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Preface: The Way We Were

“We must finally relearn what we forgot … that humanitarian and moral 
arguments are not merely deceitful ideology. Rather, they can and must become 
central social forces.”

Herbert Marcuse, The Problem of Violence

“If liberty means anything at all, it means the right to tell people what they do 
not want to hear.”

George Orwell, Notes on Nationalism

The word American in the subtitle of this work was originally spelled 
Amerikan, the spelling used on the left in the 1960s to indicate a fascist 
direction in our politics that seems mild compared with our current 
situation. That spelling was a gesture of hope. America is not Amerika. 
Not yet. But it could become so, which is why we must understand 
Bush and Company better than they understand themselves. In them 
many disorders rise to the surface: an economic pillage rivaling the 
robber barons; a political agency savaging the Constitution and the 
Bill of Rights; a social agenda catering to everything reactionary in 
the religious right. All these are also signs of a deeper disorder of the 
American character or psyche requiring an in-depth psychoanalytic 
examination. But the method for undertaking such an examination 
does not exist and any desire for it was lost long ago in the flight of 
American culture from the psyche. My goal is to reverse that situation 
by developing a method that will enable us to recover and radicalize 
a psychoanalytic way of examining political and cultural events. 
To put the proposition in concrete terms, the reactions of the Bush 
administration to the trauma of September 11, 2001 brought an 
underlying psychosis to the surface. An event that should have led 
to restrained and far-reaching reflections on America’s place in the 
world led instead to a hysterical acting out that continues to project 
globally the demands of a bullying vision that is also uncannily 
suited to the designs of global capitalism. Dubya is a fundamentalist 
crusader in the service of several masters. His deepest service perhaps 
is to cover the void at the center of American society. A culture 
of narcissism, religious infantilization and infatuation with violent 
computer games as the only ways to shock a benumbed sensibility 
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xiv  Death’s Dream Kingdom

into the illusion that it feels, finds in Dubya the perfect model of 
the collective hysteria that achieved its latest, but by no means its 
last, expression in the Schiavo case. Whenever traumatic historical 
events such as 9-11 happen the only response of such a sensibility is 
the projection of a grandiose and omnipotent attitude toward history 
that enables the American people to bathe themselves collectively in 
the belief that we are that blessed City on a Hill called upon by the 
Lord to rid the world of evil. For in the high stakes poker game called 
history the next move must always be more extreme.

Profound changes have been in process in America since 9-11 and 
those changes put new problems on the agenda of the left. Among 
them, I’ll show, is the need to recover the kind of psychoanalytic 
Marxism that was one of the achievements of Adorno, Marcuse and 
other early members of the Frankfurt School and which has become 
but a dim and fading memory in the work of Habermas. My effort 
will not be to revive their methods per se but to reconstitute what a 
psychoanalytic way of thinking can contribute to an understanding 
of contemporary history. (I should add here that the psychoanalytic 
method I develop involves a rejection of most of American 
psychoanalysis—which is little more than the mental health wing 
of adaptation to capitalist society—as well as a detailed critique of 
Lacan whose thought constitutes a moment or component of the 
theory I’ll develop here.) Having so bluntly identified my thought as 
psychoanalytic, I want immediately to extend my hand, palm open, 
to the reader with a simple request. Forget popular commonplaces 
about Freud and all the prejudices against psychoanalysis that have 
by now become a settled part of both the academic and the popular 
landscape and consider the possibility that the collective resistance 
to psychoanalysis may be one of the essential and most successful 
operations of capitalist ideology. I promise in return that you won’t 
find here the kind of dogmatic and reductive pontificating that so 
often characterizes official Freudian thought, especially when it 
comes to “psychohistory.”1 After Shakespeare, Freud is the greatest 
thinker I’ve encountered, but one won’t find here any of his concepts 
that hasn’t been filtered through a reflection that has included Hegel, 
Heidegger, Sartre, and Marx (among others) as equal participants. 
The dogmatic application of fixed Freudian concepts as if they held 
the key to History is one of the reasons why psychoanalysis has 
fallen out of favor, except among what are finally coterie writers who 
recycle little more than a precious jargon as if iteration were proof of 
immutable truth. In my view, every concept in the Freudian canon 



requires a reinterpretation which will only be possible when we regain 
contact with what is most radical in Freud’s thought and that of the 
few followers who remained faithful to what is most unsettling in 
psychoanalysis: its insight into the ineradicably tragic dimension 
of the psyche and of history. This dimension, I hope to show, must 
become the center of leftist thought if we’re to overcome the system 
of rationalistic and metaphysical guarantees that continue to blind 
us to history.2 A quick take on the left: the assumption that final 
victory is in the cards, made necessary a priori by the laws of history, 
the humanistic urgings of our essential nature, or the consciousness 
of the proletariat. A quick take on the history of psychoanalysis: 
a repeated repression of its radical discoveries. Their recovery, I’ll 
show, is what will enable us to overcome the dilemmas in which 
the left is mired.

But I fear this discussion is becoming too academic when my 
initial procedure in the book proper will offer the reader something 
quite different. Every psychological idea developed there will come 
drenched in particulars. In a sense the first half of the book is a primer 
of sorts, a movement from the more obvious ways a psychoanalytic 
sensibility can help us understand key events since 9-11 to the more 
complex psychoanalytic understanding that evolves from those 
examinations. No special knowledge of psychoanalysis is needed to 
understand the first four chapters, which are also the most topical 
ones in the book. They offer, in effect, concrete training in how to 
think along psychological lines while illustrating the kind of insights 
into contemporary events that such a perspective can provide. The 
book then moves gradually yet progressively toward more complex 
issues and more complex ways of thinking psychoanalytically. Here 
too, however, the reader will never be asked to conceptualize what I 
haven’t first enabled them to experience in more primary ways.

In the same concretizing spirit, the first part of the book will 
conclude with a critique of the two paradigms that currently control 
the way that psychoanalytic thought is employed on the left for 
purposes of political and cultural critique. Moreover, I use as examples 
two recent books—Lifton’s Superpower Syndrome and Žižek’s Welcome 
to the Desert of the Real—which apply those two paradigms to 9-
11. It’ll come as a shock to Bill O’Reilly, Sean Hannity and William 
Bennett but thinking on the left, unlike its counterfeit on the right, 
is not monolithic. One of my purposes, in fact, is to establish the 
necessity of continuing self-critique if we on the left are to overcome 
the contradictions that dog us. Critique, however, is only as good as 
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xvi  Death’s Dream Kingdom

the new analyses to which it leads. They form the larger and more 
theoretical second part of the book. Here too, however, all concepts 
will remain tied to the analysis of specific events and phenomena. 
Terror, evil, fundamentalism. At Dubya’s insistence these three topics 
have become the primary agenda of intellectual reflection today. 
In Dubya’s mouth, of course, the three terms are crass ideological 
manipulation deployed to create a mass hysteria that can be ratcheted 
up whenever it serves the designs of domestic or international terror. 
Rather that simply crying mystification, however, our response 
must be to think these three terms through in a rigorous way, 
thereby rescuing them not only from Dubya but from the number 
of academic conferences now being organized to assure that these 
hot, new academic commodities get parsed and parceled out in 
all the properly decorous and disciplinary ways. In opposition to 
both practices, Chapter 7 takes up the psychology of (Christian) 
fundamentalism. Chapter 8 looks at (domestic) terrorism. Chapter 9 
then attempts to develop a concept of evil that will take us beyond 
the pivotal contributions that Immanuel Kant and Hannah Arendt 
made to its understanding. This examination enables me in Chapter 
10 to take up the issue of ethics and replace abstract moralism with 
an existential ethic that is fully situated in the world.

The book thereby turns on a frank appeal to experience. My effort is 
not just to change the way readers will think about certain events, but 
to effect a deeper change in the reader’s emotional and psychological 
being. The goal is to offer readers with each chapter an experience 
of progressively deeper insights into themselves and, specifically, 
insights into the ways in which we are part of the problem rather than 
the solution precisely because we’ve lost sight of the psychological 
truth expressed in one of Marx’s deepest insights: “To be radical 
is to go to the roots; but the root is man himself.” Though we’re 
loath to acknowledge it, a common tendency whenever thought gets 
close to the psyche is to apply defenses to banish the unwelcome 
intruder. Some of these take the form of theoretical objections: Is 
psychoanalysis a science? Can any sense be made of pseudo-concepts 
such as Thanatos and the Unconscious? Others practical: How can 
any of this psychological stuff be relevant to political action? And 
some are purely emotional. I hope this book will reverse all of these 
practices by producing an inner transformation that will free us from 
the system of guarantees on which all of them are based. A critique 
of the guarantees that inform the Western Logos or ratio is a large 
issue, which I’ve pursued in philosophic and methodological terms 



in Deracination. Here I extend that analysis by applying it to a specific 
historical and political situation. 

I should add that for me psychoanalysis offers no exclusive purchase 
on the truth about history. Our situation calls for many analyses. 
Economic explanations, geopolitical perspectives, sociological and 
statistical analyses, studies in terms of international law and the 
history of American foreign policy are needed. Dubya is the general 
term we give to a complex of historical problems and tendencies 
that currently intersect in a way that makes ours a moment fraught 
with danger—and opportunity. Danger of the sort Walter Benjamin 
spoke of, when possibilities flare up that must be seized or lost forever. 
Opportunity of the sort that comes when dialectical connections that 
usually evade us can be made because the need for them has become 
through the news a daily Artaudian pressure on the nerves. Thanks to 
Dubya Inc. ours is perhaps a privileged ideological moment in which 
many branches of knowledge come together in what may emerge as 
a new understanding of ideology and its operation.

My contribution to that hypothetical construct will focus on 
what is neglected when ideology is seen primarily as a matter of the 
beliefs and ideas that blind people to their historical situation. Such 
analyses don’t go deep enough because they neglect the emotional 
and psychological glue that holds the ideological edifice together. 
Ideology is not primarily the operation of quasi-rational processes 
through which subjects “think” about their world. As we’ll see in 
chapters 1–4, it’s primarily a matter of the fantasies or fantasmatic 
structures that subjects project onto history in order to assure the 
fulfillment of deep emotional needs. We believe x, y, and z because 
these beliefs satisfy certain emotional needs that have become 
psychologically necessary; i.e., needs that the collective subject of 
ideology must defend because without them the sense of identity and 
purpose collapses. A great case in point, as we’ll see, is the neocon 
belief about how the Iraqis would welcome us with open arms as 
prelude to democracy sweeping the Middle East. A focus on the 
emotional roots of ideology aligns my work in some ways with that 
of Lacan and Žižek, but as Chapter 6 will show, within that shared 
concern lies a fundamental difference between the general structural 
malaise Lacan and Žižek describe and the far more concrete historical 
analyses that my method makes possible; and with as its concrete 
yield an understanding of the underlying psychotic condition 
that Dubya brings to the surface. Contra Žižek, ideology is not an 
attempt to escape the Trauma of the Real. It’s an attempt to prevent 
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the implosion or dissolution of the subject into very precise forms 
of social fragmentation that can only be exorcized by projecting 
apocalyptic desires and delusions upon History. As we’ll see, this 
understanding of ideology offers a concrete way to read key events 
since 9-11.

History is what hurts. The deepest reason why this oft cited maxim 
of the left is true is seldom acknowledged. History hurts because it 
can become the scene of profound and irreversible changes in the 
collective psyche. We live in such a moment. And we’ll only begin to 
understand it and our responsibility toward it when we realize that no 
transcendental, theological, or humanistic guarantee protects us from 
history; protects us, to put it concretely, from the prospect that 1984 
remains a profound book—about the future. There is no guarantee of 
humanistic renewal, nor is there anything in the Constitution and 
the Bill of Rights that can’t be abrogated if the tendencies represented 
by Dubya and Co. come to fruition. We love to think that human 
nature provides certain ethical guarantees that cannot be lost—this 
being perhaps the best example of how many a good leftist is also a 
prisoner of ideology—but the hard truth of history is that everything 
is contingent. Contingency is the only reality and to know that is to 
realize that everything we value can become as extinct as the species 
that are now leaving us every day forever. Nothing protects us from 
history, which is why our engagement in and responsibility for it 
must be absolute. 

“But what about the terrorists over there? What about Islamic 
fundamentalism? And what about the evil of people like Osama bin 
Laden and Saddam Hussein?” There are, I think, two useful responses 
to such questions when they come from legitimately concerned 
readers and not from fascists like O’Reilly and Limbaugh. First, in 
studying any problem it is always best to begin at home, for it’s there 
that experience enables one to cut quickly to the bone. For example, 
we need not spend the next six months cribbing distortions of Islam 
in order to understand the fundamentalist psyche. The thing’s on 
display daily, in our midst, avid for expression. Second, one only 
earns the ethical right to raise questions about another culture after 
one has had the decency to raise those very questions about one’s 
own. Reversing that order is the prime gesture of ideology. And if 
there’s any doubt about that point Dubya has laid it to rest. No one 
has shown better than he how to use evil, terror, and fundamentalism 
for purposes of othering and Orientalism and in order to prohibit 



the kind of criticism that’s needed if we’re to address the collective 
disorder that he represents.

But for the nonce and because we’ll be studying ideology as fantasy, 
flash forward. Let’s indulge the fantasy that so often comforts us in 
dark times. Perhaps we’ll thereby gain something beyond fantasy. 
It didn’t happen! All the dire predictions of another generation of 
leftist pessimists failed to materialize. Dubya overshot his mark with 
the social security legislation the way Hillary Clinton did with the 
health care program. As with LBJ and tricky Dick, hubris again saved 
us from disaster, though only by the skin of teeth growing very thin. 
Dubya overreached in the Middle East too. The neocons salivated 
for four years for regime change in Iran, Syria, and North Korea but 
the interminable ground war in Iraq betrayed their hopes. Etc. Early 
in his second term the air went out of Dubya’s balloon. The duck 
quacked sooner than he himself predicted. And in 2008 Dubya retired 
to Crawford and Cheney went to his eternal reward without wreaking 
the havoc that had once danced like sugarplums in their brains. Books 
like the one you are about to read were rendered obsolete, consigned 
to the flames of a resurgent liberalism, that of a victorious Democratic 
Party composed of what we used to call Rockefeller Republicans—the 
vital center moving ever rightward of people eager to go Van Winkle-
like to sleep again. Until the next time—which is something about 
history that the right understands. That is why in the winter’s of their 
discontent they’re always making plans for the next step. Reagan to 
Bush to “the future, Mr. Gittes,” as Noah Cross put it in Chinatown 
when asked to state that motive that is even more precious than 
money. The future. That, in one sense, is what this book is about: 
an effort to offer what we need to know so that we can fight it each 
time it comes. Who knows, maybe we’ll get so good at this that we’ll 
fight it the other times too. 

But all this is but prologue to the swelling act that Dubya exploited 
for the designs of the imperial theme. Two planes plunged into a 
building and something exploded in the American psyche. One result 
was the psychotic response that continues to advance its agenda 
domestically and globally. The only meaningful reply is to constitute 
its absolute antithesis. That is the overarching purpose of this book. 
As you’ll see, the movement from Chapter 1 to Chapter 10 is the 
movement from a collective psychosis to the deep psychological 
changes we must make in ourselves in order to attain in the tragic 
the only adequate stance toward our historical situation. But as with 
all voyages of discovery and change, the map is not the territory. The 
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only way to know what must be done is by immersing ourselves in 
the process. That effort begins in Chapter 1 with an inquiry into the 
image and what images reveal about the emotional and psychological 
roots of ideology.

The Ides of March, 2005 
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