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Reviewed by Lindsey Light
Psychoanalyst Jonathan Sklar begins this topical and engaging book by reflecting on the possible parallels of the current political climate with pre-war Germany and the rise of totalitarianism. With the reality of current mass migration into the West, there are tensions that are contributing to conditions for the far right to gain influence and power. The author looks at various components of this situation that creates fear, anxiety and hatred towards other people. He describes how psychoanalysts have largely avoided politics and social commentary, keeping their skills within the consulting room.  Sklar calls for psychoanalysts to find a voice in political debate and promote awareness of the unconscious dynamic forces at play, saying, “there is an urgency for psychoanalysts to speak.” 
	Recalling a conference in Berlin where he spoke about his concerns and shared his fear of rising fascism to an audience that were rendered mute, Sklar interpreted this as due to overwhelming fear. This gives an unsettling example of how fear can keep us silent and how in an age of sound bites, lies, deceit and fake news, it is more important than ever to speak out against injustices when we see them. There are dangerous ideologies at work, particularly the alt- right in the US and with Trump, who fans the flames of discontent by creating schisms and promoting racism, sexism, Islamophobia, homophobia, and anti-immigration rhetoric. Europe also has its problems with the rise of right-wing groups and is no stranger to prejudice towards others, having had a long-held fear of strangers coming to invade from the East to destroy the Western order. 
	Although Sklar touches on Trump and Brexit he doesn’t labour these and instead suggests that it is important to contest ideas of this kind wherever we encounter them and try to understand them in terms of how they originate. Sklar stands by the fact that with the knowledge of pathologies, psychoanalysts are obviously well equipped to help communities and perhaps politicians to understand the growing violence in society and to resist the pull of attacking others who disagree with them in our ferocious blame culture. He talks about this in terms of alterity or the fear and aggression expressed outwardly towards others. It is by looking at our unconscious processes and appreciating that these can be passed down through the generations that we might create new ways of relating and be free to create new “tramways” instead of being stuck in and repeating the same transferential responses.
	One of Sklars’ key interests is the interface between personal and historical trauma and how the innermost life of the individual shapes and forms our culture. He believes in the importance of mourning and in being able to let go of loss as essential to healing the “gaps, splits and tears” in society. If we are able to face and work through our issues of difference, we might overcome our fears, own up to our contribution, and not project blame outwardly onto the “other”. Better to process experiences by bravely facing them rather than avoiding them so that this might mitigate the cycle of repeating the past. He uses examples of how history could be denied and re-written if we are not alert to this, as found in Poland recently where the ironically named ‘Law and Justice Party’ presented a bill that criminalises any assertion of Polish participation in the Holocaust or other war crimes during the occupation of Poland.   
	It is by understanding our history and looking at the sources of cruelty that we may find hope of counteracting it. “The analyst’s understanding of mental mechanisms found in the consulting room, in particular those of cruelty, sadomasochism, and perversion, which are often rooted in a harmful early environment, can also be applied to the atmospheres that seem to erupt uncontrollably into society, infecting it and causing profound splits and ruptures with an “us” vs “them” mentality.” Sklar goes into occurrences of childhood abuse in order to understand the impact it has and to allow the reader to get in touch with their own humanity. 
	This he points out are the qualities that totalitarian regimes would prefer buried. It is a depressing thought that children who have suffered abuse and trauma often continue a cycle of projection by attacking or humiliating others in the same way, a model of identification with the aggressor.  Another kind of projection occurs too when the inhabitants of a country become fearful of violence they imagine refugees moving into their country bring and so direct violence towards them in fear of being taken over or perhaps becoming refugees themselves.  
	Sklar is a proponent of the power of psychoanalysis to set us free and in “finding hope in knowledge.” He leaves us with hints of optimism, speaking of ridding ourselves of the illusions of our political times to find freedom “to think, develop, challenge and create hope” for future generations and ourselves.

	This slim, accessible book, gives a guide to becoming more aware of history and finding the roots of our fears. It underlines the importance of our own inner work that enables us to navigate and hopefully change the darker landscapes of our times. 








Lindsey Light is an Integrative Counsellor and Supervisor in private practice in East Sussex. She is also an accomplished artist and shows her paintings in London and the Southeast.
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