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Review Essay. The Psychology of Genocide and Violent Oppression: A Study of Mass Cruelty from Nazi Germany to Rwanda.  Richard Morrock. 254 pages.  London: McFarland and Company, 2010.  
Richard Morrock’s encyclopedic analysis of mass cruelty in the 20th century—which spans 16 societies—belongs in every psychohistorian’s library alongside the writings of deMause, Miller, Strozier, and Beisel.  In Europe, the book examines Germany, Northern Ireland, Yugoslavia, and Italy; in Asia—China, Cambodia, Sri Lanka, Pakistan, Iran, and Turkey; in Africa—Algeria, Sudan, Rwanda, and South Africa; and in the Americas—Argentina and Haiti.  The unity of this compilation of studies, apart from the theme of violence, consists in its systematic application of a typology and theory of trauma drawn from the work of Arthur Janov, a healer whose methods and ideas benefitted the author personally.  In this typology, “first line” trauma encompass perinatal experience and early infancy, while “second line” trauma are associated with later childhood experience.

Perhaps the most interesting and important of Morrock’s contributions, in addition to the vast amount of relevant, detailed information and analysis he presents, is his explicitly anti-reductionist way of constructing explanations.  Psychology, he notes, operates in history only within certain constraints.  Much of what occurs in human affairs is over-determined by physical, economic, and political factors, greatly circumscribing the domain of events that require specifically psychological, or psychohistorical, explanations.  Psychological causes are decisive, Morrock argues, when actors say and do irrational things that cannot be explained by other causes.  In such cases, it is fruitful for a psychohistorian to reflect on the feeling evoked by the actor’s words and deeds, and then ask what kind of perinatal or childhood experiences could give rise to such feelings.  
To say something worthwhile in a review of this length, I will limit myself to three of the author’s case studies—Iran, Italy, and Germany—which I have chosen, quite simply, because they interest me the most.  As with the other countries discussed in this book, Morrock assembles a wealth of historical information from diverse secondary sources on each case, identifies evidence of unconscious phenomena, and connects the dots.  While he offers his own explanations, the author’s inductive approach invites the reader to bring his or her own prior knowledge to the table and connect their own dots.  In this review, I will present how I have done this with the above-mentioned three case studies.  
While I have reached some different conclusions from the author, they arise out of my engagement with Morrock’s analysis, which is both brilliant and careful.  The book provides a new and important synthesis of modern world history and earlier historical background, rooted in the specificity of individual societies, that psychohistorians can each extend in their own way.  Most exciting of all, The Psychology of Genocide and Violent Oppression can provide a common frame of reference for rigorous exchanges of ideas within the psychohistory community based on the author’s new insights and those that the book’s various readers will derive from it.

Morrock uncovers abundant evidence of perinatal material in 20th century history, spanning the large diversity of societies he examines.  He notes the role of modernization—with its cultural, social, economic, and political dislocations—in evoking and restimulating birth and birth-related traumas.  Totalitarian or authoritarian regimes, which function to contain the fear of chaos associated with these traumas, frequently exhibit a preoccupation with purity—typically racial or religious—which plausibly stems from the neonate’s experience of pollution during labor, when anaerobic byproducts enter its bloodstream from the mother’s.  Similarly, the territorial expansionism frequently associated with such regimes relates to feelings of confinement and claustrophobia in the birth canal.

Not all historical cases exhibit all these characteristics.  Fascist Italy and Nazi Germany were both expansionist, for example, but not fascist Spain, nor Iran under the Pahlavis (though the mullahs later sought to colonize world culture with their brand of Islam).  Similarly, the mullahs were preoccupied with purity, as were European anti-Semites, but only in Germany did such obsessions result in genocide with broad popular support, by contrast with Mussolini’s ineffective efforts to quarantine Jews.  
Morrock sometimes seeks to explain such differences, with varying degrees of plausibility.  Such speculations—practiced routinely by most psychohistorians (myself included)—should be regarded as hypotheses that remain to be tested against additional theory and evidence.  If not, they become pseudo-scholarly “just-so stories” that discredit our field.  It should also be remembered that much of the variation in nature, such as genetic mutation, is random and requires no explanation.  For example, Adolph Hitler by coincidence emerged into the precise historical circumstances in which his unique mix of mental illness and genius could produce the extraordinary results that it did, as Morrock notes.  In general, fortuitous events are sometimes highly consequential. Human affairs are full of such randomness, and when psychohistorians fail to separate the caused variation requiring explanation from the noise of history that does not we are just reading tea leaves.

One robust pattern requiring explanation that emerges from Morrock’s case studies is the consistent association of modernization and perinatal symptoms.  I would argue that modernization is a special case of large scale disruption likely to re-stimulate the birth-related memories of millions of individuals, giving rise to perinatal group fantasies.  These in turn, are contributing causes of totalitarian dictatorships and fundamentalist cults, which allay perinatal anxieties, but also of wars and genocides, which exacerbate them.  In addition to documenting the birth-related material that his cases have in common, Morrock provides a wealth of other information specific to each case.  These primarily descriptive portraits can provide a foundation for future explanatory work on the diverse forms that perinatal complexes take in various societies.
In the case of Iran, for example, the Pahlavis used oil wealth to modernize the big cities, but the Shi’ite clergy—wielding independent political power based on extensive land ownership (like the Catholic Church in Europe)—blocked rural land reform.  Landless rural workers eventually swelled the population of Tehran, providing the social base for an autocratic theocracy to replace the Shah’s modernizing autocratic monarchy.  As in all societies, the “first line” perinatal complexes activated during these decades of modernization were shaped and channeled by “second line” cultural elements based, in Iran’s case, on authoritarian families headed by emotionally distant fathers.  For centuries, this family structure had been the template for political authority in Iran, with absentee landlords serving as father figures in the provinces, and the monarch as father of the nation.
By contrast with China and Southeast Asia, in Iran there had been no history of periodic peasant revolt against these arrangements.  Here political-economy may have trumped psychology, Morrock argues, since Iranian landlords—unlike their counterparts to the East—controlled water rights on which the peasants’ lives literally depended.  Consistent with this explanation, a major exception to this pattern—the unruly peasants of the Caspian region—inhabited one of the least arid parts of the country.  True to the overall pattern, Iran’s peasants did not support the country’s first democratic revolution under Mossadeq in 1953, nor the 1979 revolution, though they subsequently fell in line under the clerical leaders who inherited the deposed Shah’s patriarchal mantle.  Now that Islamist regime is in crisis, as increasing literacy, college education, and use of digital social media—cultural developments in which Iranian women and youth are major participants—erode the mullahs’ authority and pave the way to a more democratic future.

Modernization under other historical circumstances channeled perinatal energies in other ways.  
Italy and Germany exemplify what Morrock calls the Adowa Cycle—a humiliating national defeat followed by a nationalist backlash about 15 years later.  Named after Italy’s 1896 defeat by Ethiopia in the battle of Adowa, which triggered a nationalist movement in 1910, the pattern also describes Germany’s 1918 humiliation in the Versailles Treaty followed by the emergence of the Third Reich in 1933.  As Germany industrialized in the decades leading up to World War I, the country’s landed aristocracy, military, and capitalist elites dominated its political system, though increasingly challenged by a mass socialist party.  In the aftermath of military defeat, a fascist movement coalesced around Hitler, who co-opted the then popular socialist discourse while simultaneously channeling the nationalist backlash against Versailles.  The same elites that had ruled Imperial Germany, along with much of the middle class, then aligned themselves with the Nazis as a bulwark against the left.

Italy experienced military humiliation earlier than Germany, giving rise to a nationalist backlash that swept the country into World War I, from which it emerged a victor.  As did Hitler in post-war Germany, Mussolini created a mass political party that provided Italy’s ruling elites an alternative to the left.  While economic interests may explain elite support for fascism, it is less clear why the German and Italian middle classes went to the right, given the progressive role that middle classes played in the American, French, and other revolutions.  This is where perinatal anxieties evoked by modernization, and displaced onto the prospect of social upheaval, may have played a role.  Morrock also notes the perinatal symbolism that pervaded Italy’s Futurist movement in the arts and culture, which arose at the same time as Nationalism as part of the Adowa Cycle.

While perinatal or “first line” trauma may account for the similarities between German and Italian fascism, “second line” phenomena may account for their differences.  German society and culture, Morrock points out, had been shaped by centuries of punitive parenting, authoritarian schooling, and militarism.  This helps account for the scope and intensity of organized violence in Nazi Germany, as seen both in its formidable war machine and it’s all consuming genocidal project.  By contrast, Italian parenting had historically been relatively permissive and less prone to corporal punishment, though perhaps more prone to sexual abuse.  That parenting style helps account for the amorphous nature of Italian fascism, which was held together only by the personality of Mussolini, lacked a cohesive ideology, and which proved incapable of genocide or sustained and effective military action.
This brief survey of just three of Morrock’s sixteen case studies conveys, I hope, the richness and fecundity of The Psychology of Genocide and Violent Oppression.  The limitations of the book, to which I now turn, are far from unique to this author and apply to many psychohistorians.  First, while certainly familiar with the concept of psychoclasses, Morrock fails to systematically apply it in his analyses of the various societies.  Second, he attempts to explain the workings of individual societies mostly in isolation from one another.  While this is a legitimate enterprise comparable to the psychoanalysis of individuals, it cannot provide a complete picture.  Nations, like individual people, are embedded in larger relational systems that are more than the sum of their parts, requiring as well the psychohistorical equivalent of a social work or family therapy perspective (e.g. David Beisel’s The Suicidal Embrace).  
Each of the societies Morrock studies is comprised of distinct psychoclasses—that is—segments of population shaped by different subcultures and child-rearing styles.  Indeed, these psychoclasses and the conflicts between them are fundamental to understanding the political dynamics of individual societies.  Yet the author, like many psychohistorians, all but ignores such internal segmentation, tending to view each society as the expression of a monolithic “Iranian,” or “German,” or “Italian” configuration of first line and second line psychological elements.  More precisely, in each of his analyses, Morrock in reality examines the dominant psychoclass in each society while generally ignoring the existence of emerging psychoclasses.
In addition, individual societies—especially in the modern period—do not work out their histories in isolation from one another but only within the context of international economic and geopolitical systems comprised of trade and colonization, religious antagonism and cultural diffusion, military hegemony and war, and other interactions.  Thus it is impossible to understand the histories of Germany and Italy, for example, without placing them in the context of European rivalries for commercial and military supremacy.   In international systems of this sort, self-interested and powerful elites shape and are shaped by ideologies and group fantasies.  In The Suicidal Embrace, for example, David Beisel shows how the diplomatic history leading to World War II was pervaded by a group fantasy characteristic of a dysfunctional family.

Morrock does address psychoclasses and international relations to some extent, as in his prognosis for the future of Iran and his discussions of European expansionism and the German-Italian Axis.  But these analyses are peripheral to his overall conceptual framework, which constructs self-contained societies unified by the history and psychohistory of their dominant social groups and psychoclasses.  As a result, while his book is a tour de force of historical description, the author provides few clear and compelling explanations for the big historical phenomena he seeks to understand.  The major exception in the three chapters I discuss here is Morrock’s explanation of why German fascism took the monstrous genocidal turn it did, while Italian fascism did not.  Specifically, while both cases exhibited perinatal elements, their “second line elements” were diametrically different.  To understand the rise of Nazi Germany, however, it is not enough to differentiate it from Italian fascism.

Indeed, the Third Reich may never have arisen except for political developments outside and inside Germany that could have easily turned out differently, and which the author does not address adequately or at all.  First, in the decades leading to World War I, British and French statesmen refused to admit an industrializing Germany into the club of colonial powers, while German leaders refused to accept subordinate status.  This clash of national elites transformed a commercial rivalry into a spiraling military rivalry and arms race.  Second, after this geopolitical system collapsed in World War I, Allied leaders sought to rebuild it, bringing the United States into their club, but continuing to exclude Germany and indeed imposing conditions on the latter that undermined its emerging democracy.
Third, even as Allied leaders were acting to punish and isolate Germany, they were ambivalent about German power and in fact facilitated the rise of Hitler’s regime.  While some historians today attribute this to a weak and misguided policy of “appeasement,” many Western elites actually welcomed Nazi Germany as a military solution to Soviet communism.  Accordingly, they rebuffed Stalin’s offer to form a Western-Soviet alliance against the Third Reich, which predated the communist leader’s non-aggression pact with Hitler.  Although some Western leaders had underestimated the threat Hitler posed to their own security and were surprised by the Hitler-Stalin pact, the latter only postponed the mutually destructive Nazi-Soviet war that they wanted and had correctly predicted. 
These geopolitical developments resulted from a complex interaction among economic, political, and psychological factors.  On the one hand, European statecraft was driven by industrial capitalist and military establishments pursuing their own profits and power with reckless disregard for the common good.  On the other hand, these elites perceived their self-interest through the distorting lens of group fantasies about humiliation, guilt, and the symbolic roles of various states in the European “family of nations,” fantasies analyzed by David Beisel in his pioneering The Suicidal Embrace.

Finally, the group fantasies Beisel examined arose from the dominant psychoclasses, not the entire populations of their countries.  Woodrow Wilson’s vision for a peaceful future based on cooperative security was highly popular with the British and French masses, whose ideas and feelings had little impact on their leaders’ 1919 negotiations in Paris.  Similarly, by 1912, progressive parties in Germany were outpolling conservative parties, indicating the emergence of a new psychoclass.
  The largest party, the Social Democrats, opposed colonialism and militarism, and supported women’s suffrage, the rights of labor, and full civil liberties and political equality for German Catholics and Jews.  But again it was the holders of institutionalized power, not the majority psychoclass, that determined public policy.

After World War I, the German left won nearly half the seats in parliament but splintered into three parties that remained divided over the nature of the new Soviet regime abroad and post-war developments at home—no simple questions.  It was their disunity, combined with the aggressive unification of the right under Hitler and support of the latter by German capitalists, aristocracy and the military, that made the Third Reich possible.  In summary, there is no simple psychohistorical explanation for the rise of Nazi Germany, which might never have occurred had geopolitical events unfolded differently or had different leaders arisen in Germany’s party politics.
Morrock’s analysis of 20th century Iran is similarly incomplete.  The discovery of vast oil deposits in that country in 1908 and the overwhelming economic and strategic importance of oil were decisive, over-arching factors in Iranian history that are strangely absent from the author’s analysis.  While mentioning the C.I.A.-organized coup that deposed Mohammed Mosaddegh in 1953, Morrock attributes the demise of Iranian democracy mainly to the failure of the country’s disempowered peasants to support the beleaguered prime minister.  To be sure, peasant support for the latter could have trumped Western intervention, but it is equally true that in the absence of intervention, Mosaddegh most likely would have put Iran on a more democratic foundation.  Similarly, the author discusses the increasingly repressive monarchy that followed Mosaddegh in psychohistorical terms and without reference to the Shah’s role in the geopolitics of oil and the crucial support he received from the United States.  
Here Morrock succumbs to the same psychohistorical reductionism that he criticizes and generally eschews.  The emerging Iranian psychoclass that might have led the country along a democratic path of modernization was consistently sidelined by foreign powers, in reality, not just in the “passivist” group fantasy that the author attributes, however plausibly, to the Iranians.  The complete nationalization of Iranian oil that would have occurred in a democratic Iran, which was Mosaddegh’s goal, was unacceptable to the corporate elites that dominated British and American Middle East policy.  To be sure, Western attempts to dominate Iran failed in the end, and mass psychology did play a major role in the 1979 Islamic Revolution.  But it is unlikely that Iran would be the Shi’ite theocracy it is today had the West not suppressed Iranian democracy in 1953 and supported the Shah’s twenty-five year reign of terror.
I want to conclude this review on the same note with which I began it.  The Psychology of Genocide and Violent Oppression, notwithstanding its limitations as an explanatory project, is a treasure trove of important information and analysis about diverse societies in the 20th century and a uniquely valuable resource for historians and psychohistorians.  It provides an excellent starting point for fruitful dialogue within the psychohistory community, both about the specific cases it includes and broader questions about the scope and limits of psychohistorical explanation.  I hope this review has launched such a dialogue and that it will continue. 
� This and the following paragraph contain corrections of two factual errors about German election data that appeared in the published version of the article.





