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ROBERT A. PAUL

11 Freud's anthropology:
A reading of the " cultural books"

How can the insights into individual psychology gained through the
techniques of psychoanalysis illuminate the cultural, collective life
of people in society? Freud returned to this question throughout his
career in a series of works sometimes referred to as the "cultural
books"; these include Totem and Taboo (1912-13); Group Psychol-
ogy and the Analysis of the Ego (1921c); Civilization and Its Discon-
tents (1930a); and Moses and Monotheism (1939a). In this essay, I
give an exposition of these works in which I stress their unity, their
evolution as psychoanalytic theory itself developed, and what I take
to be their central argument. I also intend to show how vital aspects
to this central argument may, despite the many difficulties these
books present to the contemporary student of society and culture,
contribute in powerful ways to our understanding of human social
existence.

Before turning to the cultural books themselves, however, I want
to begin by drawing attention to the fact that Freud was, from the
first, concerned with ordinary cultural life. Of the book-length proj-
ects to which he applied himself as soon as he had completed the
self-analysis which played so crucial a role in his intellectual devel-
opment, three were nonclinical accounts of normal phenomena in
which are visible the workings of unconscious thought processes,
namely, dreams (1900a), slips of the tongue (1901b), and jokes
(1905c). The effect of these works is to undermine the very distinc-
tion between normal and neurotic and to show that something other
than rational, secondary process thought is a normal and essential
aspect of all human life.

These three books are certainly "cultural" insofar as they explore
aspects of thought, speech, and symbolization shared in the public
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arena of Western society. They do not, however, explicitly address
the question of how human culture and society are constituted in
general (though the examination of jokes in particular does involve a
fine understanding of the social context and interpersonal strate-
gizing involved in joke telling).

It must also be stressed at the outset that Freud's individual psy-
chology itself was never the isolated, hermetically sealed internal
system sometimes caricatured by its detractors. As he writes in the
Introduction to Group Psychology:

In the individual's mental life 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, in this extended but entirely justifiable sense of the
words, is at the same time a social psychology as well. (1921c, XVIII, 69)

Further, one may well consider ''cultural" Freud's essays on art,
literature, and myth, all undeniably "cultural" phenomena. True, in
many instances Freud treats the characters in the work as if they
were individuals whose motivations and psychodynamics exempli-
fied clinical insights,- while in others, such as in the studies of Leo-
nardo (1910c) and Dostoevsky (1928b), his attention is focused on
the psychology of the artist behind the work. In other instances,
however, for example the work on folklore coauthored with Oppen-
heim (1957a [1911]), Freud makes clear that he considers the symbol-
ism of the unconscious encountered in dreams and neurotic symp-
toms to be embedded in the language permeating public cultural
discourse, so that folklore is amenable to interpretation along psy-
choanalytic lines.

One particular case of such public symbolism in myth deserves
special attention because of its centrality and because Freud's posi-
tion is so often misunderstood. When, in The Interpretation of
Dreams, he discusses the theme of death wishes unconsciously felt
by children toward a parent, he alludes to Sophocles' Oedipus Rex, it
is neither to see the play as a manifestation of Sophocles' psychology,
nor yet to examine Oedipus' own supposed motives and psychody-
namics. It is, rather, to show how the play serves as a collective,
publicly constituted fantasy that corresponds to the unconscious in-
cestuous and rivalrous fantasies harbored by each member of the
audience as repressed residues of childhood. Those critics who have
gloated over the fact that Oedipus himself could not have had an
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Oedipus complex miss the point: We, being humans and not fictional
characters like Oedipus whose exploits are highly unrealistic, do
have Oedipus complexes; the play thus serves as what Clifford Geertz
calls a story people tell about themselves.1 In Oedipus Rex we
schematize and epitomize an aspect of our existence, and from this
public text we learn how to understand ourselves and how to make
ourselves who we are.

It is my contention that if we read Freud's cultural books replacing
his search for historical origins with a focus on such fantasy
schemas - individually experienced, but also collectively shared,
communicated, and transmitted as symbolic representations and as
phylogenetic templates - the main arguments take on persuasive
force.

The 1907 essay "Obsessive Actions and Religious Practices" can be
seen as an overture to the cultural books, a first statement of Freud's
idea that neurosis and cultural phenomena can usefully be compared
(1907b, IX). In this paper, Freud points to parallels between the pri-
vate ceremonials of obsessional neurotics and the ritual observances
of religion (and one must assume that he has in mind mainly Catholi-
cism and Judaism). They are similar in the sense of guilt both engen-
der if their performance is neglected, but they differ in that the one is
variable from person to person, and private, while the other is stereo-
typed and collective.

The apparent distinction that the neurotic ritual, unlike the reli-
gious one, is meaningless disappears when it is realized that the
surface triviality and absurdity of obsessional rituals are the result of
displacements and other symbolic distortions of an originally per-
fectly clear idea (while the majority of religious practitioners actu-
ally have no inkling of the deep symbolic meaning of the rituals they
perform, either).

Dynamically, Freud argues, the two are similar in being based on
the renunciation of instinctual impulses. But they differ as to which
instinct it is which is being renounced: Whereas in the neurosis it is
exclusively the sexual instinct that is suppressed, in religion it is
self-seeking, socially harmful instincts. At this relatively early stage
in his thinking, Freud maintains that there are two classes of in-
stincts whose opposition is at the root of psychodynamic conflict.
One is the sexual instinct, or libido,- the other is the class of ego
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instincts, concerned with survival of the organism, of which the
foremost exemplar is hunger. The ego instincts are selfish in the
literal sense, looking out at all times for the welfare of numero uno;
the libido, by contrast, serves the purposes of the genome and the
species by ensuring procreative copulation (though this is far from
its only actualization in real life).

In the essay Freud puts forward the pithy formulation that one
may describe obsessional neurosis "as an individual religiosity and
religion as a universal obsessional neurosis" (1907b, IX, 126-7).
This, I think, is the essence of his thought about civilization: Reli-
gion is the neurosis of civilization, the price civilized people pay for
the instinctual renunciations demanded of them. Nor is it just any
neurosis; it is specifically a neurosis of the obsessive-compulsive
type.

One is so used to hearing that Freud developed his ideas through
the treatment of hysteria common among the women in his clien-
tele that one may be inclined to forget that by the time he turned his
attention to cultural issues he had become considerably more inter-
ested in obsessional neurosis. Perhaps some impetus came from his
self-analysis, in which he encountered obsessional features in him-
self. In any event, the only two published complete cases he himself
treated were ones he diagnosed as obsessional - the Rat Man (i9O9d)
and the Wolf Man (1918b [1914]). In one of his great final theoretical
works, Inhibitions, Symptoms and Anxiety, he says quite explicitly
"obsessional neurosis is unquestionably the most interesting and
repaying subject of analytic research" (i926d [1925], XX, 113).

Because what is now called obsessive-compulsive personality disor-
der (but not the more full-fledged obsessional-compulsive neurosis) is
typically seen in men more than in women, one might understand
Freud's apparent privileging of obsessional psychodynamics in under-
standing civilization as an expression of his own well-known biases
on the matter of the sexes. There is no doubt truth in this view,- at the
same time one should bear in mind that the problem of which it is a
symptom-male domination and its historical and cross-cultural
ubiquity - is also one that Freud's theoretical ideas help to explain. If
"civilization" is in some meaningful way to be understood on the
model of obsessional dynamics,- if, furthermore, these dynamics are
typical of men; and if, finally, the qualities of this constellation of
conflicts lead to a need for control and the isolation of thought from
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affect, then this would go a long way toward explaining the enigmatic
fact of universal gender inequality. That Freud was not himself free of
the neurotic and cultural conditions he was able to diagnose does not
invalidate his contribution to the understanding of the conditions in
which he, and we, find ourselves.

The link between obsessional neurosis and the intertwined ori-
gins of religion, society, and civilized morality is the central theme
of Freud's next and most important work on the application of psy-
choanalysis to the study of culture, namely Totem and Taboo
(1912-13, XIII). The subtitle of the work, "Some Points of Agree-
ment between the Mental Lives of Savages and Neurotics/' has been
enough to poison the atmosphere between anthropologists and psy-
choanalysts for most of a century now; but once again, we lose more
than we gain if we allow the dated and objectionable aspects of the
work to blind us to its positive contribution.

Freud accepted the notion prevalent in the anthropological think-
ing of his day that cultural history was to be understood as a
unilinear progression of higher stages of civilization, and that con-
temporary non-Western, nonliterate peoples stood "very near to
primitive man, far nearer than we do" and that "their mental life
must have a peculiar interest for us if we are right in seeing in it a
well-preserved picture of an early stage of our own development"
(1912-13, XIII, 1). In these assumptions he was no different from the
authorities upon whom he relied, including Frazer, Tylor, McLen-
nan, Lang, Marett, and for that matter Durkheim (whose Elemen-
tary Forms of the Religious Life [1912] he consulted without, it
seems, having been particularly impressed).2

In Freud's own thinking, the parallels he drew between obsession
and civilization rested on the assumption that the history of civiliza-
tion could be compared to a human lifetime, and that the customs of
people closer to the childhood of the race could be understood on the
analogy of the fantasies, conflicts, and phase-appropriate neuroses of
individual childhood. These views are no longer tenable,- nonethe-
less we must take them as the basis for reading Freud's work, and for
finding our way toward a more plausible and useful interpretation of
what he saw.

The first of the four essays that comprise that work, "The Horror
of Incest," shows that Australian aboriginal peoples-"the most
backward and miserable of savages" - are not only not unconcerned
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about regulating sexual life, but go to great lengths to prevent incest.
Their marriage rules, section systems, and avoidance customs are
the cultural equivalents of the prohibitions on incest enforced in
each individual's psyche through the agency of the superego estab-
lished in the wake of the resolution of the Oedipus complex.

In the second essay, "Taboo and Emotional Ambivalence/' the
"taboos" of the Polynesians and others are compared with the prohi-
bitions and ceremonials of obsessional neurosis. Ambivalence, the
central dynamic feature of obsessional neurosis, is the situation in
which every affectionate relationship is offset by an equal but gener-
ally unconscious undercurrent of hostility toward the same person.
The prohibitions and rituals of the obsessional are necessary to pro-
tect love and the loved ones from a danger, which, since it emanates
from oneself, is ever present. The primary prohibition is against
touching, which originally is understood in the sexual sense as mas-
turbation, but is extended to any sort of contact. The sexual fanta-
sies aroused by masturbation lead to the dread of castration in retalia-
tion for murderous wishes against the oedipal rival; the sexual and
hostile impulses are repressed, but displacement leads to a constant
"seepage." The result is the obsessional's fear of contagion, and the
preventive measures of isolation, in which thoughts are kept apart
from each other and from the feelings appropriate to them (to keep
them from "touching").

Freud shows that taboo states in many societies correspond in that
taboo people and things are likewise "contagious," through constant
displacement. Further, people and situations surrounded by taboo
are those likely to evoke selfish and hostile impulses, just the ones
repressed in the emotional ambivalence of obsessional neurosis.

Having shown the "points of agreement," Freud turns to the differ-
ences between ritual taboos and obsessional prohibitions. First, there
is still, as in 1907, the difference between the instincts prohibited. In
the neurosis, Freud says, it is a sexual impulse that must be controlled
(because it brings with it hostile thoughts that are a source of danger).
In the case of cultural taboos, the prohibition is on touching not in the
sexual sense but "in the more general sense of attacking, or getting
control, and of asserting oneself" (1912-13, XII, 73). The impulses
prohibited are, then, a "combination of egoistic and erotic compo-
nents into wholes of a special kind" (ibid.). What this unique instinc-
tual blend might be will become clearer presently.
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A second difference, as in the 1907 paper, is that the neurosis is a
"caricature" of a cultural form,- neuroses "endeavor to achieve by
private means what is effected in society by collective effort" (ibid.).
Freud goes further this time, though, and asserts that sexual in-
stincts are unsuited to uniting people in society; that job is better
done by the demands of self-preservation.

It seems at first contradictory to claim that egoistic instincts
should be more suitable for leading people to unite in social groups
than libidinal ones. The confusion is, I think, due to the state of flux
in which Freud's instinct theory found itself at the time: He was
about to jettison the distinction between ego and libidinal instincts
altogether and replace them with a single instinct, libido, which
could be directed either toward the self or toward an object (1914c).
The "self-preservative" instincts thus turn out to be both "egoistic"
and "libidinal." The "whole of a special kind" he had referred to
would thus be narcissim, libidinal investment of the self. Social
instincts, then, at this point in Freud's thought, become derivatives
of narcissistic ones.

The point is elaborated in the third essay, "Animism, Magic and
the Omnipotence of Thoughts." Both the "savage" and the obses-
sional neurotic, Freud argues, act as if they believed that wishes
equal deeds, that they can have real effects on the world without any
action, and, when they are bad, that they can and should be punished
like bad deeds. Ideas about things, in short, are granted equal value
with things themselves. Magic and "animism" - the postulation of
an ensouled external world - which are said to typify "primitive"
society correspond to the conviction, so typical of obsessional neu-
rotics, that they are as guilty as murderers because of hostile wishes
they have harbored, usually unconsciously. The basis of this attitude
is the narcissistic overvaluation of one's own psyche and one's
power to determine events. In at least part of the mind, the reality
principle is rejected as too great a narcissistic blow (since it does not
support the illusion of omnipotence); illusory satisfactions and er-
satz control are clung to in the neurosis. The constant need for
control and defense is required precisely because the neurotic be-
lieves he is dangerous-a conviction resting on the belief that
wishes are deeds.

So far the book has been about "Taboo." In the fourth essay, surely
the best known and most notorious, we at last arrive at "Totem";
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the essay is called ''The Return of Totemism in Childhood." Here
Freud proposes to solve what was then - but is certainly no longer -
an important anthropological issue, namely, how totemism and
exogamy are related, which came first, and under what circum-
stances. James Frazer's four-volume opus Totemism and Exogamy
was considered a work of paramount significance (it is now hardly
ever read), and scholars struggled to place the two phenomena some-
where in the then accepted universal progression of evolutionary
stages thought to characterize the development of religion and soci-
ety. 3 "Totemism" refers broadly to those ideas according to which
certain groups of people are linked with animal species, toward
which they must observe some sort of ritual relationship and/or
prohibition; "exogamy" refers to the institution whereby one is re-
quired to marry a person from outside one's own group (at whatever
level that might be defined), and prohibited from marrying within
the group. Thus, for example, in contemporary American society the
nuclear family is exogamous, in that one may not marry a sibling,
parent, or child.

After a conscientious review of the literature (to which the con-
temporary reader need devote only cursory attention, the debates
having long since been completely superseded), Freud proposes his
own theory of the origin of both totemism and exogamy. Taking
these two features and the prohibitions associated with them to be
the main foundations of primordial social life, he wants to show that
the injunction not to kill the totem animal, interpreted as a displace-
ment for the father, and the rule not to marry within the group, are
respectively, negations of the two great oedipal wishes,- to kill one's
father (assuming a male ego here) and "marry" one's mother. The
institution of society thus rests on the measures taken to suppress
the wishes of the Oedipus complex.

Freud presents his argument as if it emerged from a consideration
of three different theories and observations: Darwin's conception of
the original social units in which humans may have lived; Robert-
son Smith's theory of the totemic sacrificial feast; and Freud's
(1909b) and Ferenczi's observations of animal phobias in little boys.*
The last named serve to prove that the totem animal is really the
father, since in children, as presumably in "the childhood of the
race," animals frequently represent the castrating father around
whom phobic ideas nucleate. Robertson Smith's analysis is brought
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in to show that totem feasts, in which a prohibited animal is killed
amid both mourning and rejoicing, are features of the supposed origi-
nal religion of humankind.

Darwin's contribution to the scenario is his (really quite plausible,
if not necessarily correct) suggestion that early humans probably
lived in bands composed of a single adult male and those females
and their young he was able to control and defend from competitors.
The young males would be driven off as soon as they were sexually
mature and thus potential rivals; after living a solitary life, they too
would, in their turn, establish a mating unit with one or more fe-
males. Such an arrangement would, according to Darwin, prevent
the dangers of too close inbreeding. (This model is, in fact, a fairly
accurate schematic description of gorilla social organization.)

Freud's own theory weaves these strands together to propose that
in one fateful era, inaugurating human culture and society, the ex-
cluded junior males rebelled against their father, driven by desire for
his females, resentment of his tyranny, and new confidence perhaps
arising from the possession of some new weapon. (I have elsewhere
proposed that this new weapon would have been the capacity for
culture itself. 5) They killed and ate the father, thus by identification
gaining some of his authority. The totem meal reenacts this "memo-
rable and criminal deed, which was the beginning of so many
things - of social organization, of moral restrictions and of religion"
(1912-13 , XIII, 142).

Their goal achieved and their hostility spent, the brothers' love for
the slain father came to the fore, and in remorse, and through a fear
of the war of all against all to which the succession would otherwise
lead, they set up the first prohibitions in the name of the now deified
patriarch: One must not kill the totem animal (father) and one must
not commit what for the first time becomes the crime of "incest"
with those women whose desirability instigated the revolt in the
first place, that is, the father's consorts. The simultaneous sorrow
and joy of the totemic feast represent both sides of the ambivalence:
The rite both reenacts the triumph and expiates the crime. The
prohibition on incest ipso facto inaugurates exogamy and the neces-
sary exchange of wives between groups, while the memory of the
dead father becomes the basis for the new moral system, authorized
by the guilt felt by the brothers for their act.

Freud suggests that the memory of the original deed has remained
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in the human unconscious and continues to undergird and enforce
human society, which is based on the incest taboo and the collective
worship of progressively "higher" deities: first animals, then the
hero, the polytheistic gods, and finally the returned superpatriarch
of Judeo-Christian (and Islamic) monotheism. (The matriarchy, then
widely believed to have been an important stage in the evolution of
society, is slipped rather awkwardly into the interregnum after the
father is killed and before the brothers have come to their wits and
established civilized social organization.)

Freud's myth of the primal horde has struck a host of observers
and critics as farfetched and overwrought; and certainly, from our
point of view, the various arguments based on the assumption of a
parallel between the evolution of society and the maturation of an
individual - as well as the hypotheses about the matriarchy, the
totemic stage of religion, and so on-have lost all but historical
interest. It is my contention, however, that behind the melodrama
lies the persuasive observation that the oedipal fantasies of human
childhood, based on sexual and aggressive impulses within the nu-
clear family, have both a cultural and a phylogenetic basis, as would
be expected given that we evolved under conditions of natural selec-
tion for maximum inclusive reproductive fitness. The primal horde
probably never existed; but it does ideally embody the fantasy of
what any male in a sexually reproducing species like ours might
aspire to in his narcissistic and reproductive self-interest: to father
offspring by as many women as possible, and to eliminate all rival
males from competition by depriving them - one way or another -
of reproductive potential, that is, by "castrating" them.

So well suited for reproduction in social mammals is this arrange-
ment that stockbreeders of ungulates and other herd animals around
the world have adopted it as usual practice, as I have pointed out
elsewhere.6 Breeders recreate the primal horde in their flocks by
impregnating all the females with one or a few stud males, and
killing and eating, castrating, or subjugating for forced labor the
remaining males.

Once he had arrived at the formulation of the primal horde, Freud
continued to organize his further thinking about culture and society
around it. In his next major cultural work, Group Psychology and
the Analysis of the Ego (1921c), he combines his earlier work on
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narcissism (1914c), his idea of the primal horde, and the new dual
instinct theory he had proposed the previous year in Beyond the
Pleasure Principle (i92og.) A new instinct theory had been necessary
ever since the collapse of the old duality into a unitary view with
libido as the only instinctual drive. This situation left libido without
an antagonist among the instincts, and thus left Freud at a loss to
find a biological underpinning for the endemic conflict he found in
human psychology. The new instincts of 1920 are Eros, subsuming
the old libido; and a new instinct, Thanatos, the drive toward de-
struction and death.

The latter plays no active role in the Group Psychology; the re-
vised version of Eros, however, contributes some new twists to
Freud's theory of culture and society. As we saw, sexual love in its
pure state leads to transient gratification and cannot form the basis
for lasting social bonds. Only erotic impulses that are partly aim-
inhibited can transform sexual interest into long-term love and affil-
iation. The sexual couple, then, stands in an equivocal position be-
tween narcissism and group psychology: a pair united in genital love
is a self-contained minimal unit, antithetical to the growth of larger
units. The primal father himself had been a pure narcissist, in the
sense that he gratified every wish, including sexual ones, as soon as
it arose. He did not, strictly speaking, lead a social existence in the
human sense; even his pairings with his consorts had complete but
only momentary pleasure, not lasting object relations, as their basis.
It was, rather, the brothers who, because of the sexual privation
forced upon them by their jealous father, first experienced social life
as we know it.

Prevented by the repressive father from achieving genital satisfac-
tion with women, the brothers formed ties among themselves based
on aim-inhibited libido, sometimes expressing itself in homosexual
erotic ties among them. This aim-inhibited love became a part of
what cemented them into an enduring group. But narcissism once
again augments object love, through the process of identification.
Forced to renounce his own narcissism, each young man clings to it
in fantasy by creating the image of his own forfeited perfection as an
"ego-ideal" (a forerunner of the superego, a concept that appeared
first in The Ego and the Id [1923b]). This in turn is based on the
image of the full-fledged primal father he himself would like to be,
preserved for him in cultural and phylogenetic memory. Unable to
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realize this ideal, and seeing the futility of competing with his broth-
ers for supremacy, he turns his sibling rivalry, by reaction-formation,
into a sense of equality and group solidarity, by the reasoning that "if
one cannot be the favorite oneself, at all events nobody else shall be
the favorite" (1921c, 120).

He introjects as his ego-ideal a leader who is, or at least can be
mistaken for, a realization of what he aspires to. His fellows do
likewise, and they thus share a common ego-ideal, identifying with
the leader by trying to mold their own egos to a likeness of the
admired one. The result is that they are all similar in having the
same ego-ideal and similar egos, and therefore they are able to iden-
tify with each other and thus love each other in a way closer to
narcissism than to object love. Thus aim-inhibited love spilling over
onto others seen as like oneself is the basis of long-lasting social ties.
Since the primal horde no longer exists, the leaders who emerge are
not true narcissistic primal fathers, but simulacra of them who can
overawe, fascinate, terrorize, and inspire love in a group. (Freud's
prescience regarding fascism, then about to emerge, was uncanny.)

An implication of this analysis, not spelled out by Freud but with
far-reaching implications for anthropology, is that social life among
humans is structured around two axes. There is the axis of heterosex-
ual coupling leading to biological reproduction, and there is the axis
of society formed by aim-inhibited relations of identification based
on libido that is neither hetero- nor homosexual, but which "shows
a complete disregard for the aims of the genital organization of the
libido" (1921c, 141).

It follows of necessity then that the social ties of the "brother
horde," those which in fact constitute the more enduring "glue" of
society, must be derived from pregenital erotic strivings, inhibited in
aim and sublimated or transformed through reaction-formation into
cultural forms. These pregenital elements would include the oral
and dependent, the anal and sadomasochistic, and the exhibition-
istic and narcissistic components of human sexuality, which make
their appearance earlier in childhood than genital ones.

Any society has to reconcile the claims and principles of both the
genital and the pregenital axes of society. Thus, in some non-
Western, nonliterate societies, the two strands are visibly separated;
there is a men's society different from the realm of heterosexual
reproduction. The two are linked by the fact that senior men are
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both married householders and fathers, and also high-ranking mem-
bers of the male society. The ritual symbolism of such male societies
is often replete with more or less thinly transformed and sublimated
pregenital erotic imagery.

By the time Freud wrote Civilization and Its Discontents in 1930, his
theory had undergone still further revisions. He had introduced the
tripartite ego-id-superego structural model of the psyche in The Ego
and the Id (1923b); and he had finally faced up to the implication of
his late dual-instinct theory, that aggression, pure and simple, is an
instinctual drive on an equal footing with the sexual instinct. In 1930,
Freud still sees culture and society arising out of love and common
work, to be sure,- but this love is more and more understood as derived
from a primary narcissism that regards every other person as a poten-
tial enemy, rival, or inhibitor of one's freedom; the aggression aroused
in defense of this narcissism is only by reaction-formation turned into
the ambivalent love that characterizes society.

The first to thwart our boundless narcissism were our parents. We
internalize their prohibiting authority as the superego, and keep it
energized by using our own aggression, now turned against our-
selves, to frighten ourselves into being ''good" and renouncing our
oedipal wishes in the interests of security and avoiding the punish-
ments of loss of love and castration.

Now finally Freud has a grounding in his instinct theory for the
ambivalence of obsessional neurosis and of civilization: Aim-inhib-
ited object love and narcissistic identification as group bonds lie
uneasily atop a repressed current of hatred and destructiveness, the
inhibition of which imposes the "obsessive" defenses upon society.
The great interest in beauty, cleanliness, order, and love of one's
enemies so central to (Judeo-Christian) civilization's view of itself
betrays the fact that culture has to work overtime to inhibit and
defend against, by reaction-formation, the violent and anal sadistic
urges that arise when narcissism is infringed.

The source of the superego, for Freud, which acts as internal guard-
ian serving the interests of civilization rather than of our own happi-
ness, is, in the 1930 work, a blend of both our own inhibited and
inturned aggression and the fact of a real external punishing author-
ity. Again, our descent from the primal horde, and our shared mem-
ory of the primal father and his murder, prepare us (men) to respond
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to our own less than titanic fathers with the awe and terror the
original father inspired by his mere look.

With Moses and Monotheism (1939a [1937-9]), Freud's final major
book, the journey is complete and the theory of culture can be
viewed in its fully evolved form. Readers have been distracted, in
approaching this work, by numerous difficulties (not the least of
which being the question of why he wrote it at all, in the period of
Nazi ascendency). A close reading of the book will reveal, I believe,
that neither the question of Moses7 nationality, nor of whether there
were two Moseses, nor whether Moses was a follower of Akhnaton,
nor even whether Moses was killed in a revolt, is central to the
argument. Rather, the book is a new exposition of the primal horde
theory this time explicitly set in the context of the history of Judeo-
Christian civilization. Here for the first time the analogy between
obsessional neurosis and Western religious history is systematically
laid out.

The analogous pattern, repeated on the individual and collective
level, is this sequence: "early trauma - defense - latency - outbreak
of the neurosis - partial return of the repressed material" (1939a,
80). The trauma is an overwhelming experience of a combined sex-
ual, aggressive, and narcissistic nature; in the individual, it is the
oedipal fantasies, in society, the primal crime itself. The trauma
gives rise to an active compulsion to repeat itself, and at the same
time to an effort at defending against the impulse to repeat it. After
remaining relatively dormant for a while, the conflict between im-
pulse and defense reemerges under certain circumstances (such as in
sleep or illness, when an instinct receives added strength as the
libido does at puberty or when recent events remind one of the
repressed material).

In a typical obsessional-compulsive neurosis, the initial trauma
leaves a conflict between hostile wishes felt as deeds, and fear of
danger, in the form of retaliatory castration. To ward off the danger,
defenses are instituted including reaction-formation, whereby the
hostile wish is converted into an elevated sense of justice and moral-
ity; isolation, in which thoughts and affects are kept apart and ideas
left unconnected to avoid reexperiencing the whole fantasy; and
undoing, in which the constantly asserted impulse needs to be coun-
teracted with expiatory ritual. Latency is achieved in middle child-
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hood with the installation of the superego and advancing cognitive
abilities,- but adolescence brings on new instinctual stresses leading
to the outbreak of the repressed conflict in neurotic symptoms repre-
senting a compromise-formation between the ambivalent wishes to
express and to defend against the impulses.

If, for the sake of exposition, we accept the analogy between cul-
ture and the individual life, the comparable sequence would be this:
First there is the primal murder, the trauma enacting aggression and
motivated by sexual and narcissistic impulses. The compulsion to
repeat the deed is warded off by the defenses established as the social
prohibitions on incest and on killing the deified representative of the
father; these renunciations are enforced by the shared memory of
the slain patriarch, whose internalized authority empowers the cul-
tural superego. After a period of development and latency, certain
historical circumstances, the upheavals of the biblical era, bring
about a remembrance of the primal crime. In response to the threat-
ened return of the traumatic situation and the feared retaliation
from the still-living memory of the jealous deity who visits the sins
of the father upon the sons down through generations, actions and
observances are undertaken which, as compromise-formations, both
express and defend against the hostile side of the ambivalent rela-
tions within society and toward the authority which maintains it.
These observances become, first, the elaborate list of rules, prohibi-
tions, and ritual observances of Judaism; and then the dramatic but
ultimately failed attempt at liberation from them represented by
Christianity. The latter, though ostensibly aiming at undoing the
primal guilt through sacrifice and thus making the code of laws
unnecessary, instead deepens the guilt by recognizing that even rebel-
lious wishes, as well as deeds, require punishment and hoped-for
forgiveness.

I am quite convinced that Freud arrived at the construct of the
primal crime not from reading Robertson Smith and Darwin, but by
performing upon the central Christian ritual, the Eucharist or Mass,
the same sort of analysis and reconstruction of early events he
would have carried out had the same constellation of ideas and ac-
tions been presented to him as the fantasy or ceremony of an individ-
ual obsessional patient. The endlessly repeated sacrifice of an "inno-
cent" son could only be a resolution of neurotic guilt concerning an
original murder of (or death wish toward) a father by the guilty ring
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leader of a "band of brothers." In the ritual the innocence of the rebel
is proclaimed at the same time as his guilt is confessed by his execu-
tion; the original wish for patricide is enacted insofar as the slain son
is asserted to be identical with the deified father.

My assumption that the primal crime is a reconstruction from
Christian ritual is supported by this quotation from Freud:

From the manner in which, in Christianity, this redemption is achieved - by
the sacrificial death of a single person, who in this manner takes upon himself
a guilt that is common to everyone - we have been able to infer what the first
occasion may have been on which this primal guilt, which was also the
beginning of civilization, was acquired. (1930a, 136; my emphasis)

Freud himself recognized, of course, that the greatest difficulty in
treating civilization as if it were an individual capable of having a
neurosis is the question of how we are to suppose that contemporary
people can be motivated, indeed compelled, by memories of events
that occurred not in their own lives, but in ancient history. Though
human actors and not a hypostatized "Civilization" are still the
subjects of Freud's drama, his scheme requires them to act on knowl-
edge they cannot be supposed to have gained by direct experience.
How can this be?

In Totem and Taboo, contrary to widely held opinion, Freud does
not suggest or even imply that the memory of the primal crime
continues across generations by means of the "inheritance of ac-
quired characteristics." While he does think that there must be in-
heritance of some psychical dispositions, he argues that these must
be given "some sort of impetus in the life of the individual before
they can be roused into actual operation" (1912-13, XIII, 158). And
though he does not think that "direct communication and tradi-
tion" account for the transmission of the memories, he does not
turn to genetic inheritance, but rather to the encoding of uncon-
scious ideas in cultural symbolism, a mode of information storage
that, like genetic information but independent of it, is transmitted
across generations. The relevant passage is worth quoting in full,
because misunderstandings of this text are so commonplace:

psychoanalysis has shown us that everyone possesses in his unconscious
mental activity an apparatus which enables him to interpret other people's
reactions, that is to undo the distortions which other people have imposed
on the expression of their feelings. An unconscious understanding such as
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this of all the customs, ceremonies, and dogmas left behind by the original
relation to the father have made it possible for later generations to take over
their heritage of emotion. (158; my emphasis)

In other words, everyone can perform unconsciously the analysis
Freud performs on, let us say, the Mass, and divines its real emo-
tional message, which he or she then uses to give specific form to his
or her own highly charged repressed fantasies - as I argued also that
the audience does while watching Oedipus Rex.

As his career developed, Freud grew more and more convinced
that symbolically disguised cultural inheritance in rites, symbols,
and myths alone could not account for the strength of the oedipal
fantasies, and did insist that they were phylogenetically inherited.
But to say that something is inherited phylogenetically is not - as all
of biology attests - the same as saying that it requires the "inheri-
tance of acquired characteristics." As Freud pointed out, a compari-
son with the case of animals shows that they too "have preserved
memories of what was experienced by their ancestors" (1939a
[1937-9], 100). That is to say, the beaver has a phylogenetic "mem-
ory" of how earlier beavers built dams; the migratory bird has a
phylogenetic "memory" of the constellations of the night sky used
as signals by its ancestors. The question of the mechanism by which
this "memory" was acquired is the province of genetics and evolu-
tionary theory, and by no means Freud's problem alone.

I thus conclude that it is quite possible to suppose that humans
have a phylogenetic predisposition to construct fantasies and attach
affects to them as if they were vitally real according to the scenario
of the primal horde - whether or not such a state of affairs ever
really existed or not, or whether the phylogenetically inherited con-
stellation is any more strictly speaking a "memory," in the narrow
sense, than is the bird's innate knowledge of the stars and how to
respond to them literally a "memory" of something its first ancestor
experienced. Whether the "events" symbolized in the Eucharist, for
example, actually once occurred or not is a moot point; what is
relevant is that each generation is capable of acting as if it under-
stood the meaning of the ritual and was under the peremptory sway
of the impulses and fears it enacts.

We can see, then, that Freud supposes that the "memories" and
fantasies at the root of our civilization are carried along three chan-
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nels, the personal, the cultural, and the phylogenetic. The individ-
ual has a memory in the literal sense of his or her own actual
infantile oedipal experience. This personal memory is formed
against the backdrop of, and given shape to, on the one hand, by the
species-specific human phylogenetic promptings that date back to
our days as a social but precultural primate; and on the other by
the culturally inherited symbolic forms - the ''customs, ceremo-
nies, and dogmas" - in which the particular traditions of the cul-
ture are encoded.

Personal memory can last only a lifetime, inscribed as it is in the
tissue of a mortal organism. But civilization has continuity because
memories, fantasies, myths, and ideas can travel across generations
along two parallel tracks. One is genetic, and depends for its continu-
ity on sexual reproduction; the other is cultural and involves the
encoding of information in external vehicles - symbols in the broad-
est sense - the most highly charged of which draw energy from the
libidinal, aggressive, and narcissistic impulses of childhood.

This "dual-inheritance model" of cross-generational information
transmission? accounts for the existence of the two axes of society
to which I referred earlier: The heterosexual one is necessary to
accomplish sexual (genetic) reproduction, whereas the "band of
brothers" is bound by aim-inhibited pregenital libido turned to cul-
tural sublimations. These two must cooperate minimally to repro-
duce the totality of human society, but there is an inherent tension
between them. As Freud says, "civilization behaves toward sexual-
ity as a people or stratum of its population does which has subjected
another one to its exploitation. Fear of a revolt by the suppressed
elements drives it to stricter precautionary measures" (1930a, 107).

If, as I think we must, we reject the literal historicity of the primal
crime, as well as the idea of the history of civilization being like
maturation from infancy on through stages comparable to those in
an individual life, then we cannot accept at face value Freud's anal-
ogy between Judeo-Christian religion and obsessional neurosis. But I
propose that our rejection of these aspects of Freud's cultural
thought should not lead us to ignore the fact that the parallels he
cites are highly persuasive, indicating that the fantasies, impulses,
defenses, and symbolisms observed clinically in obsessional person-
alities, and culturally in the rites, symbols, and traditions of our
civilization, are closely related if not identical. The difference be-
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tween them would remain that in religious institutions the instinc-
tual conflict and its outcome are turned to the constructive function
of uniting a group of surly individuals into an enduring society knit
together by the strongest of instinctual emotions, namely libido,
aggression, and narcissism. In the neurosis the same work is done to
nobody's benefit.

If we accept that the individual memory of the childhood nuclear
fantasy and its outcome is prepared for and augmented by the influ-
ence of both phylogenetic predispositions - the nature and extent of
which has yet to be determined by research - and cultural tradition
embodied in inherited symbolic forms and practices; and if we ac-
cept, furthermore, the implication of Freud's cultural works that
there are two different social axes repesenting the two different
modes of transmission of information across generations - the ge-
netic, sexual one, and the cultural one based on aim-inhibited nonre-
productive libido,- then we also arrive at sound theoretical support
for the tripartite model of the psyche. The agency of the organism
proper (the ego) negotiates its way through reality always prompted
by the (often conflicting) imperatives of the sexual, directly instinc-
tual, phylogenetic "program" (the id); and the asexual, nongenital,
cultural "program" (the superego). Individuals, as well as societies
and cultures they form, must take the needs of all of these into
account in any effective compromise. Investigating the ways they do
this (or fail to do so) is the project for a systematic comparative
ethnography yet to be undertaken.
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