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Political Philosophy in Freud: 
War, Destruction, Mania, 

and the Critical Faculty. 

I fear I may be abusing your interest, which is after all 
concerned with the prevention of war and not with 
our theories. Nevertheless, I should like to linger for a 
moment over our destructive drive, whose popularity is 
by no means equal to its importance. 

Sigmund Freud to Albert Einstein, 1932 

In his "Thoughts for the Times on War and Death," written 
in 1915 and in the midst of the First World War, Sigmund 
Freud reflected on the bonds that hold a community 
together, as well as the destructive powers that break those 
bonds.1 By the time he developed the "death drive," first in 

1 Sigmund Freud, "Thoughts for the Times on War and Death," in 
1he Standard Edition of the Complete Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud, 
trans. James Strachey, vol. 14, London: Hogarth Press, 1915, 273-300. 
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destructive force that Freud descnbes. 

F d
, fl · s on ,vr0rid War I led to successive 

reu s re ect10n wi 
insights on destructiveness. In 1915, :reud had ~ot yet 
introduced the notion of the death dnve-of which one 
of the primary aims would be the deterioration of social 
bonds-but he did register an impression of overwhelming 
and unprecedented human destructiveness in his time: 

The war in which we had refused to believe broke out and 
brought-disillusionment. Not only is it more bloody and 
more destructive than any war of other days, because of the 
enormously increased perfection of weapons of attack and 
defence; it is at least as cruel, as embittered, as implacable 
as any that has preceded it. It disregards all the restrictions 

Abbreviated "SE" in subsequent citations. 
2 S'.gmund Freud, Beyond the Pleasure Principle, SE vol. 18, 1920. 
3 Sigmund Freud, Civilization and Its Discontents, SE vol. 21, 1930. 
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known as International Law, which in peace-time the states 
had bound themselves to observe; it ignores the preroga- 
tives of the wounded and the medical service, the distinc- 
tion between civil and military sections of the population, 
the claims of private property. It tramples in blind fury on 
all that comes in its way, as though there were to be no 
future and no peace among men after it is over. It cuts all 
the common bonds between the contending peoples, and 
threatens to leave a legacy of embitterment that will make 
any renewal of those bonds impossible for a long time to 
come.4 

Freud's remarks are noteworthy for many reasons, chief 
among them the sense of a shift in the history of destruc- 
tiveness: destructiveness has not been known quite like 
this before. Although the development of new weapons 
has made the destruction greater than in previous wars, the 
level of cruelty strikes Freud as the same, suggesting that 
the problem is not that humans have become more cruel, 
but that technology has allowed that cruelty to produce 
greater destruction than before. A war without those weap- 
ons would cause less destruction but would engage no lesser 
amount of cruelty. So, if we are tempted to say that cruelty 
is itself augmented by technology, Freud appears to resist 
that view: destruction takes on new and historically variable 
forms, but cruelty remains the same. Thus, human cruelty 
alone does not account for all destructiveness-technol- 
ogy exercises its agency as well. But the distinctly human 
capacity for destructiveness in human beings follows from 

4 Freud, "War and Death," 278-9. 
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. l t psychic constitution of the human subject. 
h ambiva en - 

t e . of what can be done to check destructiveness 
1h quesnon 

e ambivalence and technology, especially in the 
thus engages 
context of war. . . 

Although it is commonly supposed that war making 1s the 
lfi tivity of nations, the blind rage that motivates war speci c ac . . 

he very social bonds that make nations possible. Of 
destroys t h . al' f . d . . can fortify t e nation ism o a nation, pro ucmg course, it 

• tonal coherence bolstered by war and enmity, but a prov1s1 
. l rodes the social relations that make politics possi- 1t a so e 
bl The power of destruction unleashed by war breaks social 

. e. d produces anger, revenge, and distrust ("embitter- nes an 
rnent") such that it becomes unclear whether reparation is 

ossible, undermining not only those relations that may 
have been built in the past, but also the future possibility of 
peaceful coexistence. Although Freud is clearly reflecting on 
World War I in his remarks above, he is also making claims 
about war in general: war "tramples ... on all that comes 
in its way." Here, he is suggesting that breaking down the 
barriers that keep inhibitions in place is, in fact, one aim 
of war-military personnel have to be given license to kill. 
Whatever the explicit strategic or political aims of a war may 
be, they prove to be weak in comparison with its aims of 
destruction; what war destroys first are the very restrictions 
imposed on destructive license. If we can rightly speak about 
the unstated "aim" of war, it is neither primarily to alter the 
political landscape nor to establish a new political order, but 
rather to destroy the social basis of politics itsel£ Of course, 
such a claim may seem overstated if we believe, for instance, 
in just wars-wars waged against fascist or genocidal regimes 
in the name of democracy. But even then, the explicit goal 
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of war waging and the destructiveness unleashed b 
never quite the same. Even so-called "just War" Y War are 

runs th · k of a destructiveness that exceeds its stated aims . d e rts 
'its eltb purpose. erate 

Indeed, whatever the public and stated aim f 
so warma be, another aim is always also at work, one that F d Y 

h "bl' d fu " M h' reu refers to ere as in ry. oreover, t 1s fury mot' . 
. . . ' 1vat1ng and even unifying a people or a nation at war, also tear h st e people and the nation apart, working against whatever 1· . ntentional 

self-preserving, or self-enhancing aims they may h Th'' ave. is 
sort of rage aims, first and foremost, to overcom . . 
. hibi . d . . . d e exisnng in 1 inons an restncnons impose on destructi' • lf on use , 
to break social bonds-understood in part as blocks . . . . against 
destruction-in favor of increased destructiveness, and to 
reproduce destruction into the foreseeable future, which 
may turn out to be either a future of destruction or a way of 
destroying the future itself It is from within the stated local 
and provisional aims for war making that another aim, or 
indeed a "drive," can take hold-a destructiveness without 
limit. Even as a group or a nation may achieve temporary 
cohesion in war, rallying behind its explicit aims to defend 
the country or to destroy the enemy, something can form- 
or take hold-within that rallying that exceeds any of those 
explicitly acknowledged aims, breaking not only the social 
bonds of the groups targeted by war but those of the groups 
waging war, as well. The idea of "blind fury'' that Freud takes 
from. Greek tragedy prefigures what he would come to call 
the "death drive" just five years later. Already in 1915, what 
concerns him is the power that the death drive assumes, once 
it is amplified with destructive technology, to wreak destruc- 
tion across the world, and to destroy the very social bonds 

155 
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the power to keep destructiveness in check. By 
that h;ve ud would become more explicitly concerned with 
1930,. ~ebTty of genocide, as evidenced in Civilization and 
the poss1 1 1 . 

. t nts There, he wntes: Its Discon e . 

'Ihe fateful question for the human species seems to me to 
whether and to what extent their cultural development 

be · · h d· b f h · will succeed in mastering t e rstur ance o t err commu- 
nal life by the human instinct [Trieb] of aggression and 
self-destruction [Agressions und Selbstvernichtungstrieb]. 
It may be that in this respect precisely the present time 
deserves a special interest. Men have gained control over 
the forces of nature to such an extent that with their 
help they would have no difficulty in exterminating one 
another to the last man.5 · 

In the 1931 edition, he appended a line to that paragraph 
calling upon "eternal Eros ... to assert himself in the struggle 
with his equally immortal adversary," noting that no one can 
foresee how successful that effort will be. Freud was clearly 
looking for a possibility to counter the horrific destructive- 
ness that he saw in the First World War and that he sensed 
was returning to Europe in greater proportions in the 1930s. 
Freud does not turn to history or to empirical examples 
in his effort to understand· destructiveness, but to what he 
calls the "drives"-a move that seems speculative at best. So 
why look to the life of the drives? For Freud, the conscious 
reasons for acting that groups give to themselves are not the 
same as the underlying motivations that guide their action. 

5 Freud, Civilization and Its Discontents, 145. 
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As a result, reflection on how best to avert destructi· on must 
do something other than provide an argument acceptable to 
rational thought-it must somehow appeal to the d • rive, or 
find a way of working with-and against-that pro l . pu srve 
destructiveness that can lead to war. 

One skeptical position toward drive theory results from 
a mistaken translation of Freud's "Trieb" as "lnsnn " ct. 
Although Instinkt and Trieb are both used in Freud's work, 
the latter appears more often, and the death drive ( Todestrieb) 
is never "the death instinct." The James Strachey translation 
of the Complete Works consistently renders both terms as 
"instinct," giving rise to a biologistic understanding of the 
term in English-language literature and, in some cases, a 
view that drives, in Freud, follow a form of biological deter- 
minism. Freud makes clear, in an essay entitled "Instincts 
and Their Vicissitudes" (" Triebe und Triebschicksale," better 
translated as "Drives and Their Destinies"), that the drive 

· (Trieb, meaning "push") belongs neither exclusively to the 
realm of biology nor to a fully autonomous psychic domain; 
rather, it functions as a threshold concept (ein Grenzbegriff) 
between somatic and ideational spheres. 6 

Until 1920, Freud maintained that psychic life was governed 
by pleasure, sexuality, or libido, and it was only when he encoun- 
tered forms of war neurosis that he began to consider that there 
were symptoms characterized by compulsive repetition that 
could not be explained by wish fulfillment or a drive toward 

6 Freud, "Instincts and Their Vicissitudes," SE vol. 14, 1915, 121-22: 
"An 'instinct' appears to us as a concept on the frontier between the mental 
and the somatic." In German: "So erscheint uns der 'Trieb' als ein 
Grenzbegriff zwischen Seelischem und Somatischem." Sigmund Freud, 
Psychologie des Unbewussten, Frankfurt am Main: Fischer Verlag, 1982, 85. 
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f w'J.! cha his const - 
gratification. So, it was in the wake ·0d well b}' e with a 

re as thos to formulate the death drive, promp . _ 1'J,Jl}' , n-erotic 
'J,JtlClll 'no eration of forms of destructiveness, P fer co as in the 

repetitive quality (what he would late: re tents).7 It W~feasure 
· · " · c· ·L· · d Its Dtscon d the aggressivity m ttn zzatton an .1, • BPVOfl c. forms 

th d · in ~., . n 1or first formulation of the dea nve, ex latlat1° wishes. 
Principle, that Freud sought to find an ~o serve afl}' . s who 
of repetitive behavior that did not appe'J.! w'J.! neurost b re 

ffi • from that o He had encountered patients SU enng l in wars c. b 
. . . d oss d 1or y relived traumatic scenes of violence an . aceounte . fa 

f (inon sat1s c- no clear resemblance to forms o repe pp'J.!ent 
the pleasure principle. Not only was there _no :ogressively ~~te- 
tion linked to this repetitious suffering, it Point 

0
f impenlmg 

riorared the condition of the patient to the P Freud devel- 
the organic basis of the patient's life. At this scag~ing co which 

d. accor oped the first version of the death n~e, ·norganic state, 
the organism seeks a return to its pnmafY 1 human organ- 
a state relieved of all excitation. Indeed, everythe trajectory of 
ism 'seeks to return to this origin, such that ute toward 

" . itoUS ro a life turns out to be no more than a circu that seeks to 
death."8 

As much as there is something in h~~s there is also 
fulfill wishes and to preserve its own or~tc ~llment, seek- 
something that operates to the side of wish th that life 
. th . di . f life whe er mg to negate e organic con nons o ' . ment in 

th 1. • environ belongs to another, to oneself, or to e tving . 
its dynamic complexity. d posits 

h F eu now What difference does it make t at r h ks 
he t at see another tendency within the human psyc 

7 Freud, Civilization and Its Discontents, 120. 
8 Freud, Beyond the Pleasure Principle, 38. 
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human organism? His reflections on d 

1 
Uated life of the 

estructi 6 the possibility of the destruction of other 
1
. on ocu~ on 

under conditions of war, in which the te h wes, especially 
. c nology f onry amplifies the powers of human dest . 0 weap- 

h cc • ruct1venes Th w o suffered war neurosis were living out the s _s. ose 
quences of war, but they also became the 

O 
P_ ychic conse- 

ccasion for Fre d to consider how destruction works not on] . u 
b • 1£ wr. . Y against others, ut agamst onese . war neurosis continu h . 
f • c f . es t e suffering o war m the rorm o traumatic symptom h . 

b . . . s c aracterized 
y relentless repetmon; one is bombarded atr k d d . , ace,uner 

siege-all metaphors of war that continue • h 
m t e post- 

traumatic scene. Freud identifies this as the re . . h pet1t1ve c ar- 
acter of destruction. In the patient, it eventuat • 'al es 1Il SOCl 
isolation; more broadly considered, it not only serves to 
weaken the social bonds that hold societies together, but 
also takes form as a self-destruction that can culminate in 
suicide. Libido or sexuality has a reduced or vanishing role 
in this form of destruction, and the social bonds without 
which political life proves impossible are shredded in its 
midst. 

Toward the end of Beyond the Pleasure Principle, Freud 
asserts not only that every human organism in some sense 
seeks its own death, but that this tendency cannot be derived 
from the sexual drives. The evidence for the death drive, he 
argues, can be found within sexual sadism and, more gener- 
ally, within the phenomenon of sadomasochism.9 Although 

9 Freud's theorization of sadomasochism seeks first to explain the 
phenomenon through recourse to the theory of libido in "Instincts and 
Their Vicissitudes" (1915), but it is revised in light of the death drive in 
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U
alization of the death drive can subordinate its the sex . 

d tl·veness to what Freud regards as the non-destructive estruc . . 
. fsexualirv, the death drive can come to predommate- a11ns o •1' 

. att"on illustrated clearly with sexual violence. Both self- a situ 
destruction and the destruction of the other are potentially 

Ork within sadomasochism, suggesting for Freud that a ~w . 
drive separate from the sexual drive can nevertheless operate 
through it. Fugitive and opportunistic, the death drive seizes 
u on sexual desire without properly or explicitly making 
it~elf known. A sexual relation that begins with the desire 
to join together becomes interrupted by myriad forms of 
self-destruction that seem manifestly counter to the stated 
aims of the lovers. The disconcerting quality of acts that are 
clearly self-destructive, or that destroy the bonds that one 
wants most to keep, is but one ordinary form of wreckage 
by which the death drive makes itself known in sexual life. 

In Civilization and Its Discontents, Freud once again 
· introduces sadism as the "representative" of the death drive, 

but in this late work he links the death drive more explicitly 
with the concepts of aggression and destructiveness. This 
can be understood as the second, or later, version of the 
death drive. Aggression is no longer understood as operating 
exclusively in the context of sexual sadomasochism, for, as 
Freud remarks, "we can no longer overlook the ubiquity of 
non-erotic aggressivity and destructiveness."!" Freud is regis- 
tering the escalation of bellicosity and nationalism across 
Europe, as well as the strengthening of anti-Semitism. These 

Beyond the Pleasure Principle ( 1920) and then in "The Economic Problem of 
Masochism" (SE vol. 19, 1924). 

10 Freud, Civilization and Its Discontents, 120. 
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forms of aggression are not linked with pleasure or with the 
satisfactions that belong to pleasure: "This aggressive instinct 
[drive] is the derivative and the main representative of the 
death instinct [drive] which we have found alongside of Eros 
and which shares world-dominion with it."11 Even though 
what he now calls "Eros" and "Thanatos" do not usually 
occur separately, they nevertheless have contrary aims: 
Eros seeks to combine or synthesize separate units within 
society, bringing individuals together into groups, but also 
bringing groups together in the service of larger social and 
political forms. Thanatos drives those same units apart from 
one another as well as each unit apart from itself So, in the 
very action that seeks to establish and build a social bond, a 
counter-tendency exists that just as readily seeks to take it 
apart: I love you, I hate you; I cannot live without you, I will 
die if I continue to live with you. 

Freud has two different ways of approaching this prob- 
lem in relation to love. On the one hand, Freud insists 
throughout his work on the constitutive ambivalence 
of all love relations. This becomes clear in his chapter on 
"emotional ambivalence" in Totem and Taboo, 12 but also in 
"Mourning and Melancholia," where the loss of the loved '\ 
one is coupled with aggression. 13 On that model, love is 
itself ambivalent. 14 On the other hand, "love," another name 
for "Eros," names only one pole in the polarity of emotional 
ambivalence. There is love and there is hate. So, either love 

11 Ibid., 122. , . 
12 Freud, Totem and Taboo, SE vol. 14, 1913. 
13 Freud, "Mourning and Melancholia," SE vol. 14, 1917, 248-52. 
14 Ibld., 250. 



162 The Force of Nonviolence 

names the ambivalent constellation of love and hate, or it is 
but one pole of that bipolar structure. Freud's own position 
seems itself to be ambivalent, perhaps rhetorically yielding 
further proof of his claim. Indeed, the paradoxical formula- 
tion is never fully resolved in his writings, remaining fecund 
throughout. It surfaces symptomatically in the late work: 
love is that which binds one person to another, but love, 
by virtue of its inherent ambivalence, contains the potential 
to destroy social bonds. Or, at least, if it is not love that 
destroys those bonds, there is a destructive force that is in 
love or attaches itself to love-one that moves human crea- 
tures toward destruction and self-destruction, including the 
destruction of that which they most love. 

The fact that Freud's view remains unsettled on the ques- 
tion of whether love contains or opposes this destructiveness 
is a sign of a problem that continues as he attempts to think 
about not only intimate relations oflove, but the psychology 
of the mass and its destructive potential. Is the destructive 
capacity to be found within the bonds that hold such groups 
together-a sort of destructive tie-or is it rather a power 
that "cuts all the common bonds"-an anti-social impetus 
that tears at social relations? 

What within the psyche militates against this cutting 
of social bonds? In Freud's view, groups can either destroy 
their internal bonds, or they can direct their destructive- 
ness toward other groups; both forms of destructiveness, he 
worries, are assisted by an inhibition of the critical faculty. 
So, the task that emerges for Freud, in his writings on group 
psychology, is to strengthen the inhibiting power of this 
critical faculty. Whereas love is sometimes identified as the 
counter-force to destruction, at other times it seems it is 
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this "critical faculty" that is most important. In his 1921 
monograph Group Psychology and the Analysis of the Ego, 
the "critical faculty" describes various forms of deliberation 
and reflection; however, the next year, in The Ego and the 
Id, the critical faculty becomes associated with the "super- 
ego," a form of cruelty unleashed upon the ego. Eventually, 
the super-ego will come to be identified as "a pure culture 
of the death drive," at which point the way to counter 
destruction is through deliberate forms of self-restraint, that 
is, by directing destructiveness against one's own destruc- 
tive impulse. Self-restraint is thus a deliberate and reflexive 
form of destructiveness, directed against the externaliza- 
tion of destructive aims. 15 In other words, the check against 
unleashing destructive impulse, which in its earlier iteration 
could have been described as an "inhibition," is set up as 
a psychic mechanism bent on cruelty once Freud intro- 
duces the super-ego. The task of the super-ego is to direct 
its destructive power against its destructive impulses. The 
problem with this solution, of course, is that an unbridled 
operation of the super-ego can lead to suicide, converting 
the destruction of the other into the destruction of the self. 
On the one hand, the "critical faculty'' seems attentive to 
the consequences of action, monitoring forms of expres- 
sion and action to prevent injurious consequences. On the 
other hand, as an expression of the death drive, its aim is 
potentially destructive of the ego itself. A moderate form 
of self-checking can explode into unrestrained suicidal self- 
beratement, but only if the death drive itself remains 
unchecked. Paradoxically, this means that the critical agency 

15 Freud, 1he Ego and the Id, SE vol. 19, 1923, 53. 
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upon which one relies to check destructive impulse can 
become an internalized instrument of destructive impulse, 
imperiling the life of the ego itsel£ Thus, the self-preserving 
tendencies of Eros have to be applied to the death drive as 
a check on its destructive operation. If the super-ego works 
destruction against the ego in order to inhibit the latter's 
destructive ·expression, it still traffics in destruction, but the 
imperiled object is no longer the other or the world, but 
the ego itsel£ Thus, the critical faculty is of limited use in 
checking destruction, since it cannot check the destruction 
that operates through its super-egoic form. For that, a coun- 
tervailing force is needed, one that pursues self-preservation 
and, more generally, the preservation of life. Is that force to 
be called love, or is it mania? Does it involve dis-identifica- 
tion, or the adoption of a neurotic position that establishes 
a critical distance from the sadistic exhilarations that run 
through society? 

In· Group Psychology and the Analysis of the Ego, written 
a year or so before the development of the theory of the 
super-ego, Freud asks: What is the mechanism by which the 
dis-inhibition of cruelty takes place? How do we account for 
its workings? When we say that a "wave of feeling" passes 
through a crowd, what do we mean? Or, when certain kinds 
of passions that would otherwise remain unexpressed are 
"unleashed" in a crowd, how do we account for that expres- 
sion? Does "unleashing" mean that a desire was always there, 
but that it was simply held in check? Or is "unleashing" 
always structured, thus giving form to the desire or rage as it 
emerges? If we say that an elected official has licensed a new 
wave of misogyny, or that he has made widespread racism 
permissible, what sort of agency do we attribute to him? 
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Was it there all along, or has he brought it int b . 
is it that it was there in certain forms, and no: h ~tng? Or 
and action give it new ones? In either case, lrn ul 1~ speech 
tured either by the power by which it is "repr~sse:,,1s str~c- 
designates and shapes it in some way) or by that (which 
which it is "liberated" (which endows it with speci~ower by 
ing in relation to the prior repression). If we w c ~ean- 

ere s1mpl to accept a hydraulic model-one that holds that Y 
. f " " . 1 d h . hibi a quan- nty o energy 1s re ease w en m 1 ition is lifted-th 

the impulse is the same whether it is inhibited or en expressed 
Bu. t if it matters through what means the inhib• • h · tnon as 
been enforced, and if that means crafts the content of the 
repressed, then the emergence of the formerly inhlbl d 
impulse does not simply push aside the inhibiting c ite . . d corce, 
rather, it wages an orchestrate attack on that form of power 
debunking its reasons, its legitimacy, its claims. lhe impulse 
that emerges is thus worked over by interpretations, and so 
there is no raw or unmediated energy to be subjected to 
the mechanisms of prohibition or license. This impulse has 
actively contested the moral and political claims that have 
informed and supported the inhibition; it has worked assid- 
uously against the critical faculty-not just against moral 
judgments and political evaluations, but against the general 
character of reflective thought that makes both possible. The 
impulse seeks to disperse and nullify moral self-restriction, 
itself the basis for what Freud comes to call the "super-ego." 
It may. seem that against such a challenge to the super-ego, 
the task is to shore up moral restrictions, especially those 
that the self imposes on itself But once it becomes clear that 
the super-ego is itself a potential force of destruction, the 
matter becomes more complex. 
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Freud puts the matter this way: 

The excessively strong super-ego which has obtained a 
hold on consciousness rages against the ego with merciless 
violence, as if it had taken possession of the whole of the 
sadism available in the person ... What is now holding 
sway in the super-ego is, as it were, a pure culture of the 
death drive, and in fact it often enough succeeds in driv- 
ing the ego into death. 16 

What, if anything, checks the merciless violence of one part 
of the self unleashed against another? Freud finishes that 
sentence by claiming that one way to thwart the success of 
self-destruction is for the ego to "fend off its tyrant in time 
by the change round into mania." 

Freud here references his 1917 work "Mourning and 
Melancholia," where he seeks to distinguish between "mourn- 
ing,'' which implies a wakeful acknowledgment of the reality 
of a lost person or ideal, and "melancholia,'' which is a failure 

· to acknowledge the reality of loss. In melancholia, the lost 
other is internalized (in the sense that it is incorporated) as a 
feature of the ego, and a form of heightened self-beratement 
reenacts-and inverts-at a psychic level the relation of the 
ego to the lost other. The recrimination against the lost person 
or ideal is "turned round" against the ego itself; in this way, 
the relation is preserved as an animated intra-psychic rela- 
tion.'7 Even in that essay, Freud makes clear that the hostility 
unleashed against the ego is potentially fatal. The scene of 

16 Ibid., translation modified. 
17 Freud, "Mourning and Melancholia," 251. 
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melancholic self-beratement thus becomes the mod l r 
e ror the later topography of super-ego and ego. 

Melancholia is composed of two opposing trend . h . . h s. t e first 1s self-beratement, whic becomes the signature ac . 
f" . ,, h d . " . ,, h' h tion 0 conscience ; t e sec~n 1s ~ama, w 1c seeks to break 

the bond to the lost ob Jeer, actively renouncing the ob. 
th . ts Th " . ,, d . d Jeer at 1s gone. e mamc an energetic enunciations of 
the object, the ego's heightened efforts to break the bond to 
the lost object or ideal, imply the desire to survive the loss and 
not to have one's own life claimed by the loss Itself Mania 
is, as it were, the protest of the living organism against the 
prospect of its destruction by an unchecked super-ego. So, if 
the super-ego is the continuation of the death drive, mania 
is the protest against destructive action directed toward the 
world and toward the sel£ Mania asks: "Is there any way out 
of this vicious circle in which destructiveness is countered by 
self-destructiveness?" 

Too often, the path is traced from melancholia to the 
super-ego, but the countervailing tendency, mania, may 
hold clues to a different kind of resistance to destruction. 
The manic force that seeks the overthrow of the tyrant 
is in some ways a power of the organism to break what 
have been regarded as sustaining bonds of identification. 
The organism is already a threshold concept where the 
somatic and psychic meet, so this is not a purely natural- 
istic upsurge of rebellious life. Dis-identification becomes 
one way to counter the powers of self-destruction and to 
secure the living on of the organism itself. To the degree 
that mania breaks bonds, dis-identifies with the tyrant 

18 Ibid., 253-5. 
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'th h ith the tyrant, Wl t at power is it possible to break Wl f 
'th h th structure o wi t e logic of the tyrant that has become e 

subjectification. l 
I 1 d · but on Y to sure Y o not want to champion manta, th 

. . th . d d anding ose msist at it oes offer a cipher for un erst 
" al' · " r I'd lty that turn unre isnc rorms of insurrectionary so 1 art aft 
against authoritarian and tyrannical rule. The tyrant, e; 
all, is an anthropomorphism sustained by networ~ 0 

power, and so its overthrow is manic solidaristic, and incre- 
mental. And when the head of stat: is himself a tyrannical 
child who throws fits in all directions, and the media follows 
his every move with rapt attention, a great space is opened 
up for those who might build their networks of solidarity, 
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who might "break free" of the fascination with his strategic 
:ays of losing control. To the degree that those who follow 
f e mad tyrant identify with his willful disregard for law, and 
or any limits imposed upon his own power and destructive 
~Pacity, the counter-movement is one that is based on dis- 
~ entification. 19 Those forms of solidarity are not based on 
identification with the leader, but with a dis-identification 
that operates under the signifier of "life" but is not for that 
rl~ason reductively vitalist: its stands for another life, future 
ife. 

Identifications are generally regarded as important for 
empathy and the perpetuation of social bonds, but they 
~so imply destructive potential, and they permit destruc- 
~lV'e acts to be undertaken with impunity. It is no doubt 
important to consider the various forms of internaliza- 
tion that are sometimes too quickly called "identification." 
1he internalization of the lost other or ideal, in the case of 
melancholia, preserves and animates a form of hostility that 
has the power to destroy the living organism Itself So, even 
as the super-ego checks the externalization of destructive- 
ness, it remains a potentially destructive instrument that 
can come to serve the very murderous purposes it is meant 
to check in the most self-destructive way, namely, through 
suicide. The moralistic conclusion of Freud in this context 
is that the super-ego will always be a weak instrument with 
which to enforce a check on violence, unless we opt for the 
violence of the super-ego, however fatal that may prove, over 

19 See Jose Esteban Mufioz, Disidentifications: Queers of Color and the 
Performance of Politics, Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota Press, 
1999. 
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its alternative, externalized expression. But mania, evidenced 
in the manic desire to live, is a cipher that .presents us with 
another possibility. It is not a model for action-the task is 
not suddenly to become manic, as if that would translate 
directly into a form of effective political resistance. It would 
not. Mania overestimates the power of the subject and loses 
touch with reality. And yet, where do we find the psychic 
resources for taking leave of reality as it is currently estab- 
lished and naturalized? The "unrealism" of mania suggests 
a refusal to accept the status quo, and it draws upon, and 
intensifies, a desire to live on the part of one who is battling 
against forms of heightened self-beratement. That same self- 
cruelty or self-destruction can be provisionally ameliorated, 
as well, through falling back upon the social solidarity of 
failure-in which none of us lives up to the ideal, and this 
shared failure grounds our solidarity and sense of equality. 
That amelioration of super-egoic violence proves to be provi- 
sional when a group formation fails to organize and contain 
that hostility, and it can assume a fatal form. Moreover, there 
are group formations that mobilize that destructive hostility 
toward an external enemy, at which point the destruction 
of life, even the mass destruction of life, becomes possible. 
Identification can imply destructive potential when a group 
forms bonds of identification that depend upon the exter- 
nalization of its own destructive potential. Those others 
with whom the group dis-identifies come to embody that 
destruction in spectral form-the one that is, as it were, on 
(disavowed) loan from the original group. But identifica- 
tion does not have to work that way. When, for instance, 
dis-identification indicates the emergence of a critical capac- 
ity that breaks with forms of tyranny, it works with its own 
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powers of destruction, understood as the purposeful disman- 
tling of a tyrannical regime. 20 This can, and does, happen 
within the solidarity of sentiments, but even that is never 
a perfect mode of identification: ambivalent bonds that are 
nevertheless necessary for alliances, and that are mindful of 
the affirmative and destructive potentials that follow from 
that vexed relation. When dis-identification interrupts the 
fascinated subjection to the tyrant, then dis-identification is 
at once manic and critical. 

If the super-ego is prized as the only possible check on 
destructiveness, then destructiveness returns to the subject, 
but imperils its existence. In melancholia, hostility is not 
externalized, but the ego becomes the object of potentially 
murderous hostility, one that wields the power to destroy 
the living ego, the organism itself. But mania introduces this 
unrealistic desire to exist and persist, the one that seems based 
in no perceptible reality and has no good grounds for being 
so within a particular political regime. On its own, mania 
can never become a politics without becoming a dangerous 
form of destruction, but it introduces a vigorous "unrealism" 
into the modes of solidarity that seek to dismantle violent 
regimes, insisting, against the odds, on another reality. 

Checking Violence 

Freud and Einstein are both concerned with what checks 
. destructiveness: whether another drive can triumph over the 
death drive, whether the check requires an intensification of 

20 Ibid. 
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t1om Austria and Germany, respectively. 21 Einst . 
Jr . . · ein Writ ..1reud to ask him how humankind can become d 1. es to 
J:' »22 • e 1vered fr ,,che menace of war. Lamenting that the fate of h om 
fnd is in the hands of "a governing class" that . " um:m- 
;. " d "h ·1 1· . . is craving tor power an osn e to any 1m1tat1on of natio al 

. "E" . al F d n sever- Jtgnty, instem appe s to reu as someone who " .. 
d ,, . . h" . se cr1t1cal 

J,u gment 1s most important at t 1s time in wh· h 
• le world Jvar once agam threatens Europe. He asks whether h . 

b .. he dri h . h tere1s I asis m t e rives t at constitute urnan psych· 1. r r 
ic ire ror a 

oolitical arrangement that could serve as an effie t" h k 
,- C rve C ec 
pn war. In particular, he asks whether it might be 

O 
"bl 

bl h . . "b al p ssi e co esta is an association or a tn un that could check the 
destructive power of those drives. Einstein first identifies the 
problem as destructive drives, but he also interrogates the 
issue at the level of political institutions, calling for nations 
to cede their sovereignty to an international body that would 
demand a commitment to preventing war and guarantee- 
ing international security. This political goal can only be 
achieved if human beings are the kinds of creatures capable 
of constituting, and submitting to, international authorities 
that have the power to prevent war. If there is a tendency or 
drive that undercuts that capacity, then averting war may 
well be impossible. Clearly having read Freud, Einstein asks 
whether human beings have within them "a lust for hatred 

21 Einstein departed Germany in 1933 and Freud left Vienna in 1938. 
Their correspondence can be found as "Why War?," SE vol. 22, [1933], 
195-216. In 1931, the International Institute of Intellectual Cooperation 
invited Einstein to engage in a dialogue with a thinker of his choice on the 
topics of politics and peace, and he chose Freud, whom he had met briefly 
a few years before. 

22 Einstein to Freud, "Why War?," 199. 
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and destruction," and whether this can be "raise[d] • · · to 
the power of a collective psychosis." So, though he wonders 
whether the destructive drives can be contained, he also 
wonders whether human practices or institutions can be 
cultivated that would increase the possibility of prevent- 
ing war. He notes that violence can take the form of wars 
between nations, but also that of civil wars motivated by 
religious zealotry, as well as that of "the persecution of racial 
minorities."23 

Freud warns that he has no practical proposals, but his 
remarks do elaborate a political position. His first proposal 
is to replace a distinction Einstein makes between right and 
power with one between right and violence ("right" trans- 
lates Recht, which in German means legal order and even 
justice). In Freud's account, conflicts between persons and 
groups traditionally have been resolved through recourse 
to violence, but this has happened less regularly as group 
formations have changed. He notes that "a path was traced 
that led away from violence to law" when "an alliance of 
many weaklings" overcame the strength of the single man 
or leader.24 In this way, he writes, "brute force is overcome 
through union" or what he also calls "the power of a commu- 
nity." In his view, "the superior strength of a single indi- 
vidual could be rivaled by the union of several weak ones"; 
and later he elaborates: "In order that the transition from 
violence to this new right or justice may be effected ... the 
union of the majority must be a stable and lasting one." To 
do this, a psychological condition has to be met: "the growth 

23 Ibid., 201. 
24 Freud to Einstein, "Why War?," 205. 
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of ... communal feelings which are the tr f . 
h ,,25 ue source o us strengt . · 

. Writing to Einstein a full decade after G n h , 
roup .1.-syc ot0gy and the Analysis of the Ego, Freud now con,·e t h h cures t at t e 

community is held together not by their common subordi- 
nation to an ideal leader, but precisely through their explicit 
power to overthrow a tyrant or authoritarian ruler, and to 
establish common and enforceable laws and institutions in 
the wake of that overthrow. In order to overthrow the tyrant, 
and to break with attachments based on the love of the tyrant, 
perhaps · some form of mania is required. Can mania take 
form within those "communal feelings" and "emotional ties" 
that are required to achieve that goal? The answer seems to 
depend on how we interpret the "community of interests."26 

Freud's wager is that as power (not violence) is transferred 
to ever-larger combinations, group members are increas- 
ingly enfranchised and more inclined to act from sentiments 
of solidarity. Einstein talked about the obligation of each 
nation-state to surrender its sovereignty to a larger interna- 
tional body. Freud also imagines the distribution of power 
beyond the model of sovereignty. As the community and 
its powers of self-governance expand and become increas- 
ingly distinct from, even opposed to, the individual ruler, 
"the sentiment of solidarity," expressed in a set of laws both 
self-legislated and self-restraining, is relied upon to check 
destructiveness. The ongoing problem, however, is that 
violence can erupt within the community, for instance when 
one faction pits itself against another, or when the right of 

25 Ibid. 
26 Ibid. 
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Freud an mstem, . . . . . h" b ader internanonahst frame. This move 
eignty wit m a ro • h anthropomorphism of power that consti- 
takes aim at t e · ty Itself In the early 1930s, both Freud and 
cutes sovereign · 
E

. • derstood nationalist fervor to lead to outbreaks mstem un 
f 

· 1 though neither could fully see the forms of state o vio ence. 
violence in fascism and Nazism that would materialize in 
the next few years. The international body or "tribunal" 
they both imagined was to some degree represented by the 
League of Nations in the early 1930s, but that institution 
hardly constituted an ultimate power, since state sovereignty 
could not be effectively checked by existing institutions. 
Without the power of enforcement, such a body lacks the 
sovereign power it requires to prevent war. The conclusion,_ 
therefore, was that the ceding of sovereignty in favor ofinter- 
national relations was the only path to peace. Einstein, who 
called himself "immune from nationalist bias," thought that 
the risk of an international institution was worth taking: 
"The quest for international security involves the uncondi- 
tional surrender by every nation, in a certain measure, of 
its liberty of action, its sovereignty that is to say, and it is 
clear beyond all doubt that no other road can lead to such 
security." He then continues to remark upon the failure of 
this effort, which "leaves us no room for doubt that strong 
psychological factors are at work."27 For Freud, the question 
was how best to understand sentiments of solidarity if and 

27 Einstein to Freud, "Why War?," 200. 
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when they oppose the tyrant, that is to say, if they ' are not 
based on identification with that anthropomorphic figure of 
unchecked power. Of course, mania is one way of takin 
issue with reality-that is why it belongs to the circuit 

0
} 

melancholia. Mania acts as if It were an unconditioned free- 
dom, only to return to the problem of a conditioned life. 
But what decides that condition? And what follows once 
the existing conditions for exercising freedom are called 
into question? Some fleeting glimpse of utopia follows- 
transient, of course, but not for that reason without political 
potential. 

Freud's final effort to ascertain ways to prevent war takes 
him on a train of thought unpursued in his reflections on 
group psychology: the first course he explores requires a resist- 
ance to the exhilarations of nationalism; the second makes a 
call to heed the "organic" basis of our nature as human beings. 
Lastly, he makes a strong case that there are only two ways to 
counter the propensity for war: the mobilization of"Eros, its 
antagonist," and the forming of communal forms of identi- 
fication. 28 To this end, Freud speculated that an evolution of 
the masses may be possible through education and the culti- 
vation of solidaristic sentiments of a non-nationalist sort.29 

The ideal condition would be one in which every member 
of a community exercises self-restraint, and does so precisely 
by recognizing that the preservation of life is itself a good 
to be valued in common. Freud's ideal of a community, one 
whose members are equally bound to impose self-restraint in 

28 Ibid., 212. 
29 On Freud's resistance to nationalism and Zionism, see Jacqueline 

Rose, 'Ih« Last Resistance, London and New York: Verso, 2007, 17-38. 
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•b"lity of the name of the preservation of life, opens the possi 1 ht 
a democratization of critical judgment and critical tho~g _ 
that does not rely on the extremes of super-egoic self- a~ 
ellation to arrive at a moral position. Does he, in the enh ' 

ffi . . h k . al . . that t e o er a convmcmg response to t e s epnc posmon d . 
destructive powers of humans are so profoundly inscribe in 

the life of the drives that no political arrangement can effec- 
tively check them? On the one hand, Freud argues that ~~ 
must rally behind love, which builds and preserves soci 
bonds, and behind identification, which builds and preserves 
sentiments of solidarity, over and against hate (or 1hanatos), 
which tears at social bonds in wild and mindless ways. On 
the other hand, he has time and again underscored the fact 
that love and hate are equally constitutive dimensions of_rhe 
drives, and that it is not possible to eliminate destructive- 
ness simply by amplifying Eros. It is not only that we must 
sometimes aggressively defend our lives in order to preserve 
life (the aim of Eros); we also have to commit to living with 
those toward whom we maintain intense feelings of hostility 
and murderous impulse. 

In his discussion of identification and melancholia, it is 
clear that all love relations contain ambivalence, pushed in 
two countervailing directions understood as the propulsions 
oflove and hate. So, "love" names one pole in the oppositional 
relation of love and hate. But it also names the opposition 
itself, lived out as emotional ambivalence and its vacillating 

" variations. One can say, "I love you and so do not hate you, 
but one can also say that love and hate are bound together, 
and this paradox is what we include under the name of 
"love." In the former formulation, love is unequivocal; in the 
latter formul~tion, love does not escape ambivalence. Is there 
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between these two formulations that const~ing, established 

itutes a b d concept of love for Freud? . roa er 
There seem to be two consequences th 

, en, of F d' views on destructiveness and war that are 
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reu s 
. fi . pened up b t not precisely pursued. The rst 1s that a corre . · u 

d . al" . . ctive to forms of accelerate nation rst sentiment 1s precisely a b. 
h " . ,, h "al b d h m 1valence t e tearmg at t e soci on t at follows from . ' 

ful lf d. . fi . xhil . a mind- se - istancmg rom Its e 1 aranon, and host"l• . d 
1 Itles-an from the restrictively nationalist framework On . h 

· e m1g t at the same time, love a country and dissent from 1·t . 'al 
s nauon - ist fervor; that would activate ambivalence in the . f 

service o a critical reflection on the possibility of war and a r f al 
• e us to 

partake in its excitations. The second consequence would be 
to rally hatred against war itself Freud offers this indirectly, 
in his letter. to Einstein, in his own rhetoric. For instance, 
he writes, "The basis for our common hatred of war ... is 
that we cannot do otherwise than to hate it. Pacifists we are 
because our organic nature wills us thus to be."3o 

This is a sweeping and suspect claim, to be sure. So what is 
Freud doing when he writes in this way? On the one hand, he 
has told us that the death drive is an "unconquerable" dimen- 
sion of our organic lives; on the other hand, there seems to 
be a drive toward life, or a vitalistic drive to live-one that 
seeks to overthrow the threat to life itself Only one part of 
our organic nature wills us to be pacifists, the part that would 
value the sentiments of solidarity: those that seek to over- 
throw the forces of destruction and the anthropomorphic 
fascination of tyrannical power. So, he is effectively calling 

30 Freud to Einstein, "Why War?," 214. 
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. f f organtc 1 e non o that very life and that various forms O l . . ' th h re anons will come to be understood as connected roug Id I 
f d h l. · g wor • n o ependency that extend throughout t e ivrn 
h. h" . 1· . f d r h 1· . organism, even t 1s way, 1s 1s a po ttics o an ror t e 1vmg 
·f h · • . d b the circuitous or 1 t e orgamsm 1s sometimes swaye y 
destructive path toward death. Hatred is never fully abse~t, 
but its negative power can become focused as an aggres~ive 
stance against war, one form of destruction pitted against 
another-a view that would be compatible, for instance, 
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with an aggressive form of pacifism, what Eins . . 
called "militant pacifism."31 tein himself 

Gandhi, too, seemed to be engaged in hi· sownd· 
theory in a similar way when he remarked, "I hav £ nve 
that life persists in the midst of destruction and he ound 

' t erefore there must be a higher law than that of destructio ,,32 ' 

1 h. 11 "th 1 f 1 " n. He re ates t 1s as we to · e aw o ove. Whatever £ . 
"l " ak . al ak c orm this aw may t e, It so seems to t e rorm in the h . r eton- 
cal appeal to the law, the petition to avert destruct· 1 ion. t 
may not rest upon a discoverable law; rather it is 1·k th 

' , 1 e e 
demands of organic nature, a political and ethical rh . etonc 
that seeks to compel and persuade in the direction of n . onvj; 
olence, precisely on those occasions where the full lure of 
violence is registered. 

Freud's appeal to nonviolence operates, as well, in a 
psychic and social field where actions are pulled in coun- 
tervailing directions. Whatever "law" imposes itself against 
violence is not a law that can be codified or applied. It struc- 
tures the appeal itself, the address to the other, the ethi- 
cal· bond presupposed and enlivening through that appeal. 
Further, that does not mean that there is no place for 
destruction, in the sense of breaking with subordination or 
dismantling an unjust regime. The subject who is obedient 

31 See Albert Einstein's interview with George Sylvester Viereck in 
January 1931, where he claims: "I am not only a pacifist, but a militant 
pacifist. I am willing to fight for peace. Nothing will end war unless the 
peoples themselves refuse to go to war. Every great cause is first championed 
by an aggressive minority." In Einstein on Peace, Otto Nathan and Heinz 
Norden, eds., Pickle Partners Publishing, 2017, 125. . 

32 Mahatma Gandhi, "My Faith in Nonviolence," in Arthur and Lila 
Weinberg, eds., 'Ibe Power of Nonviolence: Writings by Advocates of Peace, 
Boston: Beacon Press, 2002, 45. 
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derous form of power enacts that violence against 

to a mur ·ng up that political power as the structure of the 
. If settl 1tse ' an internalized form of violence. The limit point 

Per-ego, 
su er-ego is the destruction of the ego and of the living 
fthesup 0 • itself (suicide or murder), but the form of aggres- 
rgan1sm 0• h t Freud imagines, at the end of his correspondence 

s1on t a d• a: d Wh h . h Einstein, is of a irrerent or er. en e remarks that 
:;:; only hope for pre~ailing :gainst the ~rant is _the mobili- 

. of mania (levelmg plaint after plaint, until numeros- zauon 
. overwhelms sovereign power), he offers us a glimpse into 
lty f . . lid . h . those forms o msurrect1onary so 1 anty t at turn agamst 
authoritarian and tyrannical rule, as well as against forms 
of war that threaten the destruction of life itself. The hatred 
directed against war is perhaps like the mania that alone 
has the strength to free the subject from the tyrant; both 
break with.nationalist and militarist forms of social belong- 
ing through turning one sense of the critical faculty against 
another. The critical faculty that becomes animated in the 
name of a democratization of dissent is one that opposes war 
and resists the intoxications of nationalism, turning against 
the leader who insists that obedience to a war-mongering 
authority is obligatory. In this way, Freud imagines the 
democratization of critical judgment based on sentiments of 
solidarity, one that turns against that life-threatening form 
of aggression, including its critical manifestation. Aggression 
and hatred both remain, for sure, but they are now directed 
against all that which undermines the prospect of expanding 
equality and which imperils the organic persistence of our 
interconnected lives. But nothing remains guaranteed, for 
the death drive appears, as well, to be part of organic life; 
so, if the organic turns out to be driven by the duality of life 
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and death, that should hardly come as a total . 
struggle that constitutes us as political ere surprise. The 

atures · h continue, without a perfect conscious und is t e one we 
. . erstand. . h practices of life and death, despite our occas· Ing, mt e 

decisive efforts at vigilance. tonal admirably 
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