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Understanding the Republican Group Fantasy
 by Brian D’Agostino

The two most frequently occurring
themes in the debate were humil-
iation and restoration of power

through guns and militarism.  By
coincidence, a naval incident
with Iran two days beforehand
provided ample fodder for the
humiliation narrative.  Two small
American naval boats apparently
strayed by mistake into Iranian
territorial waters and were board-
ed by Revolutionary Guards, the
Iranian regime’s hardline elite
corps.  The Guards arrested the
crew and immediately exploited

continued on page two

In the Wake of Terrorist Attacks: a Call for Introspection
by Marc-André Cotton

I watched the January 14 debate
of the seven leading Republican
presidential candidates with
great interest.  A week later, I
read the transcript of the
debate—a treasure trove of data
on the Republican group
fantasy—and made a list of
what I found to be the most
emotionally charged statements.
In this article I will summarize
some of these statements, place
the group fantasy evoked by
them in historical context, and
provide a psychohistorical an-
alysis including possible social
practices for ameliorating what
appears to be the underlying
traumas.

Terrorism brings back deep memories of
childhood abuse. Awareness of this phenomenon
can help reduce unconscious sources of popular
support for repressive and militaristic government
policies in the wake of terrorist attacks. These
reflections by the IPA’s International Vice
President were composed in the weeks after the
November 13 Paris attacks.

In the aftermath of the November 13 mass shoot-
ings, many in France felt relieved when President
Hollande declared a state of emergency and sent
planes to bomb ISIL in Syria. A reflexive response
to the attacks was to rally behind the tri-color flag
and the values of the Republic, to draw closer to

continued on page seven
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REPUBLICAN FANTASY
continued from page one

the propaganda value of the incident
by releasing a photo of US sailors
kneeling with their hands clasped
behind their heads and Iranian per-
sonnel holding them at gunpoint.
They also released a short video-clip
of an American sailor apologizing for
the crew’s mistake.

Secretary of State John Kerry quickly
contacted his Iranian counterpart and
the sailors were released unharmed
in a matter of hours.  The president
touted this speedy resolution of the
incident as a diplomatic success
based on his administration’s im-
proved relations with Iran.  It should
also be noted that any country facing
unauthorized entry into its territory
by foreign nationals has the right
under international law to arrest and
detain them.  Republican politicians
and conservative pundits, however,
homed in on the images of American
sailors kneeling and apologizing and
framed them as a devastating humili-
ation of the United States.

Making America Great Again
During the debate, Texas Senator
Ted Cruz said, “If I am elected
president, no service man or service
woman will be forced to be on their

knees, and any nation that captures our
fighting men will feel the full force and
fury of the United States of America.”
New Jersey Governor Chris Christie
said that President Obama had let our
military “diminish to a point where
tinpot dictators like the mullahs in Iran
are taking our Navy ships;” he called
it “disgraceful” and said that as
president he would rebuild the US
military and avert any such humilia-
tions.  Donald Trump concluded his
remarks at the debate by saying that
the previous day he had stood with 75
construction workers who were
“tough” and “strong”  but nevertheless
“had tears pouring down their faces”
at the sight of American sailors on
their knees with “Iranian wise guys
having guns to their heads.”  Repeating
his now familiar mantra, Trump said,
“If I’m president, we will make
America great again.”

The humiliation theme came up again
and again.  Christie said that “this
country is not respected around the
world anymore.”  Florida Senator
Marco Rubio said, “Barack Obama
believes that America is an arrogant
global power that needs to be cut down
to size. And that's how you get a
foreign policy where we cut deals with
our enemies like Iran and we betray
our allies like Israel and we gut our
military and we go around the world

like he has done on ten separate
occasions and apologized for Ameri-
ca.” This president, he said, “is weak-
ening America on the global stage.”

According to Trump, Americans are
“laughed at all over the world.”  He
said that the Chinese laugh at us and
“can't believe how stupid the Ameri-
can leadership is,” and that “we don't
need a weak person being president
of the United States.”  Agreeing with
Trump, Cruz said “China is running
over President Obama like he is a
child,” a choice of words to which I
will return.

The needed response to this humilia-
tion, all the candidates agreed, was
“to rebuild our military.” Florida
Governor Jeb Bush made the highly
misleading claim that the US Navy
is “now half the size of what it was
prior to Operation Desert Storm,”
and the patently absurd claim that
“every weapon system has been
gutted.”  He said the US needs a
more belligerent foreign policy, that
“our friends no longer think we have
their back and our enemies no longer
fear us,” and that “the rest of the
world is moving away from us
towards other alliances because we
are  weak.”    Retired  neurosurgeon

continued on page four
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Editor of The Journal of  Psychohistory.
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BOOK ANNOUNCEMENT
The Dysfunctional Workplace: Theory, Stories, and Practice
by Seth Allcorn and Howard F. Stein (University of Missouri
Press, 2016)
This book explores an aspect of organizational life that is at times difficult
to acknowledge and often painful to recall. Stories invite reflection and the
development of greater understanding of organizational dynamics. This fresh
scholarship provides a theoretical framework for discussion. Throughout this
book, Allcorn and Stein utilize a psychoanalytically informed perspective to
help readers understand why a leader, colleague or friend behaves in ways
that are destructive of others and the organization and provides a basis for
organizations to survive and thrive in a dysfunctional workplace.

REPUBLICAN FANTASY
continued from page two

Ben Carson said that President Oba-
ma has “done everything he can to
diminish [the US military].”

Three candidates proposed a policy
of using force without limits, though
in terms more subtle than Ted Cruz’s
proposal in the wake of the San
Bernadino shooting to “carpet bomb”
ISIS.  Referring to the military, Car-
son said “we [shouldn’t] tie their
hands behind their back,” while Bush
said “We need the lawyers off the
back of the war fighters.”  Rubio
promised that “if we capture any
[members of ISIS] alive, they are
getting a one-way ticket to Guantan-
amo Bay, Cuba, and we are going to
find out everything they know.”
Seeing and hearing the aggressive
way he spoke these words left no
doubt in my mind that he was
promising to bring back “enhanced
interrogation techniques,” that is,
torture.

Related to this militaristic discourse,
the candidates were also unanimous
in calling for fewer restrictions on the
acquisition of guns in the United
States.  Rubio linked Barack Oba-
ma’s alleged undermining of the
military with his support for gun
control and noted sarcastically that

ISIS does not purchase their weapons
at gun shows, a reference to a gun
control initiative supported by the
president.  He also taunted Christie for
being lax on gun rights and the gov-
ernor responded that he vetoed a 50-
caliber rifle ban, a reduction in clip
size, and a statewide I.D. system for
gun owners.  Christie fiercely attacked
Barack Obama’s use of executive
orders to enact gun control measures,
saying about the President of the
United States, “This guy is a petulant
child” and promising Obama that “we
are going to kick your rear end out of
the White House come this fall.”  Kick
the rear end of a petulant child.
Hmmm.

Macro-historical Realities
Over the course of the two and a half
hour debate, the words “military” or
“guns” were used a total of 156 times,
all in the context of overcoming
humiliation or weakness.  Since politi-
cians are experts at reading the public
mood, it would appear that many
Americans, especially the Republican
primary voters to whom these
candidates were mainly speaking, are
feeling humiliated.  To understand
why will take a multi-leveled analysis.
I will begin by examining the macro-
historical contexts in which the
humiliation and militarism group
fantasy is unfolding.

The 1950s and 60s were the heyday
of the American middle class, based
on unionized jobs, white collar
employment, and small businesses,
many of which were passed down
from father to son.  It was mainly
non-Hispanic whites who had access
to this prosperity, and it was common
to see households headed by male
bread-winners with full time female
home-makers.  Beginning in the
1970s, corporations began to move
factories to low wage regions, deci-
mating unions and the blue collar
economy.  At the same time, big
chain stores cut into the small
business sector.  Middle class white
women began to enter the paid work
force, both out of economic necessity
and due to changing gender roles,
putting further downward pressure
on wages.  Women and minorities
gained increased access to white
collar jobs (both because of affirm-
ative action and because employers
could pay them less than they paid
white males), as well as increased
access to higher education.

These developments, combined with
the women’s and minority empower-
ment movements, posed major chal-
lenges to the social status of white
males.  As Harriet Fraad has pointed
out in the pages of this newsletter,
this segment of the US population in
recent decades has faced eroding
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economic security, loss of domi-
nance in the family, and the
ascendancy of women, Blacks and
Hispanics in society and politics, all
at the same time.  Fraad has noted
how the US gun industry exploited
the humiliation and frustration
experienced by these men, how the
cult of guns flourished as a way of
restoring masculinity and potency,
and how the boiling frustrations and
cult of guns combined to create an
ever worsening epidemic of mass
shootings beginning in the 1980s.

During this same period, the limits
of American power on the global
scene became increasingly evident,
beginning with the humiliating defeat
of the US in Vietnam and culmin-
ating in the attacks of 9/11 and the
disastrous Afghanistan and Iraq wars.
Ignoring the geopolitical reasons for
this decline, the Republican candi-
dates attribute it to neglect of US
military capabilities.  Defense spend-
ing during the Obama years did, in
fact, decline from about $750 billion
in 2010 to $600 billion in 2015 (in
constant dollars).  However, this was
due mainly to winding down of the
Iraq and Afghanistan wars, which
tells us nothing about long term
trends.  To put the current level of
military spending in context, it is
about 60% more in constant dollars
than it was on average during the
Cold War; it is more than the military
spending of the next seven biggest
military powers in the world com-
bined, and more than four times the
military budget of China.

The real reasons for the relative
decline of American power are struc-
tural changes in the global political-
economic system since World War
II.  In The Rise and Fall of the Great
Powers, historian Paul Kennedy
provides the long term geopolitical

context for these changes.  Since the
15th century, a succession of hege-
monic powers—Spain, France, Bri-
tain, and now the United States—
carved out political or economic em-
pires and then, economically burdened
by the costs of empire, lost their
hegemony to the next great power.
While the US economy grew faster
than the country’s military spending
during the Cold War, the costs of
empire remained a drag on civilian
investment, allowing a number of
industrialized European and Asian
countries to overtake the US in man-
ufacturing productivity, while the
country’s transportation, energy, and
other infrastructure deteriorated in the
last 30 years.

If the pattern that Kennedy described
continues into the future, America in
the coming decades will be displaced
by China as the world’s hegemonic
power.  In my view, this is unlikely to
occur because the forces of global-
ization are transforming the great
power system itself, with elites and
masses alike organizing themselves
across national boundaries.  Whether
the emerging planetary civilization
will be humane and egalitarian or
violent and autocratic remains to be
seen, but in any case we should not
assume that the current international
system based on sovereign states will
continue indefinitely.

The Psychology of Humiliation
The 1950s and 60s were the heyday of
both the US empire and the American
middle class.  During this time, most
white males enjoyed privilege and
prosperity at home and could bask in
the glory of American global hege-
mony.  All of this began to unravel in
the 1970s, due to trends indicated
above that have continued ever since.
These systemic factors are the context

of the Republican group fantasy, but
do not adequately explain it.  What,
we must ask, can account for the
stark differences in the way Repub-
licans and Democrats are responding
to the same economic and geopol-
itical challenges?

Given the salience of the non-His-
panic white male demographic in the
above analysis, the answer to this
question is partly the multi-racial and
multi-cultural composition of the
Democratic electorate.  The other
main factor, I would argue, is that
Republicans and Democrats draw
from different psychoclasses, that is,
groups of people with common
personality profiles resulting from
distinctive parenting subcultures.  If
Republican white males are more
inclined than their Democratic coun-
terparts to feel humiliated and to find
the remedy in guns and militarism,
this probably reflects a different dis-
tribution of personality types in the
two parties.

The abovementioned comments by
Cruz and Christie that President
Obama is a “child,” and the contempt
and fury with which they attacked
him, may be clues about a major
psychoclass associated with the Re-
publican Party.  Consistent with the
punitive tone that dominated the
entire debate, Christie threatened to
“kick the rear end” of the “petulant
child.”  I  would  argue  that  Repub-

continued on page six
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REPUBLICAN FANTASY
continued from page five

lican males in the United States at the
present time are typically people who
were subjected to punitive parenting.
Evidence for such a nexus between
punishment in childhood and political
conservatism includes survey findings
by Milburn et al. involving punish-
ment, political attitudes, and participa-
tion in psychotherapy (Childhood
Punishment, Denial, and Political
Attitudes, Political Psychology, vol.
16, no. 3).  Males who reported being
disciplined in a punitive manner in
childhood and had no psychotherapy
were significantly more conservative
than males who were not punished, as
well as more conservative than
punished males who had therapy.  The
authors interpret these data, correctly
in my view, that punitive parenting
produces unconscious rage that is
displaced onto political scapegoats.
This is not the case, however, for
males who participated in psycho-
therapy.  By becoming conscious of
their rage and its sources in childhood,
these males have less need to displace
it.  Women in the survey did not ex-
hibit a significant relationship be-
tween punishment and conservatism,
perhaps because it is not socially
acceptable for females raised accord-
ing to traditional gender norms to
direct anger towards others.

More can be said about the possible
psychodynamics of right-wing ideo-
logy and the way unconscious com-
plexes are displaced onto symbolic
political objects.  Identification with
the aggressor may be a relevant
mechanism here, with the traumatized
child identifying with and idealizing
the punitive parent.  To the extent such
identification occurs, it may be the
source of many conservatives’ con-
tempt for weakness and dependency,
which is associated with the parental
contempt they experienced as weak
and dependent children.

I hypothesize that idealized punitive
introjects are typically displaced onto
the violent arm of the state—the
military and police—while the inter-
nalized contempt is displaced onto the
“nanny state,” that is, the social
welfare and regulatory aspects of
government.  It is the latter to which
American conservatives generally
refer when they castigate “govern-
ment”—even as they treat the military
and police as sacred cows.  By
contrast, someone who becomes
conscious of the punitive introjects as
the source of their rage (e.g. through
psychotherapy) is likely to become
politically progressive, rebelling
against the violent side of the state and
embracing the nurturing side.  People
raised in a nurturing manner may end
up in the same place politically by a
different developmental route.

Creating a Humane Future

Interconnected institutional, political,
and psychological problems demand
multi-leveled responses.  In this
presidential election year in the
United States, political education is
sorely needed about the real sources
of economic insecurity and terrorism,
and a policy agenda for achieving
sustainable prosperity and a humane
future.  I have written about these
matters in some detail in my book,
The Middle Class Fights Back: How
Progressive Movements Can Restore
Democracy in America (Praeger,
2012).

Core elements of this agenda, I argue,
include a Green New Deal paid for by
carbon taxes and increased taxes on
the rich; demilitarization and a new
foreign policy based on collaboration
with Russia and China to ameliorate
global environmental, economic, and
security challenges; and policy ini-
tiatives to promote worker ownership
and control of enterprises.  This is a
practical policy agenda that can
actually achieve the peace and

prosperity that millions of ordinary
people want from their political
system.  Moreover, the widespread
appeal of Bernie Sanders’ populist
campaign suggests that the time has
come to interject such ideas,
dismissed as too radical in the past,
into mainstream political discourse.

In my book’s appendix on the
psychology of the radical right, I also
call on the progressive movement to
intervene in the cultural politics of
child rearing. One initiative along
these lines, Dr. Margaret Kind’s high
school parenting curriculum, was
outlined in the Summer 2014 issue of
this newsletter.  By teaching humane
parenting in our middle and high
schools, society can finally break the
vicious cycle of punitive parenting
and right-wing authoritarianism.  Fur-
ther, by making such a curriculum
mandatory for boys and girls, we can
simultaneously dismantle the gender
caste system that continues to re-
produce inequality between women
and men.  Promoting such programs
is a major way that psychohistorians
can help create a humane and peaceful
future.

Brian D’Agostino is President of the
International Psychohistorical
Association, the author of peer
reviewed research in political psy-
chology, and author of The Middle
Class Fights Back: How Progressive
Movements Can Restore Democracy
in America.  He can be reached at
bdagostino@verizon.net.
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TERRORIST ATTACKS
continued from page one

our leaders in search of reassurance.
As criticism arose over unlawful
security measures in the wake of the
tragedy, I thought about an un-
conscious process that may be at
play in such painful moments.

Responding to
Political Violence

When we face an event that
temporarily overwhelms the re-
sponse capacity of our reflective
consciousness, a splitting mechan-
ism operates. Our brain cannot
integrate the disturbing information
and the emotional trauma asso-
ciated with it. This was frequently
described as a “state of stupor” on
the evening of the November 13
Paris attacks. A constructive way of
processing such events is to share
one’s experience with others and to
show support through social net-
works.  In this case, for example,
#PrayForParis broke hashtag re-
cords on Twitter.

This spontaneous reaction may
have stemmed from an over-
whelming anxiety rekindled by the
peculiar ferocity shown by the
attackers, urging those affected to
find consolation and a sense of
togetherness in a few powerful
symbols. Identification of the
French people with the victims
seemed even stronger than occurred
after the Charlie Hebdo attacks in
January 2015, which were directed
towards specific targets.  This latest
shooting was indiscriminate. I and
those I know liked the music played
at the Bataclan concert hall and
could easily imagine ourselves on
the terrace of Rue de Charonne.

Such responses are natural, but I see
two reasons to go deeper.  First,
only through introspection can we
avert popular support for abuses of
power that are often perpetrated “in
our name,” ostensibly in the service
of national security. France in fact
has opted out of some aspects of the
European Human Rights Conven-
tion in order to fight terrorism, and
French authorities have raided
mosques and the homes of environ-
mental protesters.  Unexamined
fears enable such excesses.  The
second reason for deeper reflection
has to do with personal integrity and
the need to free ourselves from our
inner limitations.

Confronting the
Terrors of Childhood

Perhaps the most terrifying ex-
periences of childhood are those
associated with parental violence.
It is common for such terrors to be
repressed and then triggered in
adulthood by dramatically violent
events such as the mass shootings
in Paris or San Bernadino. To the
extent we remain unconscious of
such childhood traumas, it is easy
to displace our fears onto scape-
goats and find false reassurance in
irrational and dysfunctional security
policies.  But there is an alternative.
When political violence evokes
childhood terrors, tragedy can be-
come an occasion for personal
growth through introspection.

The key to introspection in this
context is to recognize how our
adult responses to horrific political
violence are shaped by our trau-
matic memories of parental vio-
lence.  In both cases, there is a sense
of disbelief before reality sets in.
How can this be possible? There
was a relative confidence and,
suddenly, everything seems to be
turned upside down. We are shock-

ed and puzzled by terrorist attacks
just as we were shocked and
puzzled as children in the wake of
parental violence.  Terror becomes
real through our bodily sensations:
our heart is now racing and appre-
hension takes over.

Emotions in the wake of a terrorist
attack are overwhelming.  We must
understand what has happened, but
how can we possibly make sense of
such unbounded hatred?  Feelings
of helplessness at the hands of
indiscriminate violence soon give
way to anger seeking compensation
for our loss.  Any sense of the
assailants’ humanity is overwhelm-
ed by the urge to strike back, to
harm or kill to put an end to such
evil. But just as we once hit the wall
of our own intractable parents, now
too, a truly effective response eludes
us, and a sense of numbness sets in.

In the weeks following the attacks,
we experience a train of emotions,
undoubtedly intensified by alarm-
ing press statements and untiring
reminders of the crimes.  We feel
powerless and enraged, just as we
did as children, and at other times
feel unfathomable sorrow.  Our
efforts to make wise political
judgments about the current terror-
ist threat are held hostage to an
inner turmoil having its roots in the
terror we experienced as children.
We survived that terror through
repression, but now the old psychic
wounds resurface.  Only by reflect-
ing on the sources of those wounds
can we achieve personal healing
and political sanity.

Marc-André Cotton is a teacher,
Geneva-based psychohistorian,
and the IPA’s International Vice-
President.  He can be reached at
marc-andre.cotton@wanadoo.fr
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Nicknamed ‘Bapu’ (‘father’ in
Gujarati), Mahatma Gandhi is
fittingly celebrated as the father of
modern India and a pioneer in the
theory and practice of non-violent
social change.  Psychobiographies
of Gandhi and his sons by Parikh
(2001), Dalal and Suhrud’s (2007),
and Joshi (2007) demonstrate that
he achieved this stature at terrible
personal cost, and wreaked great
psychological violence, ironically,
on his own sons.  All four of
them--Harilal (1888-1948), Mani-
lal (1892-1956), Ramdas (1897-
1969) and Devdas  (1900-1957)—
harbored deep-seated, repressed
grievances against their father.

In his personal life, Gandhi was
reputed to be “uncaring, obstinate,
abstemious, and self-denying”
(Nandy, 1998).   None of his sons
were permitted formal schooling,
greatly impeding their capacities
for professional accomplishment.
When his son Harilal wanted to
marry, the Mahatma’s verdict was,
“How can I, who have always
advocated renunciation of sex,
encourage you to gratify it?”

Harilal, Gandhi’s most defiant and
vivacious son, bore the brunt of his
father’s displeasure.  Gandhi once
said that his greatest regret was
that he couldn’t persuade two
individuals — Muhammad Ali
Jinnah and his son Harilal.  Eldest
of the four brothers, Harilal
eventually turned out to be an
exemplar of deliberate self-harm,

an alcoholic arrested on several
occasions for public drunkenness
and caught in a number of petty
crimes including embezzlement.
Rather than reflect on his own
failures as a father, Gandhi
snapped and eventually banished
Harilal from the family.

For his many hagiographers, “the
Mahatma” was ‘the Man who
became One with the Universal
Being ‘(Rolland, 2002).  But
Harilal personally witnessed
features of Gandhi’s life that
would shock his admirers, from
the spiritual pretensions of his
acolytes to the climate of neurosis
surrounding his negation of
sexuality.  Dalal and Suhrud’s
empathetic and unbiased bio-
graphy of Harilal documents these
disagreeable truths.

One falls short in comprehending
the father of India, who has
inspired hundreds of millions of
people worldwide to this day,

without understanding his son
Harilal Mohandas Gandhi—left
behind, neglected, abandoned, and
indeed fatherless throughout life.
While dying in a Mumbai (then
Bombay) hospital in 1948, Harilal
had no idea that future psycho-
biographers would validate his
perceptions of the Mahatma’s
shadow side.
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