FREUD WITHOUT HINDSIGHT

Possessed of a sharp, critical intellect which he used to advantage
as editor of the English publishing house, Faber and Faber, and
with an anstocratic disdain for cant, Thomas Stearns Eliot is best
known for his poetry and plays, including The Waste Land (1922),
Murder 11 the Cathedral (1935), and The Family Reunion (1939).
Eliot was also editor of The Criterion in which this review of The
Future of an HHusion appeared. The magazine lasted from 1922 to
1939, its 18 volumes carrying the work of authars such as G. K.
Chestercon, George Saintsbury, D. H. Lawrence, and Eliot's own
masterpiece, The Waste Land.

Eliot (1888-1965) won the Nobel Prize for Literature in 1948,
a prize that eluded Freud who had to be, and was, pleased with
receiving the coveted Goethe Prize for Literature in 1930. Freud's
(E. Freud, 1960, p. 397) letter of July 6, 1930 to Alfons Paquet, the
Secretary of the Goethe Prize Committee, 1s full of irony. “1 have
not been spoiled by public honors and have therefore accustomed
myself to getting along without them. 1 cannot deny, however,
that the award of the Goethe Prize by the City of Frankfort has
given me greac pleasure.’” Many congratulatory letters poured in
and Freud's response to them reflected hus pleasure. To Sandor
Ferenczi, he wrote on August 1, 1930, “There is nothing to spoil
my pleasure” (p. 300) and to Arnold Zweig, on August 21, 1930,
“I do not deny that the Goethe Prize has pleased me very much™
(p. 399).

Freud hid earher disappointments about not receiving the Nobel
prize. Writing to Ferenczi on October 31, 1915, Freud’s martyrlike
letter said, “The granting of the Nobel Prize to [Robert| Baciny,
whom [ refused to take as a pupil some years ago because he seemed
to be too abnormal, has aroused sad thoughts about how helpless
an individual is about gaining the respect of the crowd. You know
it is only the money that would matter to me, and perhaps the
spice of annoying some of my compatriots. But it would be ridic-
ulous to expect a sign of recognition when one has seven-eighths
of the world against one.”” And again, when in 1927 his old class-
mate, Wagner von Jauregg, professor of psychiatcy at the Univer-
sity of Vienna, won the Nobel for his fever treatment of general
paresis, it must have been particularly galling, for Freud was re-
alistic in evaluating his comparative worth and had heard stores
of von Jauregg’s ironic jokes about him and his pejorative com-
ments on psycheanalysis.

To Eliot, a convert to the Church of England and a devour
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adherent, The Future of an [Husion was “shrewd yet stupid,” its
argument tnadequate and circular, with the unhappy result of leav-
ing its readers helplessiy bewildered and baffled.

Eliot, T. S. {1928),
The Criterion,
8:350-353

This is undoubtedly one of the most curious and interesting books of
the season: Dr. Freud's boef summary of his views on the future of
Religion. We can hardly qualify it by anything but negatives; it has lictle
to do with the past or the present of religion, and nothing, so far as |
can see, with its future. [t is shrewd and yer stupid; the stupidity appears
not so much iz historical ignorance or lack of sympathy with the religious
atritude, as in verbal vagueness and inability to reason. The book testifies
to the fact that the genius of experimental science 1s not necessanly joined
with the genius of logic or the generalizing power.

What we may call Dr. Freud’s innocence breaks out almost on the first
page:

‘Human culture—I mecan by that all those respects in which human
life has raised itself above animal conditions and in which it differs from
the life of the beasts, and | disdain to separate culture and civilization
—presents, as is well known, two aspects to the observer. It includes on
the one hand all the knowledge and power that men have acquired in
order to master the forces of nature and win resources from her for the
sanisfaction of human needs; and on the orther hand it includes all the
necessary arrangements whereby men’s relations to each other, and in
particular the distribution of the attainable riches, may be regulated’.

This appears to be by way of a definition; at any rate it is as near to
a definirion of ‘culture’ as we get. [t is oddly inadequate and even crcular.
Human cultore is ‘all those respects’ in which human life differs from
brute life, we are told; but surely what we must first ask, to define human
culture, is in what ways is the human different from che animal. Human
culture then ‘includes’ knowledge and power; we are left in doubt as to
whether ‘includes’ means ‘equals’ or perhaps means ‘depends upon’.
Knowledge and power win resources from nature for the satisfaction of
human needs: but what we want to know 1s precisely what are human
needs, before we can know much about culture. Finally, human cultuce
‘includes’ again what seems to mean political and economic organization.
This does not get us very far; and if that is all there is to culture and
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avilization, culture and civilization do not amount to much. So far as
culture means merely social organization, then Dr. Freud's nexe remarks,
on the necessity of defending culture against the individual, are quite
just. But this leads him to the view that cultice and civilization are always
‘imposed” upon the many by the few—which 1s only intelligible if we
continue to restrict culture to the maintenance of law and order, and not
altogether true at that. But we are helplessly bewildered on the next page
(p. 11) where we read that

‘one thought at first thar the essence of culture lay in the conquest of
nature for the means of supporting life, and in elimnating the dangers
that threaten culture by the suitable distribution of these among man-
kind . . .’

[f one really thought that the essence of culture lay in eliminating the
dangers that threaten culture, then there must be something very wrong
with one's reasoning powers. [ can fecl only stupefaction on reading such
a course of argument. And throughout this first chapter, one has the
impression that the truly cultured and civilized man is the highly efficient
Policeman. Dr. Freud observes with a sigh that ‘probably a certain per-
centage of mankind . . . will always remain asooal’. The word ‘asocial’
has perhaps some decep psychological meaning beyond my comprehen-
sion; but it seems to me that some contributions have been made to what
1 call civilization by men who have been solitaries or rebels.

Dr. Freud's baffling notion of culture keeps tucning up. Later we hear
that it is the principal task of culture, its real rarson d'etre, to defend
us against nature’; and again we are not told what is us and what is
nature. But ‘the preservation of mankind against nature’ is ‘the great
common task’. Surely Dr. Freud has some shadowy personification of
this angry goddess Nature at the back of his mind. [ pass over a number
of what seem to me merely the psychological terms which hide a vacuum,
like ‘man’s super-ego’, which is ‘a special mental function’—in other
words, znother of Dr. Freud's supernatural beings. The principal thesis
seems to be this: the enquiry is not concerned with the value of religious
doctanes as truth; but ‘psychologically considered’ they are ilusions.
The first part of this thesis must mean, if it means anything, that Freud
is not concerned with the truth of religious ideas, or with the reality of
religious ‘objects’; yet | fail to understand how they can be Ulusions in
a 'psychological’ sense without being illusions pure and simple. Such a
distinction between psychological truth and ordinary truth is much too
fine for my reason to grasp. [ndeed, | am not sure that it is not too fine
even for Freud himself; for throughout the rest of the book he proceeds
to treat religion as illusion in the ocdinary sense, and as illusion which
society is in the process of casting off.
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But here another distinction appears, which seems to me still further
to obfuscate the problem.

‘When [ say that they (religious wdeas) arc illusions, | must define the
meaning of the word. An illusion is not the same as an error, 1t 15 indeed
not nccessarily an error. Arstotle’s belief that vermin are evolved out
of dung, to which ignorant people sull ching, was an error. . . . [t would
bc improper to call these errors illusions. On the other hand, it was an
itlusion on the part of Columbus that he had discovered a new sea-route
to India”.

[ have never mastered the philosophy of As If, and here my mother-
wit finds itself completely baffled. Columbus was certainly ‘in error’ in
thinking that the West [ndies were the East Indies; he was not in error
in thinking that he had found a new route to India; but the combinarion
of an error with a truth does not make an ‘illusion’. An excellent example
of “illusion’ seems to be at hand: it 1s an illusion for Freud to think that
he has defined the term “itlusion’ when he says that an illusion is not the
same as zn error, indeed is not necessarily an error. A vegetable marrow
in not the same as a pumpkin, indeed is not necessarily a pumpkin: but
this would not strike Anstotlc as being the defimtion of a vegetable
marrow. Freud should have begun by a definition of definition. Presently
(p. 55) illusion is treated as if it was anything that does not admit of
proot. Of some religious doctrines (he does not say which) he says that
‘we may compare them’ to delusions; but we are not told what is to be
learnt by the companson. He then palms off a few commonplaces like
this:

‘The riddles of the universe only reveal themselves siowly to our
enquiry, 10 many questions science can as yet give no answer; but sci-
entific work is our only way to the knowledge of external reality'.

We are not told what is science, or what ace the nddles of the universe.
Yet in the end Dr. Freud re-echoes: ‘Science is no illusion’. Thus dreams
the wizard of the dream world. | have the impression that the real pundits
of the real sciences, such as mathematical physics, are often less confident
of anything than Freud is of everything. But it is naturally the adepts
of the parvenu sciences, in their anxiety to affirm that their science really
is a science, who make the most exaggerated claims for ‘science’ as a
whole. This is a strange book.

142. c. b. Burns (1928)
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