and a sociopath—a complex topic—which I only mention in brief to help our considerations here. A psychopath is a severely compromised person with no effective conscience, little ego control over his impulses, and not interpersonally appealing. A sociopath is highly skilled in manipulating people and occasions to gain personal advantage at almost any cost. This person is a charmer, able to imitate conscientiousness and empathy, but all positive attributes are learned behaviours easily discarded if need be. This person is a ruthless opportunist who can however bring people together, can initiate change, and see things through, but he operates under the law of quid pro quo: any favour done by him licenses his expectation that the other will return the favour. Thus over time, the sociopath can build up a very large power base of those indebted to him.

One question arising from the populist “mind” is whether this is an answer to the impossibility of governance in the large democratic nation. Are nations simply one step too far away from the individual self’s ability to be a genuine participant in such a group process?

Perhaps the American Revolution seemed promising because the founding fathers remained as transitional figures between the formation of the national government and its functions over the decades following the constitution. The first five presidents (Washington, John Adams, Jefferson, Madison, and Monroe) had been involved in the constitutional conventions that formed the government. They were in office from 1789 to 1825: a crucial period of thirty-six years in which through governance they implemented their theory of governing. The next generation of presidents—another period of thirty-six years—involved no less than ten presidents. It was a new generation and in particular one removed from the custodial link between the concept of the country (constitution) and governance. And with the Civil War the United States not only enacted deep divisions, it also stands as a monument to the hazards of trying to pass on democracy to those who have not given it much thought.

Indeed, the Civil War expressed many things, but did it also signal to its population that people could not sustain conscientious thinking in such a large group? In 1774 the population was 2.5 million. In 1861, it was 31 million.

Figures in democratically elected governments are meant to be links between the individual and the nation or political body, but how can they be if the constituents are in the tens of thousands? Or, in the case of the EU, did the nationals regard their MEPs (Members of the European Parliament) as representing them?

I use the term “links” both in the ordinary sense—in this case to connect people with their government—and in Wilfred Bion’s sense of a psychic connection. The founding fathers linked their theory of government to its practice and in doing so realised preconceptions about government that could eventually be conceptualised. That might lead to constitutional change or acts of Congress, but importantly many of these people were psychologically connected to their obligations and tasks.

However, as politicians diminished the ethical responsibility of their national governments (cf. deregulation)—including the sustained marginalisation of the UN, World Court, and other bodies—instead of facilitating greater citizen involvement in these large groups, the institutions of nation states and the UN were increasingly removed from the populations.

In effect, leaders abandoned the responsibility to ensure representative presence in these increasingly large groups. In doing so, they unwittingly diminished our understanding of how these groups functioned and excluded citizen involvement in these larger entities.

Part of the problem we face in the modern world is the possibility that the nation state is too large a group for the conscientious self and is more suited for the sociopathic sides of ourselves. These large groups not only invite sociopathy, they may need our ability to negatively hallucinate our crimes in order to mobilise the modern state.

If so, then this is a profound psychological crisis. Blaming economic forces, or corruption, or whatnot for the decline of democracy misses the point. In a small or medium sized group it can work. In the mass society, democracy will be occupied by sociopaths, unless we hold people to account for their actions on the national or international stage.

Indeed, the rotating door of politics—like that of CEOs in the corporate realm—means that sociopaths who have wreaked havoc on a nation will come and go—through election or simply resignation—without having to bear responsibility for their actions.

It is the unaccountability of leaders to the large group for their actions that leaves us inside the sociopathic vacuum: one that sucks the ethical life out of selves as they become deeply embedded in known national and international crimes.

This essay has focused on the disturbing convergence of psychotic processes and sociopathy that are, right now, imperilling large countries and the relation between nations. This might be a matter for judicial review but my argument is based on the fact that those processes are also mental health issues and we need to consider how to reform our democracies in order to preserve the necessity of freedom of thought and speech. A ground-up protest movement will not, in my view, generate enough sustained support for reforms to take place. Instead, there needs to be considerate public discussion of a few key transformations.
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