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Introduction

Most well-educated people know that Sigmund Freud was a charlatan who
abetted child molesters, snorted cocaine, started a messianic cult, denigrated
women, bullied patients, and lusted for his sister-in-law. According to the relentless scourging words of Frederick Crews (The Memory Wars and Unauthorized Freud), Richard Webster (Why Freud Was Wrong), and Jeffrey Masson (The Assault on Truth and Against Analysis), Freud would be the
twentieth century’s supreme con artist if only he had not been dumb enough
to believe in his own pseudoscience. Historian Frank Sulloway, who compiles
twenty-six myths Freud allegedly concocted, asserts that the history of psychoanalysis is one of “myth formation and propaganda production,” a record
he is happy to set straight.1 Debunking Freudian psychoanalysis has been all
the rage for ages.
With unabashed panache English professors, social scientists, philosophy
professors, and journalists led the latest wave of the anti-Freud crusades on
the presumption that their skills are superior to the clinical experience of mere
psychoanalysts. They argue that Freud—who, by the way, was not himself a
“strict Freudian”2—and his besotted followers exhibited a “waywardness of
reasoning, a refusal to countenance crucial but inconvenient factors, and
rhetorical sleight of hand” as well as failing to notice that “self-contradiction
is a sign of trouble” in an argument.3 Yet, on examination, no one exhibits all
these faults more acutely than the latest crop of Freud’s foes.
Knowledge ideally is refined though a process of rigorous criticism, reconsideration, refutation, and/or refinement.4 Innumerable critics, in and outside the analytic fold, approached Freud’s work with reasonable wariness. Indeed, it seems impossible for the most admiring reader to sift through Freud’s
rich and wide-ranging output without raising an eyebrow now and then or
1
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heartily contesting elements of it. Morton Schatzman, for example, has it
right that the late and prolific Paul Roazen was a sharp critic whose “wish was
to add perspective to our understanding of Freud and his followers, not to undermine them.”5 Critical scourings attend all scientific endeavors, as Freud
fully expected. This volume is entitled Freud’s Foes, rather than Freud’s Critics or Freud’s Rivals, because it addresses a fiercely disdainful group who are
intent on annihilating—not updating, modifying, correcting, or refuting—
Freud, on denouncing him and all his diabolical works in which they affect to
detect not the slightest redeeming value.
Consider Jeffrey Masson’s accusation that cowardly Freud, buckling under
professional pressure, ditched his “seduction theory,” which held that neuroses usually originate from sexual molestation. Then compare this febrile accusation with Crews’s assertion that Freud is to blame for all the tragic excesses of the 1990s repressed memory movement.6 Yet Masson nonetheless
dangles a license for anyone who wants to commit exactly those excesses
when he scolds us that “free and honest retrieval of painful memories cannot
occur in the face of skepticism and fear of the truth.”7 So, apparently, accused
parents are guilty as charged by their offspring, whose stories need not be
checked by skeptical authorities.
Psychoanalysis, for better or worse, is inherently suspicious of surfaces.
Freud stated that psychoanalysts accept “that there are unconscious mental
processes, the recognition of the theory of resistance and repression, the appreciation of the importance of sexuality and the Oedipus complex—these
constitute the principal subject matter of psychoanalysis and the foundations
of its theory.”8 Crews denounces psychoanalysis anyway for its “distrust of
any patient’s conscious ‘screen memory’ of molestation”—and yet, several
pages later, ridicules the “memory of illusory events that the therapist is dutybound to credit.” Crews does so as if these contrary charges needn’t be reconciled, or even acknowledged, by the people making them.9 So Freud is held
responsible for the “sinister revival of veridical memory retrieval” in the
same breath as he is condemned for denying that possibility.
Yet, in this notorious instance, Freud very early questioned “whether we
have any memories at all from childhood; memories relating to childhood
may be all that we possess.”10 What patients recall was not always, or often,
gospel truth. Psychoanalysis, Masson himself admits, began only when Freud
abandoned the notion of retrieving trustworthy memories.11 A contributor in
one of Crews’s caustic anti-Freud collections admits as much, too.12 So analysts, while hardly foolproof, have been least liable among all mental health
professionals to treat memories as facts. Many of Freud’s foes have yet to get
the word, or bother to notice the contradictions lacing their condemnations of
psychoanalysis. These are the sort of reckless, ill-thought-out charges that
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partisans toss around when they are sure that the social climate is on their
side, and therefore believe their accusations won’t be inquired into too closely
because everybody knows—and has been conditioned to know—that they are
correct. Why is this? How do they get away with it?
Freud’s recent batch of foes enjoyed an exceptionally easy ride, escaping
the kind of scrutiny that they say they courageously train on shifty analysts. I
emphasize the word recent because, although attackers pose as daring savants, they are only the latest round in repetitious critiques that psychoanalysis faced ever since its controversial birth—a birth which prominent opponents even try to deny was controversial. What we encounter here are
enemies who rely for their rhetorical ammunition mainly upon half-digested
neurological research and pharmaceutical advertising copy. What is at stake
is preservation of a view of psychotherapy, and of medicine, as treating troubled people in their full humanity, rather than as little more than defective appliances. Disparaging Freud is one key tactic in the resurrection of a primitive and often misguided medical model for treating or, rather, suppressing
human anguish. Fortunately, this seductive model is not synonymous with the
best knowledge and practices in modern medical science. But the best, by
definition, tends not to be what most people are in any field.
Scattershot critiques of Freud grow unchecked and unhindered. Every analyst who contributed to the psychoanalytical enterprise has been a critic of
Freud insofar as every research enterprise is by definition incomplete and
open to critical elaboration. Psychoanalysis, like any dynamic mode of inquiry, contains flaws, exaggerations, and blind spots that require criticism
and correction. But the remorseless outpouring of conflicting charges suggests that the current cohort of enemies long ago left the realm of reasoned
criticism.
Still, one need only scan Crews’s The Memory Wars—containing eminent
analysts’ lazy parries alongside Crews’s deft ripostes—to see psychoanalysts
have done a lackluster job defending themselves in a public sphere where
they are unaccustomed to maneuver.13 The public intellectuals who once
communicated psychoanalytic ideas to a broader public—Erik Erikson, Erich
Fromm, Bruno Bettelheim—are long gone and go mostly unreplaced.14 With
too few exceptions, Freud’s card-carrying defenders come across as stuffy,
arrogant, inward-looking, overprivileged, and out of touch. So analysts become easy prey for ambitious ideologues who wield a good line of patter, a
narrow grasp of science, and personal or partisan hatchets to grind. Still, this
vulnerability—partly self-inflicted—points to genuine problems within contemporary psychoanalysis, which I also address. It says a great deal, though,
about diversity within the field today that some psychoanalysts are bound to
regard this book as too favorable toward Freud.

4
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This volume is a brisk intervention in the debate whether “Freud is dead”
or, more to the point, whether psychoanalysis in all its guises should be
snuffed out.15 Given the pat answers that the finest nineteenth-century minds
of our era expect science to wring from reality, Freud lamented that in psychology what people really wanted “is not progress in knowledge but satisfaction of some other sort; every unsolved problem, every admitted uncertainty is made into a reproach against it.”16 The inclination to seize upon
“magic bullets,” ballyhooed medical boasts, and pop psychology bromides as
answers to human problems is widespread as ever. Perhaps the supreme misguided assumption in psychoanalytic critiques is that a magical medical science, with which all critics piously side, set impeccable standards from which
analysts such as Freud irresponsibly deviated, and at a great human cost.
This comic-book idealization of science has little to do with the messy historical realities of research, even in the loftiest realms of microbiology or
physics.17 The trouble with ardent debunkers is that they are always gullible
about some other, favored creed: in this case, a positivist version of science
that is thought utterly objective, precisely measurable, and perfectly predictive. What we have witnessed in the last few decades is a resurgence, especially in newsrooms and English departments, of physician Ernst Brucke’s
conviction—shared for a while by Freud—that “no other forces than common
physico-chemical ones are active within the organism.”18 A revived article of
faith in popular lore is that the environment cannot contribute to serious mental disturbances—or perhaps does so in a grudgingly conceded and minor
way. Medicine, unlike Freud, gets remarkably worshipful press these days.
Many historians have good cause to scratch their heads over this stark contrast in treatment.
Consider the claim that Freud blamed “neurasthenia on excessive masturbation and nocturnal emission,” and punished patients with his “obsessions
with masturbation, adultery and homosexuality.”19 To the fleeting extent that
the charges were true, Freud reflected the standard medical opinion of his day.
The tactic employed by Freud’s foes is to bowdlerize history or, at least, to
rely on their audience’s ignorance of it, although one can never entirely rule
out their own convenient and considerable ignorance.
The doctrine that mental illness must have a somatic origin gained wide acceptance in mid-nineteenth-century Europe, despite a shocking absence of
evidence for it. Freud’s foes need to appreciate the sway of medical orthodoxies. In an epoch justly labeled one of “medical terrorism,” many texts, authored by the most celebrated practitioners, solemnly related masturbation
and nocturnal emissions to incipient insanity. Freud, like any good intern,
went along with prevailing medical opinions but, unlike most, eventually discarded them, sometimes with fanfare, sometimes quietly. Yet Freud alone is
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pilloried for purveying cranky ideas and is deemed as nothing but an impediment to the majestic march of medicine.
Dubious medical practices never vanished. The 1930s featured many
dangerous treatments for mental illness: electroshock, amphetamine shock,
cardiazol shock, and insulin shock among them. A tradition of what
Valenstein rightly calls “great and desperate cures” continues into the
twenty-first century. In the 1940s and 1950s, psychiatrists—pillars of their
communities—were performing deranged psychosurgeries, electroshocking three-year-old children, and, as new pharmaceuticals appeared, drugging everyone in sight. This is the pristine establishment in which our critics place such touching faith. One may cite a long list of medical
breakthroughs and a roll call of humane figures, but unsavory events are
part and parcel of medical history too. Physicians (and medically trained
psychoanalysts) do not care to be reminded of a seamy past because of the
doubts it might cast on the present.
So it is praiseworthy to promote a belief that all illness is physical illness
and thus exculpate people, especially people with power and status, from affecting others adversely and with impunity. In the 1990s the American Psychiatric Association acquired generous drug company support earmarked to
prove “psychological suffering is a biologically based medical problem.” Disease or dysfunction is genetic or biochemical even when evidence is absent
or, at very least, thin or mixed. A New York Times book reviewer and author
of a popular biography of a famous schizophrenic mathematician plays up to
such facile popular misunderstanding when she casually says that schizophrenia is a proven brain dysfunction.20 It is not.
Does the “dopamine theory of schizophrenia” withstand scrutiny? Does Ritalin correct a neurochemical imbalance in hyperactive kids, as the public has
been led to assume? Can 10 percent of all children suddenly suffer a genetically based outbreak of misbehavior? After many years of accumulated and
powerful evidence, the manifold problems attending antidepressant drug
treatment are finally receiving some front-page attention.21 The cultural gullibility needed to enable these groundless beliefs required the resurrection of
much the same mechanistic-minded climate in which Freud commenced his
work.
The breakneck commercial societies we reside in prize quick fixes and
symptom relief over the lengthy in-depth therapy that Freud and a squabbling cohort of analysts practiced. Unlike contemporary biopsychiatry and
nineteenth-century psychiatry (which are eerily similar), Freud viewed
mental disturbances as occurring along a continuum of human behavior
that we are all capable, under certain circumstances and pressures, of manifesting. The notion that “we are all a little bit schizophrenic or a little bit

6

Introduction

manic-depressive is total anathema to biopsychiatry because it would rule
out a genetic basis for these illnesses.”22
The answers science seeks more likely “lie in a cross-fertilization of the
disciplines of medical science and of psychology without privileging either,
at least until more conclusive evidence is in.”23 For Freud, “it was the host
himself—or rather his moral character—that must be treated . . . [psychoanalysis] addressing itself not to diagnostic categories but moral agents,” Rieff writes.24 Biopsychiatry, in the hands of the lesser lights in its ranks, succeeds only in erecting barriers to empathy and useful insight. This book aims
to provide an appreciative and well-grounded examination of Freud’s enduring contributions to therapy and knowledge.
Chapters 1, 2, and 3 explore the debate and compare it to earlier rounds of
critiques of psychoanalysis during two fin de siècles, the tail ends of the nineteenth and the twentieth centuries. I examine the rhetorical strategy of the
foes. Freud may have established, as W. H. Auden wrote, a “whole climate of
opinion,” but a parallel climate tenaciously persisted—a climate comprised
of an indiscriminately applied medical model and of positivist science. In the
United States especially, psychoanalysis, contrary to Freud’s wishes, became
incorporated into medicine and rendered housebroken. These chapters winnow out vacuous and ill-judged criticisms as well as attending to those that
are quite valid.
Chapter 4 sets the critique of psychoanalysis in the context of the state of
medicine and its animating philosophy. Uncertainty caught up with the “hard”
sciences and the savviest scientists in those fields appreciate and cope remarkably well with it. Freud, in a sense, incorporated uncertainty so as to understand and treat human anguish. Certainly, by limiting gullibility regarding
the influence of heredity, psychoanalysis expanded the hopeful influence of
therapy. Chapter 5 traces the “second biological psychiatry” as it regained
dominance and meshed with powerful economic institutions to push psychotherapies of all kinds aside.
Chapter 6 takes us beyond idealizing or demonizing Freud. Despite a long
list of shortcomings, alleged or real, Freud attracts us as scholars, as healers,
and as human beings. Despite a conservative emphasis, in some hands, on
“adjusting the individual to his environment,” psychoanalysis remains a rebellious phenomenon at its core. This chapter emphasizes the importance of
recovering the humanism of Freud for the new high-tech age of pill cures and
one-dimensional diagnoses. For their helpful comments on parts or the entirety of the manuscript I am grateful to series editor Steve Bronner, David
Edgerton, Mattihias von der Tann, Nick Temple, and Sylvia Zwettler-Otte.
By no means is it my intention to defend psychoanalysis as the catechism
that some—hardly all—followers have made of it.25 Every form of knowl-
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edge is liable to suffer this fate. I certainly do not deny that some caricatures
that foes have made of analysis actually exist. Self-caricaturing practitioners
exist in every field where people overidentify with their roles.26 Had Freud
been such a young zealot as this he would have played out his career as a very
good but unremarkable neurologist.
Freud’s foes are advocates, not dispassionate critics, and what they advocate are idealized medical practices they do not understand. They operate in
effect as advertising agents for the least admirable facets of the medical profession. No matter how many horrors medicine inflicted in the past, the practitioners meant well and will never revert to the bad old days, even though
those “bad old days” remain implicit in their basic belief system. Stoked on
Philosophy of Science 101 fancies, the foes divide “good” medicine from
“bad” science. Partly this follows the zeitgeist fashion, partly it is opportunism, and partly it is dogmatism unnoticed as such because it is so widely
shared. In contrast with this carnival of conformity, psychoanalysis, as Philip
Rieff long ago argued, “even that part of it which claims to be most orthodox,
is a very successful heresy.”27 That heresy is the orthodoxy that I defend.
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Chapter One

Science and the Psyche

Science cannot solve the ultimate mysteries of nature and that is because,
in the last analysis, we ourselves are part of the mystery we are trying to
solve.
—Max Planck

“Sometimes a cigar is just a cigar,” is as shrewd a remark as Sigmund Freud
ever uttered, if he uttered it. A splendid candidate for second shrewdest remark is Freud’s comment that when analyzing any subject it often is “hard to
know where to draw the line.”1 What he meant was that it is difficult for even
the most sharp-witted investigators to say precisely where one subject stops
and another begins, or how far to proceed in pursuit of worthwhile answers.
No single scientific method, as he knew, can encompass all influences that affect its object of study.2 Most scientists appreciate this humbling fact even if
they don’t always act like it. So when we study ourselves, what is relevant
and what is not will be a matter of fine judgment.
Scientists tend not to broadcast the news that judgment calls are involved
in much of what they do.3 In our slick pragmatic culture we want to pin things
down with schoolboy logic or do laboratory tests before anything is regarded
as real. If the unconscious or the Oedipus complex or defense mechanisms
cannot be chloroformed and exhibited on test slides, then these ghostly notions cannot exist. The cavalier consignment of these concepts to oblivion is
regarded as the fault of the subject, not of research methods. So, from the
start, psychoanalysis was at a deep disadvantage in a superficially scientific
popular culture because it acknowledged that human discretion cannot be expelled from the study of humanity without distorting what we find and what
we say about it.4
9
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Chapter One

For all Freud’s toil in developing psychoanalysis, he cautioned any frisky
followers that symbolic meaning does not always trump the everyday use of
a given item. (An airplane may be a penis symbol, early analysts joked, but
“all the same it got you from Vienna to Berlin.”) This temptation to overdo
symbolism is among many reasons why psychoanalysis would always be, as
Freud put it, his “problem child.”5 Indeed, in typically contradictory charges,
foes rebuked Freud for making too much of symbolism and in the next breath
scorned him for disregarding symbolism’s power.6 So it goes in the Freud
wars.
This chapter aims to clear some ground by demonstrating that Freud’s foes
propagate a naive and misleading notion of scientific inquiry, that public images of Freud are invidiously skewed, that Freud’s views on hot-button issues
such as women, deviance, and social influences are mischaracterized, that
“resistance” has legitimate uses as a concept, and that Freud, for all his real
shortcomings, was a scientist of great acuity whose conscientious work is entitled to balanced reappraisals, not jihads. Some key foes I address below include former analyst Jeffrey Masson, literary critic Frederick Crews, historian
Peter Swales, philosophy professor Adolf Grunbaum, scholar Ernest Gellner,
and a hostile branch of feminism.

IMAGES OF FREUD
Freud was reluctant to incorporate new findings or hypotheses until he
thought them through within his own investigative system to see if or how
they worked out. (Roazen suggests this was a way for Freud to protect himself from his own hostility, which is possible, but how can one know?)7 Unless the core principles of psychoanalysis were contested, Freud rarely rejected new propositions or lines of inquiry outright but instead held them in
abeyance, saying he “didn’t understand” them, at least as yet. Reluctance
eventually gave way to evidence where it did favor the unfamiliar element, as
can be seen by the revisions Freud made in his own lifetime and the evolution of psychoanalysis ever afterward.
Freud, a staid Viennese gentleman in manner if not temperament, confessed that he couldn’t understand the “oceanic feeling” or paranormal phenomena, but he never denied that they might exist.8 You might count on fingers of one hand the scientists (pace Richard Dawkins) today who are as
open-minded.9 As for his “obsession” with sexuality,10 Rieff long ago noted
that Freud “used the term ‘sexuality’ very widely, in the same comprehensive
sense as ordinary language uses the word ‘love.’”11 For Freud love, in the
sappy Hollywood sense, was just a “normal prototype of the psychoses.”12
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Biographers attest that Freud had personal experience.13 As young Freud
blurted to future wife Martha, “One is very crazy when one is in love.”14 One
suspects at times when perusing his writings that Freud had all the makings
of a droll stand-up comedian.15
The sour old zealot gracing the covers of most foes’ books is a shriveled
shadow of Freud. The twenty-three agonizing jaw operations over Freud’s
last sixteen years would likely make a Robin Williams or a Jim Carrey look
a trifle grim, too. Another niggling problem with this portrait is that virtually
every scientific advance stems from an initial burst of zeal, which is adjusted
and refined later.16 As Erikson, doyen of ego psychology, remarked about
Freud’s fix on sexuality, “it may be that in a particular repressive era it is better to call too many things sexual than not, in order to integrate them and
eventually understand where they fit in the changing cultural scheme of
things.”17 Freud even referred knowingly to his own “one-sidedness” (einseitgkeit) as necessary for delving into hidden or otherwise mystifying aspects of life.18 Sometimes a tower is only a tower, a cigar a cigar, and a penis
a penis. Then again, these protrusive items may mean far more to a particular
individual or a culture than is apparent to unwitting outsiders.
In this self-reflexive vein Freud said that there was an excellent reason
why he entitled his book not The Dream but The Interpretation of Dreams.19
Rather than foist prefabricated definitions on us, an analyst works out the
meaning with the dreamer. Judgment—savvy, sober, seasoned—is called for
when tiptoeing around this strange protean realm. Textbook formulas were
as likely to hinder as to help one to navigate the tricky shoals of the psyche.
Good judgment, alas, is not easily come by. No umpire, no scientist, no
scholar, no community of saints gets every call right. The psyche is not a
chalkboard where one of this and two of that always, or ever, add up to three.
Human beings are not constructed so conveniently as to fit mere mathematical equations or thumbnail bromides. Unlike human beings, chemicals,
rocks, and planets never get angry at or, for that matter, fawn over their investigators.20 Scientists, for their part, do not always resist temptations to adjust data to fit investigative frameworks, as Freud himself is routinely accused of doing.21
Scientific appraisals should test hypotheses, weigh alternative views, revise conclusions in light of evidence, explore the outer (and innermost)
reaches of human experience, and use methods appropriate to the nature of
the subject. Although performing all these tasks admirably, Freud, who
started out as a neurologist (and is praised by enemies for being a talented
one), rarely is given his due as a genuine scientist.22 “The medulla oblongata
is a very serious and lovely object,” Freud recollected of his early career activities. “I remember how much time and trouble I devoted to its study many

