READING 35.11

from Sigmund Freud, Civilization and Its Discontents (1930)

Civilization and Its Discontents is among Freud's most philosophical works. In it he traces the effects of archaic instinc-
tual impulses, once necessary for survival, on modern saciety. In the following passage, he surveys the role that aggres-
sion plays in impeding man's ability to live in peace and harmony. Later in this same argument, he will argue that
civilization often forces us to turn our aggression inward, to the Self, causing the psychological phenomenon of depres-

sion and despair,

Men are not gentle creatures, who want to be loved, who at the
most can defend themselves if they are attacked; they are, on
the contrary, creatures among whose instinctual endowments
is to be reckoned a powerfu! share of aggressiveness. As a re-
sult, their neighbor is for them not only a potential helper or sex-
ual object, but also someone who tempts them to satisfy their
aggressiveness on him, to exploit his capacity for work without
compensation, to use him sexually without his consent, to seize
his possessions, to humiliate him, to cause him pain, to torture
and to kill him. Homo homini lupus [man is wolf to man]. Who
in the face of all his experience of life and of history, will have
the courage to dispute this assertion? As a rule this cruel ag-
gressiveness waits for some provocation or puts itself at the
service of some other purpose, whose goal might also have
been reached by milder measures. In circumstances that are fa-
vorable to it, when the mental counter-forces which ordinarily
inhibit it are out of action, it also manifests itself spontaneously
and reveals man as a savage beast to whom consideration to-
wards his own kind is something alien. Anyone who calls to
mind the atrocities committed during the racial migrations or
the invasions of the Huns, or by the people known as Mongols
under Jenghiz Khan and Tamerlane, or at the capture of
Jerusalem by the pious Crusaders, or even, indeed, the horrors
of the recent World War—anyone who calls these things to
mind will have to bow humbly before the truth of this view.

The existence of this inclination to aggression, which we can
detect in ourselves and justly assume to be present in others,
is the factor which disturbs our relations with our neighbor and
which forces civilization into such a high expenditure [of en-
ergyl. In consequence of this primary mutual hostility of human
beings, civilized society is perpetually threatened with disinte-
gration. The interest of work in common would not hold it to-
gether; instinctual passions are stronger than reasonable
interests. Civilization has to use its utmost efforts in order to set
limits to man’s aggressive instincts and to hold the manifesta-
tions of them in check by psychical reaction-formations. . . .

The communists believe they have found the path to deliver-
ance from our evils. According to them, man is wholly good and
as well-disposed to his neighbor; but the institution of private
property has corrupted his nature. The ownership of private
wealth gives the individual power, and waited the temptation to
il-treat his neighbor; while the man who is excluded from pos-
session is bound to rebel in hostility against his oppressor. If pri-
vate property were abolished, all wealth held in common, and
everyone allowed to share in the enjoyment of it, ill-will and hos-
tility would disappear among men. Since everyone's needs
would be satisfied, no one would have any reason to regard an-
other as his enemy; all would willingly undertake the work that
was necessary. | have no concern with any economic criticisms
of the communist system; | cannot inquire into whether the abo-
lition of private property is expedient or advantageous. But | am
able to recognize that the psychological premises on which the
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systems based are an untenable illusion. In abolishing private
property we deprive the human love of aggression of one of its
instruments, certainly a strong one, though certainly not the
strongest; but we have in no way altered the differences in
power and influence which are misused by aggressiveness, nor
have we altered anything in its nature. Aggressiveness was not
created by property. It reigned almost before property had given
up its primal, anal form; it forms the basis of every relation of af-
fection and love among people (with the single exception, per-
haps, of the mother's relation to her male child). If we do away
with personal rights over material wealth, there still remains pre-
rogative in the field of sexual relationships, which is bound to be-
come the source of the strongest dislike in the most violent
hostility among men who in other respects are on an equal foot-
ing. If we were to remove this factor, too, by allowing complete
freedom of sexual life and thus abolishing the family, the germ-
cell of civilization, we cannot, it is true, easily foresee what new
paths the development of civilization could take; but one thing
we can expect, and that is that this indestructible feature of hu-
man nature will follow it there.

It is clearly not easy for man to give up the satisfaction of
this inclination to aggression. They do not feel comfortable
without it. The advantage which a comparatively small cultural
group offers of allowing this instinct an outlet in the form of
hostility against intruders is not to be despised. It is always pos-
sible to bind together a considerable number of people in love,
so long as there are other people left over to receive the mani-
festations of their aggressiveness. . . . In this respect the Jew-
ish people, scattered everywhere, have rendered most useful
services to the civilizations of the countries that have been their
hosts; but unfortunately all the massacres of the Jews in the
Middle Ages did not suffice to make that period more peaceful
and secure for their Christian fellows. When once the Apostle
Paul had posited universal love between men as the foundation
of his Christian community, extreme intolerance, part of Chris-
tendom towards those who remained outside it became the in-
evitable consequence. To the Romans, who had not founded
their communal life as a State upon love, religious intolerance
was something foreign, although with them religion was a con-
cern of the State and the State was permeated by religion. Nei-
ther was it an unaccountable chance that the dream of a
Germanic world-dominion called for anti-Semitism as its com-
plement; and it is intelligible that the attempts to establish a
new, communist civilization in Russia should find its psychologi-
cal support in the persecution of the bourgeois. One only won-
ders, with concern, what the Soviets will do after they have
wiped out their bourgeois.

READING CRITICALLY

How and why does Freud disagree with Lenin’s basic
premise as stated in The State and Revolution?
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