THE PATIENT
AS REVOLUTIONARY

It is thrilling to be here in Cuba.
In many ways, my own development — both politically and as a
group psychotherapist — has paralleled the development of the
revolution in Cuba. Since 1959 — when I began graduate school
and the people of Cuba began socialism — I have devoted almost
all of my intellectual energies, as well as my practical energies, to
the study of two things: psychology and revolution. have done
almost all of that practicing and studying in the United States, from
California to New York, north, south, east and west. I've traveled
on many different paths, and viewed these matters from many dif-

“The Patient as Revolutionary” was first delivered as a talk entitled "The Psy-
chopathology of the U5, Left,” at the Congress of the Interamerican Society of
Psychology at the Karl Marx Theater in Havana, Cuba in June 1986.
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ironies. An irony in my life has been that, coming out of an aca-
demic background in the philosophy of science, as someone who
specialized in critiquing psychology, the profession that I came to
in the 1970s was psychology. I became first a drug counselor and
then a psychotherapist.

I therefore had to deal, in some way, with this transparent con-
tradiction: I was now working in a field which I took to be, without
a doubt, an intellectual fraud. To be sure, many people in bour-
geois society engage in activities which they take to be frauds; it's
the story of all too many working people’s lives. But I was eager
and able to engage this personal/political fraud. So | began an
extended examination of what it would mean to develop a clinical
psychology, to construct a psychotherapy, which did not embody
the fundamental contradiction of orthodox psychology.

So far as I can see (I saw it this way in 1959 and I see it still as
we're approaching 1989), the attempt to construct a paradigm, an
explanatory model for human behavior, for social activity, for the
processes which we identify as human life based on the model of
the natural sciences, creates a hopeless contradiction for the entire
field of psychology. You see, if we look, even in a very superficial
way, at the origins of the model of the natural sciences which has
dominated the capitalist world these past 300-400 years, we discov-
er that Galileo and others were able to identify a proper object of
study for the natural sciences, in particular, for physics. And that
by virtue of that ontological breakthrough, they were able to create
a new science, to revolutionize the feudal, pre-scientific (Aristo-
telian) world view. Put simply, Galileo was able to recognize that
physics’ proper object of study was not things at rest (as defined by
the Aristotelian framework), but things in motion and, ultimately,

motion itself. Not things af rest, but things in motion, i.e., motion itself.
On the basis of that quite extraordinary ontological discovery
Galileo, together with many others, of course, constructed a model
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and a practice of natural science — essentially a mathematical
model — which has proved to be remarkably explanatory and
developmental albeit, in the final analysis, reactionary in the hands
of the white male supremacist international bourgeoisie in terminal
crisis. Over a period of hundreds of years, that natural science
paradigm — which proved so efficacious in the development of
technology and the transformation from feudalism to first mercan-
tile and then industrial capitalism, in navigational and military
advances, in industrial advances — that model became the model
of 4il science. Even more, it became the model of understanding, of
explanation, itself. Science, defined by this mathematicized natu-
ralistic model, has become the paradigm for all human under-
standing. It should come as no great surprise, therefore, that there
has been, over the course of this century, an attempt to apply this
scientific-now-commonsensical model of understanding to human
behavior.

Now while it is certainly true that the Galilean discovery of
motion as the object of study was fundamental for the creation of
his Two New Sciences (the treatise which introduced the modern sci-
ences of mathematics and physics) and subsequent mathematical
paradigms — while that was certainly valid for nature — the treat-
ment of human activity as fundamentally analogous to the motion
of matter in space and time (no matter how many qualifications
you make, no matter how liberal you may be in saying, “Of course
we appreciate the difference”) is an error of inestimable magni-
tude. To use a model of comprehension or undersianding (physical
science) which is so rooted in the mathematicized conception of the
natural world is fundamentally to distort what human beings are;
it is, ultimately, to treat human beings as structurally analogous to
the objects of study of the natural sciences.

In the 1960s I attended many conferences on this very topic. |
was very very naive, very innocent. I assumed, after many confer-
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ences, that we had put this issue to rest. Philosophical fool tha’c.l
was, I thought we had successfully buried psychology by-analjlftl-
cally destroying its foundations. But I have learned ’fha'tl things .hke
psychology, things like capitalism, things like exploitation, rac1sn-:1,
sexism, homophobia, are very difficult to bury. They do not ‘d1e
easily. Moreover, they often die much sooner than the;_r g?t bu1'*1ed.
So psychology goes on! In fact, as in a bad horror movie, it thrives.
it grows.
; faiz’tlffe make a jump here. What I had told people I would talk
about today is the psychopathology of the United States left. Lejt
me make clear first of all what [ don’t mean by that. I don’t l<_n-ow if
you know this, but in the United States, in my country, politically
reactionary and backward as it is, they actually give grants t.o show
that revolutionary behavior should be understood as deviant. S0
when I speak of the psychopathology of the U.S. left, I don t_mean
for a moment that leftists or Marxists or Leninists or revoluiaonar—
jes are crazy people. Nor do I mean that we revolutionaries are
unusually or disproportionately sane! Rather I want'to suggest that
the ULS. left — despite all of its anti-psychology rhetortf: — has trans-
formed into a sectarian pseudo-psychology movement. I think the mo<?1us
operandi of the U.S. left is, in effect, to attempt to alter E}'Le 51.1b’]’e.c-
tive state of oppressed peoples and working peoples-. ch ”factlc, in
the final analysis, is what is called “consciousness raising.

Never in the history of our species has a consciousness ever
been “raised.” But the United States left languishes in a totally impo-
tent state by virtue of its having been transformed inFo a pseudo-
psychological operation (consciousness raising) andl is no IOI:lgIEI'
concerned, as a revolutionary movement must be, with thej actz'mty
(and the duty) of making revolution. So what has hapl?ened, ironical-
ly, is that this mythic pseudo-scientific manipulation called psy-
chology, this essentially fraudulent activity, the ‘attempt to tra.ns—
form people’s minds understood as physical objects (or physical




8 | THE MYTH OF PSYCHOLOGY

motion) — what might best be called coercion — has reshaped the
U.S. left. Profound opportunities exist in the United States for the
development of a broad movement, a mass movement of working
people and oppressed minorities (the possibility of that exists in
the United States today, in my opinion, more than at any time since
the 1930s). But nothing is effectively organized, because the pro-
gressives (the honest ones, at any rate!) have become sectarian
“consciousness raisers.”
Over the course of the past 10 or 12 years, ] have been associat-
ed with a group of people who have developed the largest inde-
pendent Marxist therapeutic center in the United States. I'm here
with some of my colleagues — Dr. Lenora Fulani and Dr. Lois
Holzman and others. We have developed an approach, social ther-
apy, which we identify as Marxist. At a meeting yesterday an audi-
ence member asked, “Why do you call your approach Marxist?
After all, many people identify the origins of psychopathology as
social. Is it only Marxists who know that?” I agreed that it is not
just Marxists who know that. But the issue of whether social thera-
Py is Marxist therapy does not turn on whether we recognize the
causes of psychopathology to be social, but rather on the recogni-
tion that human beings are capable of radically reorganizing social struc-
tures, that human beings are fundamentally capable of creating and reor-
ganizing the social environment which creates and develops pathology.
The conception of a human being that underlies our Marxist thera-
py is that people are not fundamentally passive or inert, not funda-
mentally overdetermined by our environment, but are in a dialecti-
cal and contradictory relationship to that determining environ-
ment; that is, a human being is someone who has self-consciously
helped to build (with her or his labor power) the very environment
which causes pathology. That strange characteristic of our species
must be a fundamental presupposition of any Marxist therapy.
In social therapy, we treat people from many different commu-
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nities: middle class people (the usual patient population), working

class people, Black, Latino, white, farmers, many people. They -
come to our offices, thousands of people each year, because they

are in pain, because they have emotional problems — they '-:ome

for the same reason that they would come to see any therapist or

counselor. These are ordinary people. We relate to these.people as rev-

olutionaries! Our assumption about the fundamentality of x.Nho a

human being is, of what a person is, our Marxist'presumptlonéls

that people, organized into various social groupings, arc.e funh a-
mentally identifiable as a social force capable of transforming their
environment radically. People are not simply to be understood as
basically adapt-ive to societal norms, though to be sure we all adal;.)’f
to varying degrees. There’s no question that we can adapt l‘(? soci

etal norms — sometimes all too easily. But to presume .uduptweness
to be the essence of a human being yields a therapeutic app.roach
which is totally, qualitatively different from w'hat you get if you
presume that a person is fundamentally a revolutlc.mary.

Let's talk about the difference between relating to someone as
fundamentally adaptive to a societal situation as oppo.sed to relat:f
ing to someone as fundamentally a revolutionary who is c.apab}lje Ot
radically transforming a social situation. We're not.t‘alkmg a 'ou
whether the patient, client, whatever, becomes politically active.
We're talking about how effectively we can treat psychopatholc.)gy
if we relate to people as capable of transforming. the world - ie.,
history — as opposed to relating to people as sm'_lply adaltptmght(;
existing society and its roles. If we change that basic premlse,‘ wha
are the effects, scientifically speaking? What are the effects in the
group therapeutic situation? So far as I know we are the only ones
in the United States who are treating people from the vanta_lge
point of this radically different perception of what a human being
essentially is. And we have effectively “cured” thousands of Peg—
ple, in many cases after every other clinical treatment has failed.




10 | THE MYTH OF PSYCHOLOGY

Wha 173 ”
t do we mean by “cured”? We mean people who have spent

decades destroying themselves with alcohol and drugs giving ;

th,
em up. We mean people who have spent decades and thousands

of d iti |
ollars at traditional treatment centers but remain incapable of

functioning in society at all becoming productive, powerful and
:;f)able of emotional gratification. We mean people who have gone
the(j)rugh between 10 and 30 years of orthodox treatment and by
- own hjlc;ounts (as well as by the accounts of the outrageous
sting which goes on in many instituti
1ons of psychology) h
been unmoved b i Lo e them,
y any psycholo i
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r . 0 - 0
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In part caused by their difficulty i i
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cu , ) | 4 (4
° re1 em by counting so heavily on their capacity to adapt. If
pdop a.s come to you, as a therapist, and somehow or another the;
adaptive capacities have been impaired, or if people come to yo r
. . u
;m;lhthey .sur’tply have no desire to adjust (I think here of Dr. Majrrtin
t u er Kllrlmgi1 s marvelous quotation about how the people who he
s will have to change the world are th ]
hink e maladjusted), it s
very odd to us that traditional th i 4 typical
erapists so frequently and typical-
(liy count o’n them to do the very thing that they don’t know l):fw to
0 or don’t choose to do in order to improvel!
. The;':1 apRroach that we're taking does not require people to be
; lr? adaptive to society. It does something else. We talk about
t.e pfng people to adapt not to society but to history. We make a dis-
1;1ct110n bemt?en society and history — between society as a partic-
1: ?r }Cri orgam-zed form of the historical process at a particular
xtended spatio-temporal moment, and history as the continuum
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of that social process. We seek to find ways to help people not to
adapt to society, but to find their adaptive location in the broader
social continuum identifiable as historic process. But to adapt to
history rather than to society is, in its essence, revolutionary,
because (and as) it is to express the human capacity to radically
reorganize the totality of the social environment. So what we seek
to do is to help people to develop further what we take to be a fun-
damental human characteristic — that revolutionary essence of our
species. We attempt to reach that revolutionary essence, that fun-
Jamental sense of self as capable of being in history, by transform-
ing it. Therefore, in adapting to history — which, after all, leads
society — people are in a better position to do something about
how they relate within society. History leads development in the
sense of the discovery of the renowned Soviet psychologist/
methodologist Lev Vygotsky that learning leads (is in advance of)
development. All too frequently, the price that you have to pay for
adapting to society — I'm talking about U.S. society in particular
__is to be sufficiently alienated so as to be totally distanced or
removed from or estranged from history. So the contradiction of
traditional therapy, if you will, is that even when it works to help
people to adapt to their society, if it’s a reactionary, racist, sexist,
homophobic, backward, alienated, classist society like the one I
come from — and to varying degrees all of modern society! — if
you develop a therapy which simply adapts people to that, then
you do so only at the price of péople being further removed from
history, which means people being further mis-identified as who
we are fundamentally as a species. To make people societally sane,
using traditional therapy, you must make them historically crazy!
Modern science arose from the bringing together of the science
of physics and the science of mathematics, and a political economic
pase which needed that mixture for continued human develop-
ment. Traditional psychology, together with its companionpiece,
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traditional economics — the two new pseudo-sciences of the last
several hundred years — must be effectively rejected. We must
find a new science and organize a new political economic basis in
order fo “treat” the psychological problems that now stand in the
way of continued human development. I am not suggesting, by the
way, that psychological problems are in the mundane ordinary
sense of the word fraudulent. No. Qur world is filled, sadly, with
people who have serious psychological problems. I am suggesting
that traditional psychology has done precious little, if anything, to
deal with them. I am saying that we must find some new paradigm
(or anti-paradigm) — a new way — to deal with the psychological
problems of our species. The paradigm or anti-paradigm? The new
way? Revolution!

I think revolution needs to be the substitute for psychology. I
think we should change the name of our psychological association
to the “Interamerican Congress For Revolution.” Now a lot of peo-
ple say “That's terrible! It would make the whole thing political” It
would not make it political — it would make it scientific! It is cur-
rently political.

As currently organized, traditional psychology — not simply
at this congress, but all over the world — is fundamentally an anti-
scientific, secularly religious political operation. If we were, in fact,
to take a step forward out of the dark ages and create a new
approach, a new social science which truly dealt with people’s
emotional disorders as well as with issues of pedagogy, with issues
of socialization, with all the issues that psychology is concerned
with, we would discover scientific revolution.

Now, having said that, how do we carry out scientific revolu-
tion? How do we address social problems from the vantage point
not just of some set of slogans, but from the scientifically organized
activity of revolutionary change? One of the ways we do that, in
my opinion, is to insist that we not simply speak of revolution to
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revolutionaries. We don’t only speak of clinical psychology to psy-
chologists. It would be very strange if we had created a science of
clinical psychology where a precondition for coming to see a tlr-lera-
pist would be that you were a devotee of psychology. Oux patlent’s
come to us for help. They have problems, they're in pain. We don't
require that they be “committed to psychology.” Now if we are
truly to make the shift from traditional, pseudo-psychology to rev-
olution, we must do the same thing. We need to say, “Please come
into my office, I'd like to help you. What we do is revolution. Have
aseat.” .

"Ts this some kind of joke?” you ask. No. Because by doing revo-
lution, you are using a scientific approach, a model, .WhiCh funda-
mentally rests on a certain conception of a human being as capable
of transforming totalities. And we cannot minimize for a moment
how fundamental that is to the carrying out of revolution and how
fundamental that is to people being able to be cured. Because cure
is a social revolutionary phenomenon when it is not an adaptation
to society, when it takes place in history, in the world, not in reac-
tionary society.

We have practiced this radical approach for almost two
decades. The difference in responses to it is, as you would efcpect,
very radical. What does that Jook like? It looks like p.eople ﬁr?t of
all saying, “What are you doing? What is the meaning of this? I
insist that you relate to me as a passive recipient of your goods anc}
services. Fix me up! I am a consizmer. I wish to be fixed by you.’
“It can’t be done,” we say. “We cannot fix you. We cannot cure
you.” “Well, if you cannot cure me, why have you hung up that
shingle?” . ' .

People say, “I simply wish to be cured of my pain! I s1mp1§:
wish my pain to be relieved! Why can’t you do that for mt—::?
“Because we can do something for you that can change your life,
that will develop your emotionality, that will reorganize your ’psy-
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chology,” we can do all kinds of things for you, but we cannot cure

you insofar as you insist that you are a commodity that is going to
be effectively, coercively altered by something called traditional
psychology.” And a profound struggle ensues.

To wrap up. Going back briefly to the U.S, left. Here’s an
incredible irony. The U.S. left is forever telling me and others with
whom I work very closely throughout our country that “our prob-
lem” is that we do psychology rather than politics. And we
respond to them by saying your problem is that, in the name of
politics, you in fact do bad, mythic, coercive, bourgeois pseudo-
psychology.

I have spoken on just a few occasions to the orthodox U.S. left.
I have said that one striking characteristic of the U.S. [eft is that
they have no idea of how U.S. society functions! Never in the histo-
1y of a left wing movement anywhere in the world has a grouping
of leftists or so-called revolutionaries sought to revolutionize or
change a society knowing so little about how it works. Their view,
in the most arrogant, chauvinistic, exceptionalistic tradition of the
United States, is to think that all one has to do is 7aise the CONSCIguUs-
ness of working people, or poor people, of oppressed minorities,
and somehow this coercive pseudo-psychological activity will pro-
duce revolution. As I said before, in my opinion, consciousness is
not raised. I do not think there has ever been a single known case
of the raising of consciousness. I might sound like a vulgar materi-
alist to you all, but I think buildings are raised, I think sometimes
money 1s raised, I think children are raised, a lot of things are
raised — but I don't think consciousness is raised. The conception
of consciousness being raised, which dominates the U.S, left, is that
an intellectual activity, a private mentalistic activity, is the precon-
dition for carrying out revolutionary social activities. But as a mat-
ter of fact, it has been proven everywhere that exactly the opposite
is true. In fact it is the active reorganization of social life which is
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the precondition for the fransformation of consciousness. Marx taught
that in the first pages he ever wrote. It is fundamental to the un'der—
standing and activity of revolution and for the psychology which 1
am calling revolution. .

We speak of social therapy as revolution for non-revolutionar-
ies. This radical Marxist conception — that the fundamental or
essential human characteristic is being capable of carrying .01.1’: rev-
olutionary activity (what Marx called practical-critical activity) —
that's the foundation of anything which can be called or should be
called a Marxist psychology. QOurs is a radical insistence that we
not accommodate reactionary society by relating to people — any
people — as anything but revolutionaries.




