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Tolerance and apathy are the last two virtues of a dying society 



—  Aristotle, Greek philosopher (384-322 B.C.)

The notion that instincts influence behavior has long been disdained by political science, mankind is considered to be ruled by rationality alone, hence political and economic systems are designed to be optimized for rationality. In biology and clinical psychology though, human instincts are an undisputed and uncontroversial fact, albeit generally labelled drives or innate tendencies. However, these psychological forces are nevertheless overlooked as root causes of societal actions, why is that? Is it because they are an ugly reminder of an uncivilized past we want to be as far as possibly detached from? But if a society operates on assumed rationality alone, implicitly rejecting certain instinctual manifestations, will its ability to govern be hampered and it is doomed to experience collective bursts of violence and destruction? A review of political history does paint a picture of a troublesome recurring irrational dysfunctionality that has proven hard to explain and forecast. 

Psychology shows that the repressions of instincts do have repercussions, and dire ones at that, something which has been thoroughly examined at both the individual and collective levels, and its symptoms well are recognized: anxiety, neurosis and other psychological ailments. And if these are allowed to linger on, they eventually erupt in destructive behavior, either directed inwards or targeting external objects. In other words, can a society self-destruct due to psychological forces?

But why would individuals and collectives follow a self-destructive path which, on a superficial level, appears to be in stark contradiction with the survival instinct? A number of psychological theories have evolved to explain this conundrum, starting with Sigmund Freud and what he referred to as the death drive (Der Todestrieb). The death drive can be described as a basic psychological mechanism that reflects the repressed instincts’ pursuit to undermine the reigning moral, political, or cultural narratives in order to set them free. Whilst this more than a century-old theory might seem antiquated, recent findings in neuroscience, most notably neuro-psychoanalytics, breathe new life in it by confirming the existence of an unconscious that plays an active part in decision-making and how perceptions are interpreted. Freud viewed the unconscious as a dustbin of sorts which stored repressed emotions and desires, deemed ‘forbidden’ by societal norms and, although repressed, they kept impacting behavior with a predilection to trigger neurosis, including aggression, directed either inwards or outwards. So, with recent findings in neuroscience supporting key elements of Freud’s theories, maybe he was onto something after all. 

However, the death drive remains among the most controversial concepts in psychoanalysis, something which post-Freudians never could reach consensus on, and over time it fell in oblivion. Hence, contemporary writings remain scarce.

But witnessing the political upheavals and turmoil of recent years, in what was supposed to be mankind’s nirvana, namely the liberal democracy and the global market economy, they have shown that the reigning academic political science and conflict theories are not standing up to reality. Societal breakdowns, with apparently self-destructive characteristics, appear when theoretically they should not exist, permeating and superseding acts of supposed rationality. Thus, the question now merits to be posed; are these manifestations of the death drive? 

Attempts to forecast societal breakdowns, including revolutions and wars, have been numerous over the centuries, even millennia; from the fall of the Roman Empire, the French Revolution, the Russian Revolution and, more recently, the fall of Communism in Eastern Europe and the Arab Spring, whose outcomes, in parts, are still unfolding. However, these events all share a single commonality; they took their contemporary world by surprise. In hindsight, of course, the developments seemed anything but surprising and historians elaborate on lengthy explanations about the whys and the whens. But without the apparent retrospective view at hand, these events do appear as lightning striking from a clear sky. Clearly, something has been missing in the existing methodologies and with the current turbulence in both the European and American political systems, many concerned voices have been raised asking whether we are yet again entering an era of conflict.

The key question therefore remains unanswered; why did these events that undermined the existing political arrangements take place at the time they did? Existing conflict theories generally manage to unmask the structural factors considered explanatory root causes, whether they are of a social, economic, or political nature. But typically, these factors can have been in place for decades, sometimes even centuries. Where the standard models consistently fail are in defining and highlighting the triggers that ignite abrupt change and what heralds it. Anecdotally, certain (self-)destructive sentiments seem to suddenly hold sway whereby the established order, the status quo, simply must be destroyed and the psychological urges to do so have become too great to resist. Any student of Freudian psychoanalysis will immediately recognize this phenomena as the death drive at work, seeking to break down a societal and civil order that has become too repressive for the mental well-being of its denizens in an environment where anxiety and neurosis have become commonplace. 

If we accept a psychological force with death drive characteristics playing a role in the human makeup, would such phenomena help to explain the recurring irrational behavior that seems to haunt our modern societies and which may now be unfolding throughout large parts of the world? By venturing to develop a model that captures the settings that prompt and exacerbate the ignition of the death drive, the prediction of societal destructive behavior, manifested in one way or another, becomes feasible. This path has, however, often been shunned by mainstream academics and for good reasons; the accuracy in measuring something as elusive, yet palpable, as a collective psychological state of mind has, to date, not rendered any robust results, other than providing eyewitness accounts that provide color to historical events. Often interesting, but rarely convincing and conclusive. Thus, the lack of a verifiable method has proven to be an insurmountable stumbling block.

Attempting to develop a death drive measurement methodology means applying meta-level philosophical ponderings on what is normal, and how to define normal behavior, as the death drive is best examined against a fluctuating normality. As Freud posited, instincts and civilization need not always be conflicting, it is the psychologically healthy society’s aspiration to align and direct instincts towards outlets within its confinements of acceptable norms and morals. But if not successful, repression will dawn and the first signs are mental rigidity and sterility, which causes stagnation and apathy, typically projected into banal or secular matters, and if not appropriately addressed in a timely manner, risks trigger bizarre manifestations which are the precursors to social unrest of varying degree. 

One reasonable starting point in defining and determining the settings that are susceptible to these tendencies is to work backwards from historical outbreaks of social upheavals, whether in the form of revolutions, regime breakdowns, or outright wars. Based on these historical cases, one can attempt to draw out and crafts metrics to distinguish values that only appear in psychologically ‘damaged’ societies, thereby providing a delineation to ascertain trigger points in terms of themes, duration, and frequency.

In the pages that follow, I will offer an explanatory framework and measurement methodology to predict periods of destruction that often have grim effects on societies. In doing so, I will reveal the limitations of the methods of modern political science and its inadequate policy-making in defining and managing the psychological workings of mankind. The result will be a model to better understand and forecast the seemingly irrational destructive human forces that hold such great and sinister influence on world affairs.
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CHAPTER 1 
PSYCHOANANLYSIS - A PRIMER
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This chapter provides the layman reader with a limited understanding of psychoanalysis with the definitions and insights to the various concepts that are being discussed in the succeeding chapter, this to empower and facilitate the reading. Anyone already familiar with psychoanalysis can omit this chapter, as some later sections are partly overlapping.

Despite the human fascination for psychology, which can trace its roots to the earliest days of mankind, a number of key concepts such as the mind, the unconscious, and free will are still hard to pin down and exactly define, which to some extent has held back scientific progress in the understanding of the human mental apparatus.


The Mind



The function of the human mind, and especially how it relates to the body, has been deliberated going back millennia, and the debate is yet to be concluded. Strange as it might seem, something so essential in defining the human species still remains elusive and difficult to grasp. The concept of the human mind has been studied from many perspectives; historically, as part of religion and philosophy, and in modern times directed toward psychology and, more recently, neuroscience. What has and has not been considered as part of the faculties of the mind has differed over time, however a current definition of the mind reads:


the collective conscious and unconscious processes in a sentient organism that direct and influence mental and physical behavior.[1]



The elements of sentience being the brain, nerve processes, cognition, and the motor and sensory processes.

But its exact traits remain the subject of academic debate and have yet to be precisely defined. Some argue that only “higher” intellectual functions constitute the mind, in particular reason, imagination, and memory, while emotions such as love, hate, fear, and joy are of a more instinctual character and should be excluded. Others hold that rational and emotional (read: irrational) states cannot be so distinctly separated as their origins are shared, so both are considered to be part of the mind. What is generally acknowledged is that the mind includes attributes such as perceptions, reason, imagination, awareness, memories, emotions, and a faculty for exchanging information. 

The current focus of research which is geared towards neuroscience and the man-machine relationship is putting the biological perspective in the forefront. It has been evidenced that certain functions of the mind can be pinned to certain parts of the brain. The study of patients with brain damage shows that injuries to specific parts of the brain result in impairments in functions seen as part of the mind. Experiments with drugs have also revealed brain-mind links, for example, sedatives reduce awareness while stimulants do the opposite. But the advances of neuroscience and genetics have not yet provided a comprehensive picture of how the brain produces and relates to various functions of the mind. For example, although some emotions can be directly related to certain brain structures, neuroscience still falls far short in fully explaining emotions in terms of brain processes.[2]An important concept in the debate is qualia, the individual subjective description of a perception or experience, such as describing an emotion, the level of pain, describing a color, how something tastes or smells, and so on. In essence, qualia means that it is difficult to objectively describe an experience without it containing a subjective element that others can find difficult to understand or relate to. Qualia brings the mind-body problem to its core as so far it has not been possible to neuro-scientifically explain the subjective ‘making sense’ of a certain experience and why it can differ from person to person.[3]


Instincts



The concept of instincts has evolved since it was introduced into the field of psychology by the German psychologist Wilhelm Wundt (1832-1920) in the 1870s. Initially, most repetitive behavior was considered instinctual, over time, however, in the 1960s, the American psychologist Abraham Maslow (1908-1970) argued that humans do not have instincts, as evidenced by the fact that we are able to override them. Citing the reproductive instinct and the survival instinct, Maslow pointed out that some women deliberately choose not to have children, that some mothers suffering depression have been known to kill their own children, and that some people choose to commit suicide. Maslow felt that although the overriding of the reproductive and survival instincts often coincided with mental illnesses, human ability to deliberately interfere with them diluted the concept of humans having instincts, unlike animals. He and his contemporaries saw instincts rather as strong biological tendencies and motivators for certain human behaviors, but they distinguished them from (animal) instincts and referred to them as drives.[4]

The most up-to-date research supports the existence of drives, or innate abilities as they are now commonly referred to. Regardless of how they are labelled, they have a strong tendency to influence behavior whether that be on an individual level or in groups bounded by genetic clusters, thus their influence is estimated on a probabilistic scale rather than a deterministic one. So, the current view is that humans have drives, which unlike instincts can be deliberately overridden, but generally they are not. These drives usually involve a greater degree of ‘education’ than that of animal instincts, and they can be situation-dependently flexible. The academic discipline that studies human behavior from a biological perspective, socio-biology, does not consider there to be defined human instincts, but rather biological bases for human behavior – possibly just more word play to avoid the use of the term “instinct.”[5]

Reflexes, on the other hand, are a simpler form of behavioral pattern. The stimulus in a reflex may not even require brain activity, like the message flowing to the spinal cord and then being transmitted back without travelling to the brain through a path called the reflex arc[6] – for example, the involuntary kick your doctor generates when he taps your knee with a hammer.


Free Will



The question whether humans have free will is closely linked with the notion of awareness. Free will is defined as:


“the ability to make choices free from certain kinds of constraints; constraints might be of a physical, biological, social/cultural, or psychological nature.”[7]



There are two broad schools of thought arguing over the existence of free will. Determinism contests free will, with the basic assumption that present actions are caused by the past; in other words, every decision one makes is driven by preceding events, which, in turn, are driven by the events preceding them, in a causal chain that prevents one from acting independently and exercising choice. The other school of thought is libertarianism, which assumes humans to be rational agents with a capacity to make free choices among alternatives.[8]

Between these opposing views are a number of variations and combinations that relax some of the more definite conditions; for example, even if causality exists, humans still have the option to choose their actions, such as at any time making the voluntary decision to end one’s own life. Other variations propose predestined outcomes or goals, but state that the paths to arrive there come with free choice.

The free will debate has implications that impact religious, ethical, judicial, and scientific thought. If free will can be demonstrated not to exist, can a person then be held legally and morally accountable for his actions, if these are predetermined and cannot be influenced? From a scientific viewpoint, if actions are anchored in past events, is it possible to make forecasts and produce statistical probabilities on predictable outcomes? It also involves the concept of drives; if in a certain situation strong biological motivators are triggered, albeit possible to override but highly unlikely so, do we then have free will? As with so many of the key concepts in psychology, the study of free will remains open and has moved from the academic areas of religion and philosophy to neuroscience and medicine. The definition of a death drive builds on the assumption that free will has psychological limitations, underpinning biological forces, by which mankind is constrained.


The Unconscious



Although there is broad acceptance among psychologists and neuroscientists of the existence of an unconscious part of the mind and its ability to affect thoughts and behavior, its exact functions and processes have yet to be determined. 

It is important to distinguish between unconsciousness and the unconscious. Unconsciousness is a mental state during which there is little or no response to external stimuli, such as being asleep or in a coma. The unconscious, however, is defined as:


“processes in the mind that occur automatically and are not available to introspection, and include thought processes, memory, affect, and motivation.”[9]



Initially, the unconscious was equated with unintentional acts as it coincided with the development of hypnosis in the mid-1800s and its enthusiastic exploitation in vaudeville stage performances. The strange and often bizarre acts of volunteers after being induced into a hypnotic state – a state in which behavior, as it was claimed, could be dictated, but about which the subject had no memory – popularized the idea that there is a part of the mind about which we are unaware but that can be addressed, and can influence our behavior, seemingly against our conscious will.[10] How could a hypnotist make suggestions to subjects who are apparently asleep – though a strange form of sleep in which they can open their eyes and follow instructions – if not for the existence of an unconscious with the power to control actions?

With the theories presented by Sigmund Freud and Carl Gustav Jung in the early twentieth century, the understanding of the unconscious would be much improved and a lot of their findings still stand today.


Sigmund Freud



The Austrian psychologist Sigmund Freud (1856-1939) greatly advanced the fledgling discipline of psychology, particularly in developing the theories of the unconscious. His early work focused on neurotic symptoms and traumatic memories. Through his interaction with patients, he arrived at the belief that an important factor in the development of neurosis, such as acting in ways not conforming to the reigning socially acceptable norms, was due to the repression of forbidden emotions or desires. Freud regarded the unconscious as a hidden cupboard of sorts where these forbidden thoughts were shut away as they could not be erased from memory. In particular, he felt that the repression of sexual thoughts and fantasies from early childhood into the unconscious was a key factor in a person developing neurosis. Freud explored techniques to draw out repressed memories from the unconscious, including hypnosis and dream analysis, and eventually he developed his own method, with patients lying on a couch and encouraged to speak their minds freely. By analyzing the symbolic meaning of their relaxed ramblings, he found hints as to the nature of their emotional states and neurosis. Freud referred to this technique as psychoanalysis, and it was to become his landmark contribution to psychology. Its aim was to draw repressed thoughts and desires back into the conscious because, according to him, it is then that patients can acknowledge and release the repressed emotions and thereby eventually free themselves from neurosis.[11]

Freud summed up the features of the unconscious in his 1915 essay, The Unconscious:


It can be contradictory; opposing feelings or wishes can coexist. For example, you can feel love and hate for the same thing at the same time; 

Repressed thoughts or emotions are likely to return to the conscious in some form; 

The unconscious is timeless; its contents have no chronological order, the cause and effect relationship can be put out of play, and; 

In people with a mental disorder, it can thrust itself into the conscious and replace physical reality with psychic reality, such as fantasies, dreams and symbolism.[12]



As Freud gained more insight into the workings of the mind, he concluded that it was fueled by flows of psychic energy, which he labelled libido. As with any energy in a closed system, the level of libido in the mind is constant, hence an examination of the direction and intensity of its flow will give the psychoanalyst indications to imbalances between the conscious and the unconscious.

Initially, Freud considered the libido to be connected with mankind’s sexual development and desires, but later he came to see it as flowing back and forth between the conscious and the unconscious under the influence of two innate forces. The first he called the pleasure principle, which triggers the impulse to seek immediate gratification of wishes and urges, not exclusively sexual ones. Freud saw the pleasure principle as the main drive of unconscious desires. The other force he called the reality principle. It resides in the conscious and reins in the impulses seeking immediate gratification.[13]

To fend off the drives and urges from the unconscious, as to conform with societal norms, the mind deploys defense mechanisms, usually at the unconscious level, to subdue these. There are a number of defense mechanisms and some with overlapping features, sometimes making them hard to precisely distinguish, but the following are the most important ones;[14]

Repression: an impulse that forces something emotionally painful to be forgotten and consigned to the unconscious. Because the psychological issue has not been dealt with or resolved by the conscious, it continues to affect the person unconsciously and can eventually develop into mental disorders. For example, a person who represses memories of abuse experienced during childhood is likely to have difficulties forming relationships until the repressed feelings have been addressed.

Suppression: a conscious act to forget something, in an attempt to cope with a troubling situation. Suppression is similar to repression, but the unpleasant feelings are pushed down consciously rather than unconsciously, and to the preconscious rather than the unconscious, and are therefore easier to bring back and address at a later stage. For example, a person may temporarily suppress violent impulses stemming from being delayed by a traffic jam and release them later in socially acceptable behavior, such as through aggressive sports.

Projection: a person or group unconsciously projects thoughts or feelings not tolerated by the ego onto others, thereby creating scapegoats for particular issues. One of the most notorious collective examples is the Nazis’ blaming the Jewish population for Germany’s defeat in World War I.

Condensation: in which several concepts, usually including aggressive or sexual impulses, are blended with other nonthreatening concepts and suppressed into the unconscious. This produces a single symbol to represent the combined components. This symbol becomes a figurative form to represent the suppressed impulses.

Denial: a person or group denies reality by pretending it does not exist, like the deluded ruler and his subjects in the tale of the “Emperor’s New Clothes.” Examples include someone told he has a terminal illness who will initially go through a stage of denial, pretending this is not the case, before reality finally sinks in.

Displacement: the redirecting of feelings or actions from a dangerous outlet to a safer one; for example, a person yelling at his secretary after being reprimanded by his boss.

Rationalization: to seek a rational explanation or justification for upsetting actions or behavior caused by factors too unpleasant to acknowledge; for example, a person whose application for a job is rejected and who rationalizes the failure by claiming he was not really that interested in the job. Another example is a student who fails a test and rationalizes that it was the result of poor teaching and not his lack of preparation. Rationalization protects the ego by avoiding or circumventing the true reason for events or behaviors, whether or not controllable.

Reaction formation: the disguising of beliefs or impulses, considered unacceptable, by the exaggerated expression of opposite beliefs or impulses. For example, some men unhappily possess homosexual tendencies and suppress these tendencies; they then project instead a hatred of homosexuals; they attack in others what they hate in themselves.

Regression: the return to a previous stage of mental development in a situation of adversity, such as an adult acting childishly in response to an unfavorable situation, say, by refusing to leave bed, or hiding under the blankets in bed, after a bad day at work.

Sublimation: the acting out of unacceptable impulses in a socially acceptable way, such as by finding outlets for the libido in athletic, cultural or intellectual pursuits.


Carl Gustav Jung



Carl Gustav Jung (1875-1961) was a Swiss psychologist and for a time one of Freud’s closest disciples. At first, he subscribed to Freud’s theories, but eventually he started to diverge, among others, he saw Freud’s view of the unconscious as incomplete. Whereas Freud viewed it as a dustbin for repressed emotions and desires rejected by the conscious, Jung believed it played a more active role in the mind. He also dismissed Freud’s models of the mind as arbitrary and too simplistic.[15] Jung, who based his empirical work on patients and wider historical research, started to develop his own theory and, while he shared Freud’s view that the mind is divided into two parts, the conscious and the unconscious, which interact with each other, he saw additional dimensions of the mind: the personal and the collective. Whereas the personal conscious is unique to each individual, the collective conscious is a form of public opinion, a distillation of what has become the average person’s cultural and moral values into a set of societal beliefs, norms, attitudes, and mainstream political -isms. The values held in the collective conscious tend to be shared among the greater majority of individuals of the group and with the shared values generally superseding and repressing any conflicting personal beliefs or values.

The personal unconscious is defined by Jung as containing:


lost memories, painful ideas that are repressed (i.e. forgotten on purpose), subliminal perceptions, by which are meant sense-perceptions that were not strong enough to reach consciousness, and finally, contents that are not yet ripe for consciousness.[16]



Hence, the contents of the personal unconscious are unique to each individual much like that of the personal conscious. Jung’s definition of the personal unconscious comes close to Freud’s view of the unconscious; however, he came to believe that something in Freud’s model was missing, questioning the assumption that the human mind develops from a blank slate, tabula rasa, at birth. He hypothesized that innate, universal patterns existed in the unconscious – separate from the personal unconscious – and that these patterns could influence thought and behavior. Studying his patients’ and his own dreams and reviewing diverse myths and sagas, these became the main conduits of exploring the unconscious. Jung identified recurring patterns of themes that seemed to exist collectively regardless of era, culture, or geography – the archetypes (from the ancient Greek arkhetupon, which can be translated as an original model that can be copied). The universal patterns it contains are a form of genetic memory, the common experiences shared by humanity that have become hard-coded into our DNA over millennia, forming a collective unconscious. Jung saw them as being part of man since the earliest days, shaped by evolution and representing the collective history of the human species as the product of constantly repeated experiences.[17] These archetypes generally lie dormant in the collective unconscious, in other words they are not actively influencing thoughts and behaviors. But when a catalyst – an event or emotion in conscious reality – creates a sufficiently-strong psychological impetus, an archetype somehow related to that catalyst awakes and begins to stimulate the conscious and alter perceptions. Archetypal images begin to appear, usually as symbols in visions, dreams, language and other forms of expressions, and eventually affect conscious thinking and prompt a psychological context in which differing sets of actions are likely to be taken compared to the pre-archetype era in order to rectify the psychological unbalances and reduce the likelihood for mental ill-health. Whereas instincts (drives) are triggers for specific behavior - for example, a perception of danger activates the survival instinct, which then triggers the fight or flight response, archetypes regulate perceptions and thought patterns that create tendencies toward altering behavior, however with the shared aspiration of ensuring human survival, albeit with a longer-term focus. As archetypes reside in the collective unconscious, we are neither aware of their existence nor of their influence on our perceptions. As such they are an invisible force, like that of a magnet attracting items in its direction. Even as they become activated, affecting the behavior and how we grasp reality, they remain obscure as they have become such forming parts of our everyday discourse that we fail to notice them. But eventually they are detectable through observing the footprints they leave – these archetypal images emerge into our awareness and over time become the narratives which inform our world views. It is through the appearance of archetypal images in the conscious that we are able to infer the existence of the archetypes themselves. In Jung’s own words: 


Archetypes are irrepresentable in themselves but their effects are discernible in archetypal images and motifs. Archetypes... present themselves as ideas and images, like everything else that becomes a content of consciousness.[18]

Current Thinking



A century later, how do the theories of Freud and Jung stand up to current thinking and the findings of neuroscience? And is there any evidence that supports the notion of conscious and unconscious parts of the mind that forms holistic human thinking?
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