

[image: Cover: Thoughts for the Times on Groups and Masses: A Sigmund Freud Museum Symposium by Daniela Finzi and Jeanne Wolff Bernstein. Logo: Leuven University Press.]





Thoughts for the Times on Groups and Masses

A Sigmund Freud Museum Symposium





Figures of the Unconscious 22

Editorial Board

Beatriz Santos (Université de Paris),

Philippe Van Haute † (Radboud University),

Herman Westerink (Radboud University),

Daniela Finzi (Sigmund Freud Museum Vienna),

Jeff Bloechl (Boston College)

Esther Hutfless (University of Vienna and Sigmund Freud University, Linz)

Advisory Board

Lisa Baraitser (Birkbeck College, London),

Rudolf Bernet (KU Leuven),

Rachel Blass (Heythrop College, London),

Guillaume Sibertin-Blanc (Université Toulouse II - Le Mirail),

Richard Boothby (Loyola University, Maryland),

Marcus Coelen (Berlin),

Jozef Corveleyn (KU Leuven),

Monique David-Ménard (Université de Paris),

Rodrigo De La Fabián (Universidad Diego Portales, Santiago de Chile),

Jens De Vleminck (Leuven),

Eran Dorfman (University of Tel Aviv),

Tomas Geyskens (Leuven),

Patrick Guyomard (Université de Paris),

Ari Hirvonen † (University of Helsinki),

Laurie Laufer (Université de Paris),

Paul Moyaert (KU Leuven),

Elissa Marder (Emory University, Atlanta),

Paola Marrati (Johns Hopkins University),

Claire Nioche (Université Paris XIII),

Claudio Oliveira (Universidade Federal Fluminense),

Guilherme Massara Rocha (Universidade Federal de Minas Gerais),

Elizabeth Rottenberg (De Paul University, Chicago),

Vladimir Safatle (Universidade de Sao Paulo),

Stella Sandford (Kingston College),

Charles Shepherdson (State University of New York at Albany),

Celine Surprenant (Paris),

Antônio Teixeira (Universidade Federal de Minas Gerais),

Patrick Vandermeersch (University of Groningen),

Johan Van Der Walt (University of Luxemburg),

Veronica Vasterling (Radboud Universiteit, Nijmegen),

Wilfried Ver Eecke (Georgetown University),

Jamieson Webster (The New School, New York)





Thoughts for the Times on Groups and Masses

A Sigmund Freud Museum Symposium

Edited by Daniela Finzi and Jeanne Wolff Bernstein

Leuven University Press





Published with support of Sigmund Freud Foundation Vienna and the Vienna Municipal Department of Cultural Affairs

[image: Logos: Sigm. Freud Museum, Stadt Wien, Kultur.]
© 2025 Leuven University press / Presses Universitaires de Louvain/

Universitaire Pers Leuven. Minderbroedersstraat 4, B-3000 Leuven.

This book will be made open access under a CC-BY-NC-ND Licence within three years of publication thanks to Path to Open, a program developed in partnership between JSTOR, the American Council of Learned Societies (ACLS), University of Michigan Press, and The University of North Carolina Press to bring about equitable access and impact for the entire scholarly community, including authors, researchers, libraries, and university presses around the world. Learn more at https://about.jstor.org/path-to-open/

As of 2028, attribution to this book should include the CC-licence and read as follows:

Daniela Finzi and Jeanne Wolff Bernstein (eds), Thoughts for the Times on Groups and Masses: A Sigmund Freud Museum Symposium, Leuven: Leuven University Press, 2028.

(CC BY-NC-ND 4.0)

ISBN 978 94 6270 445 9 (paperback)

eISBN 978 94 6166 610 9 (ePDF)

eISBN 978 94 6166 611 6 (ePUB)

https://doi.org/10.11116/9789461666109

D/2025/1869/1

NUR: 770

Typesetting: Friedemann Vervoort

Cover design: Daniel Benneworth-Gray

Cover image: The Protest, 1893, Félix Vallotton, (Swiss French, 1865–1925), France, 19th century. https://www.clevelandart.org/art/1999.323

[image: Guaranteed Peer Reviewed Content - www.gprc.be]




Dedicated to

Professor Sophie Freud





Contents


	Preface

Monika Pessler


	Introduction

Daniela Finzi and Jeanne Wolff Bernstein


	Sexual Drives, Eros, and Identification – A Re-reading of Freud’s Group Psychology and the Analysis of the Ego

Ulrike May


	Freud’s “Mass Psychology”

Helmut Dahmer


	The Social Unconscious, Trauma and Groups: A Constellation

Earl Hopper


	The In-Between of Us: The Inter-Subject and Interstitial Belonging

Francisco J. González


	Mass Death / Tobacco and Salt

Ranjana Khanna


	Art, Identity, and Group Psychology in Digital Modernity

Sama Maani


	The Truths of Psychoanalysis: Defying the Lies of Psychology that Fuel the Digital Amassing of Individuals

Jan De Vos


	Representing the Crisis of Representation

Giuseppina Antinucci




	Ideology, Leaders, and Group Action in the January 6 Insurrection

Ricardo Ainslie


	Massenpsychologie and MAGA

Gail Newman


	Notes on the Contributors








Preface

International experts from the fields of psychoanalysis, psychiatry, psychology, sociology, philosophy, and linguistics and literature came together at the conference Thoughts for the Times on Groups and Masses organized by the Freud Museum in June 2022 in order to analyze current group and mass phenomena that shape the image of our societies. Following our leitmotif Speaking Freely, we focused on psycho-social issues in the context of continuing refugee movements and, more than ever, the theatres of war that are erupting across the globe. Among others, the conference considered issues like identity conflicts and aspirations to autonomy, increasing tendencies towards paranoia and denial, and aggressions based on religious, racist, sexist, and homophobic motives.

Freud already referred to the correlating relationship between the individual and the collective psyche in his 1921 text Group Psychology and the Analysis of the Ego, suggesting that the difference between individual and social psychology only seemed meaningful at first glance, as “someone else is invariably involved, as a model, as an object, as a helper, as an opponent; and so from the very first individual psychology […] is at the same time social psychology as well.”1

All her life, professor Sophie Freud, Sigmund Freud’s granddaughter and a dear friend of Berggasse 19, also addressed the mutual conditionality of psychological and social dimensions in her work as a psychologist and social scientist. As a victim of the Shoah, the biggest movement of persecution and extermination of the 20th century, she also confronted her personal traumatizing experiences in her literary works. Sophie Freud died on June 3, 2022 in the US, aged 97 – in remembrance to her open, always alert and critical character, the conference as well as the corresponding publication were dedicated to her.

I would like to thank Jeanne Wolff-Bernstein, the chair of our scientific advisory board, as well as Daniela Finzi, our research director, for the conception and organization of this important conference. Our special thanks go to the speakers, whose theoretical and praxis-oriented contributions we can now present in this volume, offering valuable insights into the multi-layered subject of current group and mass phenomena, but also highlighting positive tendencies of future developments.

Monika Pessler

Director

Sigmund Freud Museum, Vienna


Notes


	1 Sigmund Freud, Group Psychology and the Analysis of the Ego (1921), SE 18, pp. 65-143, p. 69.










Introduction

Daniela Finzi and Jeanne Wolff Bernstein

This collection of essays selected for the symposium ‘Thoughts for the Times on Groups and Masses’ could not have appeared at a more poignant time in history than the present. Initially planned to commemorate the 100th anniversary of Freud’s 1921 canonical text Group Psychology and the Analysis of the Ego, the symposium at Berggasse 19 in Vienna was postponed for a year due to the constrictions of the Covid pandemic. Now, after a hiatus of almost two years, the significance of these texts has gained exponentially in importance, given the current turmoil around the globe. As a matter of fact, today we live in a world characterized by a multitude of overlapping crises: climate change and the pandemic, forced migration, terrorism, wars, and the rise of authoritarian structures combine with a massive media transformation, a digital modification of the structures of public space, and an alarming decline of democratic values as well as the demise of certainties long held to be self-evident.



It really does not take a lot of imagination to draw parallels with the period a good 100 years ago when Sigmund Freud published Group Psychology and the Analysis of the Ego in the summer of 1921. Alongside The Future of an Illusion, Civilization and Its Discontents and Moses and Monotheism, this work belongs to the ensemble of cultural theory texts, the third group of his writings alongside the pre-analytical ones from the 1880s and 1890s and the psychological writings from the first two decades of the 20th century.1 Freud’s initial ideas for this text focusing on social and mass psychology date back to the spring of 1919 – a time marked by the end of the First World War and the proclamation of the First Austrian Republic. Political upheavals and economic hardship led to unrest among the population and numerous mass strikes, which prompted Freud and his colleagues to take a closer look at social reality. The focus of the Fifth International Psychoanalytic Congress in Budapest, September 28-29, 1918, was ‘The Psycho-Analysis of War Neuroses’;2 in February 1919, Victor Tausk gave a lecture on ‘War Neuroses and War Psychoses’ at the meeting of the Vienna Psychoanalytic Society (Wiener Psychoanalytische Vereinigung, WPV), and a few weeks later, on March 23, Paul Federn, one of Freud’s oldest and most loyal colleagues and an active socialist, was discussing “The fatherless society”,3 which also resulted in a little brochure.4 According to Ernst Federn, his son, this publication was not only the first real application of psychoanalysis to political issues,5 but it also directly motivated Freud to formulate his views on mass psychology, or – as Sándor Ferenczi had put it succinctly – to tackle a “dissection of the mass soul”6.

Taking recourse to his earlier texts Totem and Taboo (1912) and On Narcissism: An Introduction (1914), Freud describes the erotic cathexes underlying the idealization of a strong father figure, which simultaneously results in an identification with the lost inner ego ideal. In contrast to the descriptive, more controversial works of his predecessors, Gustave Le Bon (The Crowd. A Study of the Popular Mind, 1895) and William McDougall (The Group Mind, 1920), Freud’s Group Psychology and the Analysis of the Ego is characterized by an analytic scrutiny of the transformation of the individual to a group being: what defines the “group”, what keeps it together, what kind of satisfaction – the “crooked cures”7 (“Schiefheilungen”) – is an emergence into the group able to provide, what unconscious mechanisms and psychological phenomena are at work when a multitude of individuals submit to a “leader” – these are key questions that we can gather from the text.

Although this text – which has also accompanied the careers of numerous sociologists, social psychologists, and group analysts – was to remain the only work of Freud which can be attributed to sociology in the broadest sense, the commonly held idea, also shared by psychoanalysts themselves, that psychoanalysis only views the individual as a monad, beleaguered by internal conflicts, is neither correct nor can it be seriously upheld in this day and age. While other fields of study were traditionally deemed to be applied, the hegemony of psychoanalysis believed itself to be a secure, distinct, and instructive discipline for others. However, once it became evident that the separation of inner and outer was not so easily drawn, and that the social and the individual were intricately interwoven and basically inseparable, the critique of studies devoted to fathoming societal problems became increasingly exacting and convoluted.

Ultimately, it was Sigmund Freud himself who paved the way for the notion that the human being is primarily a social creature and not an isolated being unaffected by the external world. “From the first individual psychology in this extended but entirely justifiable sense of words”, he wrote, “is at the same time social psychology as well.”8 “The mind is a palimpsest in which the traces of these figures will jostle and rearrange themselves for everyone. […] Our ‘psyche’ is a social space”,9 Jacqueline Rose also writes in her introduction to the 2004 penguin edition of Mass Psychology and Other Writings, which is well worth reading. The translator is JA Underwood, who renders the German term “Masse” as “mass” – and thus makes a striking change to the title of the Standard Edition. In fact, the first translation of Freud’s work into English – under the title Group Psychology and the Analysis of the Ego10 – by James Strachey had already been published by the International Psycho-Analytical Press the following year, in 1922: When Freud was working on the text, the word “group” was still relatively rarely in use in German,11 and of course groups also often exhibit the structure of Freud’s regressive mass bonding. For this reason, the title of this anthology also contains both terms, group and mass – which admittedly opens up different horizons of association, which also applies to the contributions of this volume.



In the first article, ‘Sexual Drives, Eros, and Identification – A Re-reading of Freud’s Group Psychology and the Analysis of the Ego’, Ulrike May methodically reconstructs the genesis of Freud’s writing. Her text reads like a detective story and uncovers evidence against James Strachey’s authoritative argument that “there is little direct connection between the present work and its close predecessor, Beyond the Pleasure Principle”,12 revealing that there are intricate connections between the two and that a close “temporal proximity” exists between the two texts. Notably, May remarks that many of Freud’s most radical ideas typically appear in the seventh chapter of his oeuvre, subsequently providing a concise summary of the difference between identification and libidinal object cathexis: “in the case of identification, the object is what one wants to be; in the case of libidinal object relations, the object is what one wants to have.”13

It is striking that Freud, without even providing any description of the leader figure(s) on which his undertaking is based, draws on examples from the political sphere that formed the central pillars of the monarchy which had just come to an end. However, he omits the movements of the period of upheaval in which he found himself, characterized by revolutions, large mass strikes and mass movements, as well as anti-Semitism – only in the years following the publication of the book would he increasingly take a position on this.14 Nevertheless, there is an implicit political dimension inherent in Freud’s Group Psychology. It is important to bear in mind that the National Socialist movement began its triumphal march in the very years following its publication. The nature of this leader-centered mass – after all, Hitler allowed himself to be called simply “The Führer” – corresponded so obviously with Freud’s explanations that Theodor W. Adorno would later, in 1951, base his own analysis of the social psychology of National Socialism very directly on them.15 Adorno was convinced that Freud, although he was hardly interested in the political side of the problem, clearly foresaw the emergence and nature of fascist mass movements in purely psychological categories. It is by the next contributor, Helmut Dahmer, who focuses in his chapter ‘Freud’s “Mass Psychology”’ on the historical relationship between the masses and the individual, that the sociological perspective is introduced. In dialog with the canonical authors of sociology, he is also interested in the links to today’s masses, including contemporary forms of mass communication.

The fact that we are standing at a crossroad of turbulent and troubling times applies not only to world statecraft but also to the politics of the psychoanalytic movement. The question of what is truly psychoanalytic or what is just a watered-down psychoanalytic study of societal conflicts has reemerged with voices from near and far, from young and old who believe that psychoanalysis has drifted too far away from its initial focus on the intrapsychic unconscious dynamics of the individual. Concerned by an increased interest in the psychoanalytic examination of rightwing and populist movements and leaders, conspiracy theories, the impact of technology and climate change upon humanity, many practitioners in the psychoanalytic movement fear that psychoanalysts place too much emphasis on the external world, and are thereby not paying sufficient heed to the subject’s inner, repressed unconscious fantasies to the morass of outside events. The texts of Earl Hopper and Francisco González offer a welcome corrective to this traditional trend of thinking, momentarily extricating the individual from society at large. Both papers convincingly argue for the idea that the analysand is an “inter-subject” and cannot be detached from their social history and context. Hopper starts from the assumption that trauma and helplessness are at the core of the human condition. In his article ‘The Social Unconscious, Trauma and Groups: A Constellation’ he presents his understanding of the concept of the “social unconscious” as well as his theory of the forth basic assumption – “Incohesion: Aggregation/Massification” –, which is a group-analytical further development of Wilfred R. Bion’s theory of the three basic assumptions (dependency, fight-flight, and pairing), in order to shift the focus to the process of the loss of bonding structures and cohesion in social systems. Francisco J. González also refers to the concept of the social unconscious and to group-analytical insights in his contribution ‘The In-Between of Us: The Inter-Subject and Interstitial Belonging’ in order to explore what constitutes “belonging”. González starts from the idea of a double origin of the unconscious to problematize collective aspects of individual subjectivity and the subjective aspects of collective ensembles. His contribution concludes with a vow to his psychoanalytic colleagues to no longer exclude the dimension of the social unconscious, but to enable a “trans-mural” psychoanalysis, as it were. Criticism of the failure of psychoanalysis as an institution to deal with important political issues also resonates in Ranjana Khanna’s contribution ‘Mass Death / Tobacco and Salt’. After all, she discusses Jacques Derrida’s opening address ‘Geopsychoanalysis: “… and the rest of the world”’ to a French-Latin American meeting convened in Paris in 1981 before turning to Freud’s ‘Thoughts for the Times on War and Death’ (1915) in order to discuss the question of individual agency in relation to mass death.



Another focus of the conference was the examination of mass psychology in virtual space, as today it is the Internet that is able to mobilize the masses like no other medium. At the same time, as Sama Maani points out in ‘Art, Identity, and Group Psychology in Digital Modernity’, the concept of mass formation seems misleading in that the virtual mass constituted via the Internet consists of highly isolated, atomized individuals. Also, the members of the masses, he rightly points out, no longer want to be part of a group, they want to be unique:


This is what has been voiced and promoted for decades now by the narcissistic imperatives of authenticity that are omnipresent in advertising, in the culture industry, in pop-psych self-help literature, etc., by saying ‘Be yourself,’ ‘Believe in yourself,’ ‘Achieve your best self’.16



It is interesting to note how these two currents manage to coexist side by side: an intense surrender and devotion to a corrupt and perverse Other in the form of various malignant narcissistic leaders (“Führer”) across the world, and a markedly amplified withdrawal into a narcissistic cocoon that preserves an intense involvement and preoccupation with oneself. Jan de Vos’ article ‘The Truths of Psychoanalysis: Defying the Lies of Psychology that Fuel the Digital Amassing of Individuals’ is also based on the massive media transformation and digital restructuring of the public sphere, which enables the “algorithmic amassing of people”. De Vos is interested in the capacity of psychoanalysis not only to understand the dynamics of digital appropriation, but also the ways in which it can contribute to resisting them. Giuseppina Antinucci, in turn combines theoretical and clinical insights in her contribution ‘Representing the Crisis of Representation’, illustrating how early this narcissistic investment in one’s own self may begin in our current technology-driven culture, in which the omnipresence of electronic devices occupies or contaminates the space of imagination and thought, and thus makes it possible, as it were, to circumvent a central component of becoming a subject – namely renunciation. Given the disembodied early universe with its faceless individualities, it is perhaps no surprise that millions of people swarm once again towards leaders who seemingly provide them with a much longed-for, albeit porous, sense of identity.



The final two chapters take an in-depth look at the storming of the Capitol on January 6, 2021 by supporters of then still incumbent but already voted out US President Donald Trump. Drawing on Freud’s Group Psychology, on Vamik Vulkan’s works and Otto Kernberg’s insights on narcissism, Ricardo Ainslie in ‘Ideology, Leaders, and Group Actions in the January 6 Insurrection’ draws upon the violent events to shed light on the processes of regression and disinhibition that can be at work in groups. Also, Ainslie distinguishes between three different groups of supporters who came together. Gail Newman, on the other hand, draws attention to the differences and limitations of Freud’s writing in her article ‘Massenpsychologie and MAGA’: She points out that what constituted a basic premise of Freud’s text and time – namely, the presence of “Thirdness”, a triangulating agency that enables the shared understanding of a moral and epistemological reality – has been eroded and collapsed into binarism in neoliberal thought. According to Newman who underscores the crucial difference Freud draws between object cathexis and identification, one that May had already pointed out in her previous text, Trump’s MAGA following does not so much desire what he has as what he is: Skirting the Third, the masses and mobs cheering Trump yearn to merge with him, a perfect idol of oneness that does not encourage any differentiation or separation from him but instead promises a nostalgic return to “a lost imaginary past”,17 i.e., an America that was once great but no longer is, a nation that can only become great again through Trump’s absolutist vision. Newman’s analysis of the Trump phenomenon that so many have been trying to unravel for the last four years perfectly applies to an article recently published in the Washington Post on January 11, 2024, a day before the Iowa caucus, analyzing the evening debate between the Republican candidates DeSantis and Haley, a gathering Trump conspicuously avoided, choosing instead to attend a town hall meeting organized by Fox News. While the two contestants were sparring, Trump jovially entertained an audience invited and selected by Fox News. Philip Bump, a national columnist describes the event as follows:


The most revealing moment during Donald Trump’s town hall interview that aired on Fox News…wasn’t about his past service as president or even his future desire to regain that position. Instead, it came when a woman named Kim stood up to ask Trump a question.

Do you know who you’re caucusing for Monday? Fox News’s Bret Baier asked.

I am proud to say I am a caucus captain! Kim replied.

For? Baier prompted.

President Trump! Kim replied, pointing at the former president. With a white-and-gold hat, Trump interjected.

I have that white-and-gold hat, Kim replied.

That’s it, in a nutshell. Trump is famous and powerful and viewed by many Americans as the country’s salvation. He is also the guy who spent decades tailoring his ability to get people to buy stuff with the word “Trump” on it, figuring out how to build loyalty to his brand both with gimmicks and by cultivating the sense that customers were entering his world of luxury.

So that goofy hat wasn’t just a hat. It was a symbol that Kim was part of Trump’s essential inner circle. Kim and her fellow caucus captains are, for the next week or so, some of the most important people in Trump’s world, and that hat proves it.18



Of the many stories and anecdotes published about Donald Trump, this story illustrates in utter simplicity the mechanism Trumps employs – among many others – to titillate and lure his adult audiences into a kind of simple-minded, gigantic infantile birthday-party-like gathering, during which audiences are drawn into a make-believe world, à la Mr. Rogers,19 fulfilling their unconscious desires to equate with their idol and participate in this glittering gold and blue jamboree. In light of this illusion, the much-quoted sentence from Freud’s Group Psychology and the Analysis of the Ego proves to be prescient in understanding this dynamic: “In groups the most contradictory ideas can exist side by side and tolerate each other, without any conflict arising from the logical contradiction between them.”20 In this hypnotic “mob” type of setting that has become a Trump staple, his admirers seem to forget completely that he was the one destroying the very social universe from which he now claims to rescue them without any detailed explanations.




We think this volume of essays honoring Freud’s Group Psychology and the Analysis of the Ego on its 100th anniversary illustrates what T.S. Eliot once termed, “how to work the dead”. Contrasting the idea that there is no linearity of time, Eliot wrote in The Tradition and the Individual Talent, that


no poet, no artist [and here we might add, no psychoanalyst] has his complete meaning alone. His significance, his appreciation is the relation to the dead poets and artists [again, psychoanalysts included]. You cannot value him alone, but must set him, for contrasts and comparisons, among the dead.21



The collection of essays assembled in this volume speaks to the evocative nature of Freud’s 1921 essay Group Psychology and the Analysis of the Ego, which while marking a caesura in his thinking at that time, foreshadowed the lasting significance and usefulness of his theory for analyzing the deeply troubling mass and group phenomena of today’s media-driven world.



This volume would not have been possible without the support of the Sigmund Freud Foundation Vienna and the Vienna Municipal Department of Cultural Affairs. We would like to thank Sarah Dunkee, Brita Pohl and Bettina Mathes for their translation work, and Andrew Ellis and Johanna Frei for copy-editing.
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Sexual Drives, Eros, and Identification – A Re-reading of Freud’s Group Psychology and the Analysis of the Ego1

Ulrike May

Freud’s Group Psychology and the Analysis of the Ego2 is such a rich text that I have taken the liberty of reacting to only a few select aspects. I will start with some reflections on the genesis of the text; after that, I shall discuss the meaning and significance of “identification”, arguably the core concept underlying Group Psychology.

In Group Psychology and the Analysis of the Ego, Freud turned his attention to phenomena observable in groups and “masses” of adults: regression, ego paralysis, and the like. His primary goal was not to describe mass-specific phenomena or to call attention to additional phenomena not yet described. Freud was after something else. He wanted to be able to identify the infantile roots of these phenomena. Remarkably, he did not draw on earlier conceptualizations of the individual and his/her relationships within the family, such as the Oedipus complex. On the contrary, Freud put those previously developed concepts to the side, offering fresh ideas and theories about group specific dynamics. He obviously felt that the processes taking place in a mass were processes sui generis, that is to say, of a completely different nature than oedipal ones. It is, I believe, evidence of Freud’s brilliance that he repeatedly risked articulating perceptions that initially did not fit the current state of his theorizing, permitting him to change his theories frequently. Group Psychology and the Analysis of the Ego is no exception to this ‘rule’. Here, the changes concern mainly the theory of normal psychic development, especially ego development. Also affected, albeit marginally, are clinical theory and metapsychology which I shall not go into.




On the Genesis of Group Psychology and the Analysis of the Ego

Reconstructing the genesis of published texts has fallen out of fashion; perhaps it was never really ‘en vogue’. These days, there are only a handful of researchers who work that way.3 To be sure, at first glance, the process seems somewhat drab and pedantic, but, as I hope to be showing, new connections can be brought to light, new insights can be gained.

Group Psychology and the Analysis of the Ego appeared in 1921, after Beyond the Pleasure Principle (1920) and before The Ego and the Id (1923).4 The text thus belongs to Freud’s middle or late writings which mark the transition to the so-called structural model of 1923, with its theory of the dynamics among ego, id, and superego. In what follows I will concentrate on some aspects of this transition.

I begin with the trivial observation that even though Freud significantly changed drive theory when he introduced the death drive and Eros in Beyond the Pleasure Principle, in Group Psychology, published only a year later, the death drive no longer appears while Eros remains. After reading Group Psychology, Max Eitingon wrote to Freud: “Compared with the almost tragic tension of Beyond, Group Psychology promises so infinitely much that is bright, redemptive, immediately obvious […]”.5 To Eitingon the two texts seemed quite antithetical. And James Strachey, the editor of the Standard Edition and one of the best experts on Freudian theory, writes in the introduction to Group Psychology, “There is little direct connection between the present work and its close predecessor, Beyond the Pleasure Principle.”6 I have always been puzzled by Strachey’s remark as well as by subsequent claims made by scholars who seem to share Strachey’s view that, mutatis mutandis, after Freud had dealt with the death drives, he turned to the group and the masses. This sounds much too rational to me and does not do justice to Freud’s creative process.

My own theory about the connections between Beyond the Pleasure Principle and Group Psychology is based on the reconstruction of the genesis of Beyond the Pleasure Principle.7 What sparked my interest in the genesis of Beyond was Ilse Grubrich-Simitis’ discovery of the manuscript of the first draft of Beyond in the Freud Archives in Washington, D.C.8 Michael Schröter and I decided to edit and publish the manuscript.9

Freud started writing the first draft of Beyond the Pleasure Principle as early as 1919. By mid-April he had completed the manuscript. Surprisingly, it deals exclusively with drives that lead to death. Eros does not make an appearance, neither in name nor in substance.10 Shortly after the completion of this draft, we find a first mention of a psychoanalytic foundation for group psychology in a letter Freud wrote to Ferenczi on May 12, 1919: “I completed the draft of ‘Beyond the Pleasure Principle’ [...] and, with a simple-minded idea, I attempted a Ψα foundation for group psychology.”11 That is all Freud writes. I shall come back to what he might have meant by “a simple-minded idea”.

During the summer vacation of 1919 Freud continued to work on Beyond the Pleasure Principle. He was obviously not yet satisfied with what he had put on paper. He read Schopenhauer and was catching up with experimental developmental biology and sexual physiology. At the time, biologists were discussing the conditions under which organisms die. There is a wealth of books and essays from this period on this subject.12 Freud shared an interest in this kind of work with Ferenczi. Between 1913 and 1918 they exchanged ideas about it frequently and in depth. They also planned a joint publication which, however, did not come to fruition.13 Instead, Freud wrote the first draft of Beyond the Pleasure Principle. Several other papers Freud published during that period also show the mark of his exchange with Ferenczi on the topic of developmental biology and physiology; for example, the January 1920 treatise on female homosexuality,14 the 4th edition of Three Essays on the Theory of Sexuality, and, finally, the revision of the first draft of Beyond the Pleasure Principle.

In December 1919 Freud wrote to Max Eitingon: “I am very slowly studying drive and group psychology;” and in March 1920 he wrote: “Meanwhile I am still working on group psychology and death drives.”15 Freud thus continued to think about whether and how he could incorporate the notion of a death drive into his theory while at the same time studying the formation and dynamics of groups and masses. In May 1920 he mentioned that he was planning a “small book” on Group Psychology16. Ernest Jones urged him to definitely consider Wilfred Trotter’s book on the so-called “herd instinct”. Freud replied that he had already read it and that he disagreed with Trotter on two grounds: firstly, the child had no herd instinct; and secondly, he had found a different answer to the question of the origin of the herd instinct. “Paleobiology may intervene even here”, he wrote.17 I shall come back to what Freud might have meant by this reference to paleobiology.

Wilfred Trotter was a British surgeon, a close friend of Ernest Jones and married to Jones’ sister. In 1916 his book The Herd Instinct in War and Peace had caused a sensation in the UK.18 By “herd instinct” Trotter meant a biological instinct for group formation and socialization inherent in all organisms. Trotter described different forms of group organization based on biological models. Germany, for example, was organized along the lines of the wolf pack type. Even though he disagreed with some of Trotter’s ideas, Freud appreciated the book and devoted an entire chapter to it in Group Psychology.19

In May 1920, Freud began revising his first draft of Beyond the Pleasure Principle. He took the manuscript with him on summer vacation, along with some documents and notes on Group Psychology.20 To his daughter Anna he wrote that he was working on the correction of Beyond the Pleasure Principle as well as on the “new treatise” of Group Psychology.21 On July 18, 1920, he announced that Beyond the Pleasure Principle was finished; immediately thereafter he began writing the first draft of Group Psychology, completing it in just four weeks.22 We can now answer the question of what Freud meant when he wrote to Jones that the origin of mass or group formation was perhaps to be found in paleobiology. What was meant was the aggregation of unicellular organisms into multicellular organisms brought about by the unifying force of Eros. This first draft of Group Psychology, as Freud himself later stated, already contained all the important thoughts of the final version23, which he completed and submitted for printing in the spring of 1921. We can therefore state that, at the very least, Group Psychology was written in the closest temporal proximity with Beyond the Pleasure Principle.

Yet the two papers are much more intricately connected. It is important to bear in mind that in the process of writing Beyond Freud added an entire chapter to his first draft: namely chapter six in the final version of Beyond the Pleasure Principle.24 He also made changes in the chapters before and after it. This new sixth chapter featured experimental biological research on the death of organisms – as well as Freud’s own thoughts on Eros. On page 50 of Beyond, as published in volume 18 of the Standard Edition, Eros is mentioned as the antagonist of the death drive for the first time and in a context that at first glance seems somewhat strange. Freud raises the question how it is that in the course of evolution unicellular organisms have combined into larger cell groups, i.e. multicellular organisms. The answer he gives is that there must be a force which is responsible for this coalescing. Eros is that force; Eros binds the cells and holds them together. That is Freud’s reasoning as to why he incorporated Eros into his theory.25

Importantly, Eros is also the main agent of mass formation. In Group Psychology as in Beyond Freud raises the same question, namely what were the forces that enabled the coalescence of unicellular organisms into multicellular organisms? To answer this question he refers to a “valuable remark of Trotter’s, to the effect that the tendency toward the formation of groups is biologically a continuation of the multicellular character of all the higher organisms.”26 Indeed, in his book Trotter had brought this analogy into play several times.27However, he attributed the transition from unicellular to multicellular organisms to a biologically predetermined “herd instinct” while Freud stuck to his own explanation from Beyond the Pleasure Principle, claiming that it was Eros that was responsible for the formation of multicellular organisms. We are now in a position to answer the question what Freud meant when he spoke of “a simple-minded idea” on which he based his psychoanalytic theory of mass psychology: it is the analogy between the step from unicellular to multicellular units and that from individual to mass or group formation. And we can now also answer the question what Freud might have meant when he wrote to Jones that the origin of mass formation was perhaps to be found in paleobiology. What Freud was alluding to was the merging of unicellular organisms into multicellular organisms in the course of the evolutionary history of organisms.
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