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About this Book

This book examines the impact of past and present historical events, cultural elements, political movements, and their mental images on the psyche of individuals. Psychoanalysts’ attention to such external events while sitting behind their couches and listening to their patients has a long and interesting history. The first two chapters present the history of psychoanalysts’ appreciation of the intertwining of external and internal events. Then the story of a successful businessman who called himself a “Muslim Armenian” is told to illustrate how ghosts from the past can remain alive and active in our lives. 

The patient featured here is of Hemshin descent. When he started his psychoanalysis in Istanbul, his analyst knew that some individuals from the eastern Black Sea coast of Turkey near the Republic of Georgia and Armenia called themselves Hem[image: ]inli (the Turkish way of referring to Hemshin people), but she had no knowledge of their Armenian origin. It would be impossible to understand fully some of the important causes of this patient’s symptoms and personality characteristics without knowing the history and the culture of the Hemshenis living in Turkey.

I am a psychiatrist and psychoanalyst living in the United States since 1957. As I was born on the Mediterranean island of Cyprus to Turkish parents, my mother tongue is Turkish. I supervised the Turkish psychoanalyst’s clinical work while she was treating the businessman whose story is presented in this book. She would call me from Istanbul by phone once a week to discuss the psychoanalytic sessions she had with her patient. She has given her permission to describe her work, but I have changed some of the patient’s personal history in order to protect his real identity. These changes will in no way alter the readers’ ability to follow this man’s psychological journey and recognize how historical ghosts visit communities and enter an individual’s inner world. 



Chapter ONE

History, Culture, Politics, and Psychoanalysis

Sigmund Freud delivered a detailed presentation of his “seduction theory” in April 1896 to the Vienna Society for Psychiatry and Neurology, linking hysterical symptoms to repressed memories of sexual stimulation in childhood. He had come to this conclusion after treating eighteen patients, twelve women and six men, who had a history of sexual molestation by an adult stranger, caregiver, or sibling (Freud, 1896c). His conclusions implied that at the time he was practicing, child sexual abuse was rather common in the Viennese community. By the next year however, in his September 21, 1897 letter to his German Jewish otolaryngologist friend Wilhelm Fliess, Freud expressed skepticism about the stories his patients told. Later, his focus was on new theories on infantile sexuality and the internal worlds of children (Freud, 1905d). He never denied the existence of actual sexual seduction, but he also wrote: “Obviously seduction is not required in order to arouse a child’s sexual life; that can also come about spontaneously from internal causes (1905d, pp. 190–191). Focus on the stimuli that come from the child’s fantasies for the formation of psychopathology became a key element of the new science called psychoanalysis. In 1933 Freud was still reminding his followers that when he was holding his seduction theory in the 1890s, almost all his women patients told him that they had been seduced by their fathers; but in fact, they were bringing attention to the existence of the female Oedipus fantasy. 

Starting in 1925, a major and long-lasting dispute evolved between Freud and the Hungarian psychoanalyst Sándor Ferenczi about the influence of actual trauma—actual sexual abuse—on individuals’ internal worlds (Falzeder & Brabant, 2000; Haynal, 2005; P. T. Hoffer, 2010; Paláez, 2009; Rachman, 1997). Clara Mucci (2013) states that “The role of traumatic reality is at the basis … of the conflict between Freud and Ferenczi, and it has to do not only with the clinical practice … but with metapsychology and theory” (p. 46). There is information on how Freud expected total loyalty from his followers (Olsson, in press; Roazen, 1974; Wilson, 1981). In 1932, Freud’s followers blocked Ferenczi from delivering a paper that focused on the truthfulness of seduction. This long dispute played a role in the direction taken by other pioneer psychoanalysts, as they continued to follow Freud’s path that placed less emphasis during psychoanalytic treatment on the impact of actual seduction coming from the external world and generalized this attitude to include de-emphasis on the impact of other external real events in the appearance of analysands’ symptoms and character traits. 

Freud and several pioneering analysts were interested in examining history, culture, religion, arts, and other shared external events from a psychoanalytic angle. But, in the clinical setting, the impact of such events on analysands’ psyche was not of primary concern. Following World War I, Freud wrote about “war neurosis” and stated that he was not aware 

… that patients suffering from traumatic neurosis are much occupied in their waking lives with memories of their accident. Perhaps they are more concerned with not thinking of it. Anyone who accepts it as something self-evident that their dreams should put them back at night into the situation that caused them to fall ill has misunderstood the nature of dreams. (1920g, p. 13) 

A few years later he described how war neuroses “opened the eyes of the medical profession to the importance of psychogenesis in neurotic disturbances, and some of our psychological conceptions, such as the ‘gain from illness’ and the ‘flight into illness’” (Freud, 1925d, p. 54). However, the emphasis on the unconscious, to a great extent, screened out the influence of external events and traumas associated with those events, especially when the patient was not an active player in an external event taking place in his or her neighborhood, community, ethnic group, or nation. The focus in the clinical setting was on exploring psychic reality only: an analysand’s unconscious conflicts, resistances against exploring them, development of transference neurosis, and their resolution. 

In 1932 Freud provided another example that discouraged psychoanalysts from considering such external events, this time major tragedies linked to war and politics. In that year Albert Einstein wrote a letter to Freud asking the following questions: “Is there any way of delivering mankind from the menace of war? … How is it possible for [a small group hungering for political power] to bend the will of the majority, who stand to lose and suffer by a state of war, to the service of their ambitions?” and “Is it possible to control man’s mental evolution so as to make him proof against the psychoses of hate and destructiveness?” (Freud 1933b, pp. 199–201). In his response to Einstein, Freud described humans’ destructive instinct and stated that “If willingness to engage in war is an effect of the destructive instinct, the most obvious plan will be to bring Eros, its antagonist, into play against it” (p. 212). Thus, he suggested that anything that encourages “the growth of emotional ties” through loving and identification with others operates against war. “This, however, is more easily said than done” (p. 212). He expressed little hope for an end to war and violence or the role of psychoanalysis in changing human behavior beyond the individual level. In 1932, the year I was born, Albert Einstein was fifty-three years old and Sigmund Freud was seventy-six. Anti-Semitism surrounded Freud at that time. A year later Adolf Hitler would be the dictator of Germany. Freud’s general pessimism in his response to Einstein was mirrored by many of his followers, although much later Jacob Arlow (1973) would find indications of cautious optimism in some of Freud’s writings. I suspect that the Einstein–Freud correspondence has also played a key role in limiting Freud’s followers from pursuing the impact of historical, political, and international events on their patients’ internal worlds. 

John Bowlby (1988) described that when he became an analyst in 1937, psychoanalysts in Great Britain were only interested in the internal worlds of their patients. Paying attention to historical events surrounding patients was considered inappropriate. The followers of Melanie Klein had established themselves as a formidable group in Great Britain competing with ego psychologists. Kleinians—even perhaps more than the ego psychologists—bypassed the influence of traumatizing external historical events while treating their patients. Melanie Klein herself ignored the influences of war while treating one of her patients, a ten-year-old boy named Richard, whose analysis took place while World War II raged, literally overhead, during the London Blitz under which he and his analyst lived (Klein, 1961). This circumstance was not examined during Richard’s analysis. Was ignoring the dangerous external circumstances simply due to Melanie Klein’s theoretical stance, or was she avoiding her own emotions related to the external dangers?

Harold Blum’s (1985) description of a Jewish patient who came to him for re-analysis in the United States also illustrated a mutual resistance to examining historical events during which both the analyst and the analysand, who belonged to the same large group, were massively traumatized. Blum’s patient’s first analyst, who was also Jewish, failed to “hear” their large group’s shared trauma at the hands of the Nazis in his analysand’s material; as a consequence, mutually sanctioned silence and denial pervaded the entire analytic experience, leaving unanalyzed residues of the Holocaust in the analysand’s symptoms. Blum wrote:

Although the patient and his last analyst were both born in Europe and were both Jewish, neither one discussed the experience of debasing bigotry, the war, emigration, being a refugee, social-cultural upheaval, separation from family and friends, and cultural shock. For years, they spoke to each other without mention of each other’s accent or why they were meeting in an American rather than a European office. (p. 898) 

He continued to state that there was: 

… a double standard in analysis. Freedom of thought and expression were compromised by tacit cues that some areas were off limits and should remain shrouded in silence. This repetition of the ‘conspiracy of silence’ (and the suffering in silence of the family) was maintained by depriving memory of emotional meaning, and skillful displacement of discussion. (p. 899)

I can only wonder how many Jewish analysts in the US after World War II were like Blum’s patient’s former analyst and how many of them, without being aware of it, influenced the application of the psychoanalytic treatment in a way that ignored the Holocaust-related external reality. As Peter Loewenberg (1991) and Leo Rangell (2003) would later remind us, some aspects of a large-group history induce anxiety. I can only imagine that some of these Jewish analysts exaggerated their bias toward a theoretical position called “classical psychoanalysis” that was focused primarily on the patient’s conflicts linked to sexual and aggressive fantasies. 

In post-World War II Germany as well, there has been both German and German-Jewish analyst-supported resistance to exploring the influence of Nazi era traumas on analysands’ psyches and the intertwining of historical external processes with internal conflicts. For example, in the early 1960s, while treating an ethnic German analysand and a Jewish analysand, the well-known German Jewish analyst Anna Maria Jokl left for Israel without completing the two patients’ analytic work, and it was not until the mid-1990s that she was able to piece together and report the complex influences that their large-group identities and traumatization by external events had on the scene of analysis. She then focused on mastering their history in the clinical setting (Jokl, 1997).

Before proceeding further, I need to clarify further what kinds of external events were avoided while conducting an individual’s analysis. If an analysand’s unconscious fantasy was connected with an event in the immediate environment of the analysand’s childhood, a “classical” analyst obviously would notice such a connection. Let me give an example, even though it comes from a person who underwent psychoanalysis in recent years. A middle-aged woman had a disagreement with a close female friend and experienced frustration. Soon after this her friend suddenly died. Within a year the patient started to have severe guilt feelings whenever she became angry with any other person, such as a co-worker at her place of employment. When she came for treatment she told the analyst that she had suffered from measles as a four-year-old child. Soon after, her little sister had also contracted measles and died. The parents locked up the surviving daughter in her room during the funeral and later accused her of passing her illness to her younger sister and thus killing her. They repeated this accusation on other occasions during the patient’s developmental years. It was not difficult for an analyst to consider that in this case, the death of the baby sister, an external event, had induced an unconscious fantasy in the older sister, now a patient. While this individual was in analysis, the primary transference story centered on this pathological unconscious fantasy that she was a murderer.

In 1945 Otto Fenichel updated and summarized in depth Freudian psychoanalysis and its focus on the internal world of individuals in his well-known book, The Psychoanalytic Theory of Neurosis. In it he stated, “The distinction between traumatic neuroses and psychoneuroses is an artificial one” (p. 541). The case vignette presented above fits Fenichel’s statement well. 

The avoided external events were the cultural, historical, and political ones. In 1943, Géza Róheim, an anthropologist and psychoanalyst, turned our attention to the importance of cultural issues in human psychology. In 1947, Edward Glower explored group psychology and its role in sadism, pacifism, and war. Erik Erikson (1950, 1959) became a key figure in exploring child-rearing practices and psycho-social development. He brought to our attention some cultural elements individuals in American Indian tribes experienced in their internal and external adjustment throughout different phases of life. Róheim’s, Glower’s, and Erikson’s focus on large-group psychology and culture, however, did not substantially or quickly change the practice of “classical psychoanalysis” in the United States.

Beginning in the early 1950s, well-known psychoanalysts both in the US and Europe began to explore and write papers on a topic that became known as “the widening scope of psychoanalysis” (A. Freud, 1954; Jacobson, 1954; Stone, 1954; Weigert, 1954). John Frosch (1954) summarized Anna Freud’s concerns on this subject: 

In the discussion [Arden House Conference, Harrison, May 1954] Anna Freud referred to analytic situations which evoked variations in technique. She regretted, however, what she felt was the enormous expenditure of time and energy involved in the treatment of borderline and psychotic cases in view of the small ultimate results. In her opinion it would be more rewarding to devote such efforts to less severe cases with greater therapeutic promise. (p. 565) 

In spite of Anna Freud’s remarks, however, individuals with what today we refer to as borderline or narcissistic personality organizations and other personality disorders, such as the one that expresses what I call “libidinal hunger” due to the person’s early loss of love, continued to appear in psychoanalysts’ offices. Eventually this would lead to psychoanalysts’ writing about various new theories explaining such personality disorders and the technique for their treatment (Kernberg, 1975; Kohut, 1971; Volkan, 1976). Outside of considerations about new technical concepts and especially focus on countertransference responses, the widening scope of psychoanalysis resulted in attention to how such patients strongly and more openly react to the external events in their environments and often try to change them or at least perceive them according to their internal demands. The intertwining of external and internal worlds and also the role of historical, cultural, and political external events as key factors in psychopathology in general began to receive more attention. In the 1960s and 1970s there were significant contributions to studying history from a psychoanalytic angle and examining the inability to mourn after shared massive traumas at the hand of the Other (Fornari, 1966; Mitscherlich, 1971; Mitscherlich & Mitscherlich, 1973; Wolman, 1971). 

By the 1970s, American, European, Israeli, and other psychanalysts’ avoidance of recalling and re-experiencing the dreadful external world of the Nazi period to a great extent had begun fading away, and more and more studies of the influence of the Third Reich on the psyche of the survivors (victims and perpetrators) surfaced. (For a review of this literature see Brenner, 2014; Kestenberg & Brenner, 1996; Kogan, 1995; Laub & Auerhahn, 1993; Volkan, Ast, & Greer, 2002.) Psychoanalysts with a “classical” orientation began to realize that the specific nature of any given historical event is important when it symbolically becomes a mirror of our pre-oedipal or oedipal conflicts and our defenses against them. After detailed psychoanalytic work on Holocaust victims (for example: Krystal, 1968; Niederland, 1961, 1968), Sander Abend (1986) wrote that “[T]he impact of daily events, inner as well as outer plays upon our psychic integration and produces those fluctuations of mood, thought, and behavior which are part of our so-called normal personalities” (p. 565). He added that the analysand and the analyst are constantly affected by shifting internal and external events. He suggested that the analyst cannot simply remain as a pure and non-changing “analyzing instrument.” In 1991, Jacob Arlow, who was a key figure among the architects of the ego psychology that dominated the American psychoanalytic scene in the 1960s and 1970s, wrote: 

I think it is a fair statement that psychoanalysts today consider many more factors that contribute to the shaping of the individual—dynamic, biological, adaptive, developmental, experiential, and cultural factors. Where they differ is in the relative emphasis they give to one or another of these elements. (p. 60) 

Some decades after the Holocaust several Jewish psychoanalysts, such as Charlotte Kahn (2008), Emily Kuriloff (2013), Vera Muller-Paisner (2005), Anna Ornstein (Ornstein & Goldman, 2004), Paul Ornstein (Ornstein & Epstein, 2015), and Henri Parens (2004), were ready to write about their own Holocaust-related traumatic experiences. German-speaking psychoanalysts, such as Anita Eckstaedt (1989), Ilse Grubrich-Simitis (1979), and Annette Streeck-Fischer (1999) have explored the difficulties of “hearing” and having empathy with Nazi-related influences in their German and Jewish patients. Eckstaedt brought overdue attention to the trauma that ethnic Germans themselves experienced during the Third Reich and to the influence of that trauma on the self-conception of contemporary Germans. 
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