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For Linda, for Maya and Mitchell and Baby Emilia, for Alex and Kate, and for all who cherish justice, the preciousness of democracy, and our treasured planet 



In a dark time, the eye begins to see,
I meet my shadow in the deepening shade.

—Theodore Roethke (1960, p. 231)
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Preface

Writing is often a means of reducing the anxiety one experiences in grappling with an especially troubling problem. The process itself frequently helps me as a psychoanalyst to acquire a deeper, more complex rendering of the phenomenon and especially of the subjectivities—including my own—that I seek to better understand. This book represents the culmination of more than six years of study, augmented by a lifetime of personal experience. Still, much like both the psychoanalytic journey into (and with) an individual psyche and the American experiment itself, the book is far from a finished product. This is how it is with each patient and his or her psychic development. An individual psyche or a group psyche always remains in process, and its stability, coherence, and progress are forever precarious.

My interest in delving deeper into the polity of the United States and the populist movement that led to Donald Trump’s rise to power is aptly illustrated by fragments from three clinically relevant instances that personally impacted me following Trump’s effort to secure the Republican nomination for president. The reader may find familiar elements in these brief vignettes.

Vignette 1: A child reacts

A child psychoanalyst met with the parents of a six-year-old boy who had been sent home from school after “beating up” another child. The couple’s son was a cute and chubby, blond-haired boy who had never before been in trouble or been particularly aggressive. However, the boy had become enraged with another boy, whom he then punched in the face twice, after the other boy said to him, “You look like Trump!”

Vignette 2: A patient with a secret

Leo, a highly successful professional in his late fifties, had met with me once weekly for nearly four years. Though he had a long and seemingly happy marriage, was a devoted father to his teenage children and a highly respected member of his religious Jewish community, he had long suffered from a deep sense of shame as an immigrant who had fled from an oppressive, authoritarian regime. Despite his accomplishments, he experienced himself as an outsider, most poignantly within his own family. With considerable guilt, he carried on a “secret life” (involving both financial assets and clandestine extramarital affairs) that he was able to share with me. 

However, it wasn’t until well into our third year of work (more than two years after Trump was elected) that Leo sheepishly told me something he hadn’t “dared to disclose, especially to my wife and children”—or to his best friend or anyone else in his inner circle. I was taken by surprise when this socially liberal, highly educated, and thoughtful man revealed that he had “voted for Trump, donated substantially to his campaign, and unequivocally supported him” (despite Trump’s defense of white-nationalist, anti-Semitic protesters at the 2017 Charlottesville rally). Leo was terrified that if his wife or children were to learn of this, they would “never forgive me—and maybe even never love me again.” Not surprisingly, he was also very fearful that my understanding of him and of his dynamics and character would vanish.

Vignette 3: A dream of my own

A close friend, a Jungian analyst, recently reminded me of a dream I had shared with him a few months after Trump took office in 2017. Interestingly, I had totally forgotten the dream. In the dream, I was seated in my home office excitedly waiting for a new patient to arrive. When the patient entered, I was somewhat shocked to see that it was Trump himself, particularly since I didn’t think he’d be inclined to enter into analysis. But he did—sort of! In fact, it seemed that he was baiting me, daring me to figure out what was going on with him, but each of my attempts at understanding was met with stronger opposition as he boasted that he knew so much more than I did, and that I was wasting his time and money. I felt useless and bullied, as well as increasingly helpless. 

The dream took on a nightmarish quality, and I woke up startled and befuddled as to its meaning. Only now, several years later, does it seem that the dream may have had something to do with this book—a future project I hadn’t at all been conscious of at the time. In one sense, at least in part, this book reflects my own “psychoanalysis” of America’s relationship to Trump and Trumpism. Most interestingly, as I will briefly discuss in my final chapter, I had a second, more benign dream four and a half years after the first one, in which Trump once again appeared in my office.

* * *

Despite Trump’s central role in each of these vignettes, this book is not about him or his character, even though many psychoanalysts and other mental health clinicians could have a field day (and many have, clearly and skillfully) in speculating about, inferring from, and diagnosing this exceedingly flawed yet astonishingly skillful, persuasive human being. Who Trump is and how he persuades others to follow his lead continues to play a truly momentous role in what is happening in the US and, to some extent, worldwide. As this book will make clear, a perfect storm has made for a most dangerous fit, resulting in the populist cult of Trumpism. 

Before inviting readers to join in the quest to understand and help contain what I believe to be a democratic society in peril, I wish to share a couple of personal notes. I’ve been writing this book as we live through an unprecedented time of global pandemic caused by the COVID-19 virus, resulting in political, economic, health care, and environmental instability. In addition, the climate crisis is mounting and wildfires flourish along the Pacific Coast of North America and elsewhere in the world; at the same time, societal inequities and social injustices render this a time of unprecedented national and international turbulence. 

Though helpful in providing a modicum of solace through greater understanding and potentially hopeful activism, the process of researching, thinking, and writing this book has not provided me with a respite from my deep concerns. Still, seeing what’s in plain sight, this arduous labor of love is being carried out for all those who cherish justice, the preciousness of democracy, and the treasure of our planet—and perhaps especially for those who will be born years after we who are alive today have passed on. 

Throughout this endeavor, my many conversations with trusted friends and respected colleagues that involve shared understandings, divergences, and convergences in thinking and feeling—as well as anxious concerns—have proven invaluable. Here, then, as I stand on the shoulders of this groundswell of interactive support, I offer this book as provocative food for thought and, hopefully, impetus for action among those interested in learning more about what lies behind the power and influence of America’s “Very Stable Genius.” 

Michael J. Diamond

Los Angeles, CA, USA

Fall 2021 




CHAPTER 1 

Introduction: exploring the non-rational, unconscious dimensions in American politics1

Individuals are unconsciously provoked to express ideas of behavior on behalf of the group dynamic.

—Philip Stokoe (2019, p. 2)

This book explores the relationship between large-group regression, cultism, destructive populism, delusional thinking, conspiratorial beliefs, authoritarianism, and leadership characterized by malignant narcissism and paranoia. I will examine the fact that Donald Trump received over 74 million votes for United States president in the 2020 election, and that Trumpism will continue to play a major role in the American sociopolitical landscape, even though he has exited the presidential stage.

Because a more rational understanding of former President Trump’s appeal in the context of his severely compromised character causes many informed and fact-oriented Americans to shake their heads in bewildered astonishment, I propose that what has happened in the US can be most accurately grasped through a psychoanalytic way of understanding the most primitive, largely unconscious dimensions that operate throughout larger groups and have been present in the country since its inception. Psychoanalysts, along with such eminent historians as Richard Hofstadter (1965), believe that politics tends to be an arena for the projection of impulses, feelings, and wishes that are only “marginally related to the manifest issues” (p. xxxiii).

A psychoanalytic view of recent American sociopolitics

In my view, it is essential to maintain a psychoanalytic perspective on what the United States is going through politically and socially, both for deeper insight and for successful containment of the strong reactions such matters are likely to trigger. As psychoanalyst Leon Hoffman (2018) notes, “Too often, social and political theorists have overvalued the power of the intellect to address complex social conflicts and upheavals, such as current political conflicts” (p. 267). 

I will begin by addressing the overall lack of collaborative understanding between what psychoanalytic depth psychology teaches us and what we hear from many of today’s leading historians and political scientists. My thinking aims to address and synthesize seminal understandings offered by psychoanalytic depth psychology with the rich interdisciplinary perspectives brought by expert historians and political scientists, as well as by social psychologists, sociologists, astute journalists, and other public intellectuals. I draw on all these sources in addressing destructive populism, malignant normality, and cultism reflective of psychotic group regression. In focusing on such deteriorations in larger groups, I will address the central pathological manifestations that we see today, including such essential psychoanalytic concepts as defensive identification, projective identification, narcissism, splitting, denial, negative hallucination, omnipotent coercion, and perverted containment, as well as what is apparent to most observers as indications of extreme mendacity, thought control, social violence, conspiratorial thinking, and corruption. 

In addition to my own thinking in venturing into this more chancy terrain, I also bring to bear psychoanalytic ideas pertaining to group dynamics and leadership offered by Wilfred Bion, Sigmund Freud, Erich Fromm, Christopher Bollas, Otto Kernberg, Robert Lifton, Leo Rangell, Herbert Rosenfeld, and Vamık Volkan, as well as by José Bleger, Elliott Jaques, and several more recent Kleinian/Bionian-influenced analysts. My goal is to find ways to make use of these understandings that might help reestablish a sufficiently containing frame—steadying the nation’s bough, we might say—and strengthen the body politic’s nonpathological elements in order to come to grips with these very disturbing social, political, and psychodynamic factors. 

This book, then, is a response to what I deem crucial for the United States (and of value worldwide)—namely, to synthesize psychoanalytic understandings with the rich thinking about political groupings from outside psychoanalysis in order to address what promises to continue to be the key question for years to come—that is, how can we negotiate reality with the extremism of the alt-right movement rather than continuing to be faced with an irreconcilable schism? 

To shed light on what has happened and continues to foment in the nation’s polity, I will explore the conditions leading to large-group regression, the long-standing nature of American populism and its relationship to authoritarianism, the unique fit between malignant leadership and perverted containment within regressed groups, the conspiratorial and psychotic processes maintaining regressed large groups, the psychic mechanisms that turn a regressed large group into a personality cult, and the unique contributions that psychoanalysis can make in managing such regressive, malevolent dynamics. 

My personal journey toward an exploration of the American collective unconscious 

Just prior to the 2016 election, I attended a psychoanalytic workshop in which a form of group thinking rendered most of the attendees certain that the United States would never elect someone like Trump to the presidency. I believed that the understanding presented of a very complex reality was too limited, and I was quite troubled by the overconfident certitude of the workshop’s main presenter, particularly in his offer of a far too reductive thesis uncritically applying psychoanalytic concepts to Trump supporters. An obscuring focus on the individual psychodynamics of politicians and voters produced by multiculturalism and the dangers of “otherness” stood out, while Trump’s popularity was attributed largely to the need for a father figure in the context of threatening economic factors and an insidious misogyny, xenophobia, and racism among his misguided followers that seemingly could never be “sufficient for him to triumph over Hillary Clinton.” 

There seemed to be an absence of sound and complex analytic thinking about large-group regression, as well as a failure to consider unconscious conflictual factors, especially in the collective polity in which democracy’s linchpin resides in its dialectical nature and the essential role played by intermediary institutions. Perhaps because there was a dearth of interdisciplinary thinking brought to bear, it seemed that psychoanalytic explanations were problematically employed as an all-around psychology to account for virtually anything that might explicate Trump’s popularity with his likely voters. I found myself dismayed by the degree to which a basic assumption mentality of “us versus them” had taken hold among a large group of otherwise highly intelligent, extremely well-educated, liberal-thinking psychoanalytic clinicians, a mentality that was also manifest among many liberal thinkers throughout the country, where the main focus seemed to be on the easily deceived, proto-authoritarian common people.2 Still, I was cautiously hopeful in the lead-up to the election and terribly disheartened (albeit not surprised) by the results.

As the situation escalated over the next four years, I found myself struggling to better understand how what was taking place could happen here in this country. How did Trump’s 2016 election materialize, and why did more than 74 million vote to elect him again in 2020 despite what was known about him? Moreover, why have so many Americans continued to support an effort to overthrow the election’s results and attempt to suppress subsequent voting in order to maintain Trump’s power and influence? Consequently, in part to manage my own existential anxieties in following the news and observing pathologically regressive processes occurring throughout the nation, I continue what I began more than six years ago in studying the works of profound political thinkers across the spectrum of social science and politics, while returning to some of my roots in interdisciplinary studies as I delve deeper into seminal psychoanalytic insights about social and political groups and their functioning.

My interest in and appreciation for interdisciplinary ways of studying collective issues, and especially the nation’s psyche, began nearly a half century earlier through my exposure to the Frankfurt School of critical theorists. One of these theorists, R. Nevitt Sanford, helped author a classic study, The Authoritarian Personality (Adorno et al., 1950). While I was pursuing my doctorate in both clinical psychology and social-personality psychology, Sanford taught a seminar shortly before founding Berkeley’s Wright Institute, now a well-known graduate school in psychology. 

Although I didn’t realize it at the time, I was profoundly influenced by the social/clinical perspectives brought to bear on what was then at the forefront of the late 1960s political zeitgeist, and especially by the principal thinkers from the Frankfurt School. These included Theodor Adorno, Erich Fromm, Herbert Marcuse, Leo Löwenthal, Max Horkheimer, and later Jürgen Habermas, all of whom sought to articulate the inherently flawed character of civilization, and especially of large political groupings that cannot be reduced to individuals within the group. Though I hadn’t yet become immersed in psychoanalytic understanding in which curiosity, skepticism, and humanism forcefully coexist, my inclination to question authority and challenge absolutist claims coalesced smoothly with the work of these thinkers. I saw that their research and theory might be drawn on to counteract authoritarian trends associated with totalitarianism and utopian forms of thinking, which were full-blown in the countercultural movements that I was ambivalently part of as well. Moreover, I am able to look back now and realize that I was unconsciously internalizing ways to assimilate diversified, critical forms of analytical thinking regarding absolute claims and more rational forms of traditionalism; I was thinking, in short, along lines that would portend my movement toward psychoanalysis in the decade ahead. Indeed, this unique group of critical-thinking scholars and researchers notably looked to Freud, both for clinical insights and metapsychology.3 

Remaining socially and politically informed as well as somewhat active in these arenas, I found that my subsequent journey as a clinician, researcher, and theoretician led me toward deeper insights about underlying unconscious factors, including more malignant and pathological dimensions impacting both individual and group behavior. However, before I began exploring the unconscious factors in play, just as I was finishing my dissertation in the spring of 1970, President Nixon ordered the military to invade neutral Cambodia—a move that instigated large-scale student protests across the country. Within weeks, the Kent State Massacre had occurred and subsequent protests turned violent on college campuses, including my own, Stanford University. While participating in the protests, I was deeply troubled by how fiercely polarizing the situation had become, especially as I observed that my anti-war fellow students and activists were very similar in age and demographics to members of the property-protective campus police enforcers who faced off against them. Each group seemed to operate along more totalitarian lines reflective of mass psychology—“be on my side or be on yours,” “be a peace-loving hippie or a war-mongering pig,” with seemingly no common meeting ground. Autistic forms of hostility and emerging violent actions were increasing in an alarming way. 

Then as now, I struggled to employ whatever I could to rectify the situation, asking myself and others how such extreme and fierce polarization might be reduced. Encouraged by Phil Zimbardo, the activist social psychologist on my dissertation committee, these efforts led to a collaborative social action project with a fellow graduate student in which we sought to bring activist, antiwar students together with the local (San Jose, CA) police force to promote understanding and greater respect (Diamond & Lobitz, 1973). Theorizing that if common ground could be found between these two separate camps of primarily young adults, perhaps familiarity might breed respect and reduce demonization of the “other” side. 

Consequently, we arranged for students and local police to gather in very small groups, both on campus and off, including the opportunity for a couple of students at a time to ride with police officers in their squad cars, often discussing what it was like to be a young person in the Bay Area. Data was collected and, as we had hoped, significant depolarization of attitudes and resultant behavior occurred under these circumstances. Communication and contact could indeed facilitate de-stigmatization and increase understanding—though as a young idealist, I had little appreciation for the massive force of resistance to change residing in both the individual and the group unconscious.

Over the ensuing decades, I became increasingly troubled by the authoritarian and more totalitarian social and cultural trends achieving prominence, including those within each individual and in the field of psychoanalysis itself. Not surprisingly, then, my own work across several specialty domains—including analytic technique and training, trauma and dissociation, metapsychology and psychic structure, and masculinity, gender, and fathering—would often focus on the limitations of binary thinking while also attempting to address the psyche’s resistances to encompassing uncertainty, complexity, fluidity, conflict, and plurality. This naturally applies to the body politic in which the demands made upon both the individual and the collective group psyche are considerable. Consequently, psychoanalytic understandings, especially those informed by insights from group analysis, are especially apt; simultaneously, they point our profession toward a future that incorporates “a praxis of thinking that can apply to civilizations and their discontents” (González, 2020, p. 1110). Parallel to the thinking of numerous analysts who venture beyond the consulting room, my own view is that there is a strong continuity between individual psychoanalysis and psychoanalytic understandings applied to social, political, and national groups and their functioning. This book illustrates our shared belief in a variety of ways. 

While the most creative political uses of psychoanalytic thinking have come from social and political theorists and activists outside the formal institutions of psychoanalysis, several mainstream analysts have made substantial contributions. For example, Leo Rangell, an esteemed colleague and teacher, in The Mind of Watergate (1980) examined the influence of the group on the individual mind in studying the relationship between corrupt, dishonest political leadership and irrational, neurotic dynamics, both of which are located within the analyst’s “total field of observation” (p. 9). In discerning the syndrome he termed “the compromise of integrity,” Rangell offered a compelling picture of societal pathology reflective of “the sick society” (p. 11). Such a group form of malignant pathology remains an especially formidable challenge unless the unique tools of psychoanalysis are brought into play in addressing it.

Applied psychoanalysis: promises and pitfalls 

While caution is needed and methodological issues must be seriously considered when applying psychoanalytic principles to social and political life, a particularly useful prototype for such application is more likely when today’s psychoanalysts (much like mid-twentieth-century analysts such as Erik Erikson, Erich Fromm, and several others whose thinking I will discuss later in this book) intermingle and cross-pollinate psychoanalytic knowledge with that of adjacent fields in the social sciences and humanities. In this respect, we have much to learn from the successful efforts made by the Frankfurt School and Harvard University’s now defunct Department of Social Relations (as well as from their failed endeavors). 

As I hope to elucidate in this book, psychoanalysis promises an alternative to authoritarian, anti-democratic processes that run rampant in contemporary American neoliberal, often more totalitarian states of mind, and especially in today’s extreme right-wing, more destructive forms of populism—referred to by the Frankfurt School thinkers as the lunatic fringe (Löwenthal & Guterman, 1949). In an attempt to find the unconscious basis for the disturbing rise of these processes in the UK and Europe, the British Psychoanalytical Society has held a series of “Political Mind Seminars” since 2015. The success of these forums led to two valuable volumes, edited by British analyst David Morgan, that address the need for psychoanalytic thinking in social and political life (2019, 2021). Recently, here in the United States, my colleague Pam Dirham and I put this promise into action by developing a course offered locally and nationally to psychoanalysts and other mental health professionals entitled “Dancing in the Dark: Psychoanalytic Musings on Group Regression, Madness, and Chaos in the Time of COVID-19.” Although we initially presented the course prior to the 2020 election, we expanded it after the election under the revised title: “It Can Happen Here—and Did: Psychoanalytic Musings on Large-Group Regression, Populist Madness, Cultism, and American Authoritarianism.” Then, in the spring of 2021, the course morphed into “Psychoanalytic Musings on Trumpism, Delusions, and Malignant Populism.” 

Pam Dirham’s valuable insights and our collaboration furthered my work along these lines and have led directly to this book. It is my hope that, by examining how the forces of group political movements are bound up with the unconscious workings of individual and group psyches, and by retaining the skeptical yet humanistic perspectives at the foundation of psychoanalysis, this book will facilitate more successful management and containment of the deep ruptures and prevailing schisms in our country’s collective psyche. Without such containment that preserves essential ideals and foundational structures, the survival of our liberal democracy is in question. 
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