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tean Wilhelm Reich—brilliant protége
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Every fury on earth has been absorbed in time, as art, or as religion, or as
authority in one form or another. The deadliest blow the enemy of the human
soul can strike is to do fury honor. Swift, Blake, Beethoven, Christ, Joyce,
Kafka, name me a one who has not been thus castrated. Official acceptance
is the one unmistakable symptom that salvation is beaten again, and is the one
surest sign of fatal misunderstanding, and is the kiss of Judas.
—James Agee
Let Us Now Praise Famous Men

When confronted by a human being who impresses us as truly great, should
we not be moved rather than chilled by the knowledge that he might have
attained his greatness only through his frailties?

—Lou Andreas-Salomé, of Sigmund Freud






PART I

The Viewpoint of the
Observer




I

Introduction

When Wilhelm Reich died in his sleep at the Federal Penitentiary in Lewis-
burg, Pennsylvama, on November 3, 1957, few people paid attention. His fellow
inmates were temporarily kept waiting while a check was made to find the
missing prisoner.' The world as a whole scarcely noticed. True, Reich’s earlier
prominence as a psychoanalyst merited a brief milestone in Time:

Died. Wilhelm Reich, 60, once-famed psychoanalyst, associate,
and follower of Sigmund Freud, founder of the Wilhelm Reich Foun-
dation, lately better known for unorthodox sex and energy theories;
of a heart attack in Lewisburg Federal Penitentiary, Pa.; where he was
serving a two-year term for distributing his invention, the “orgone
energy accumulator” (in violation of the Food and Drug Act), a
telephone-booth—size device which supposedly gathered energy from
the atmosphere, and could cure, while the patient sat inside, common
colds, cancer and impotence.?

No matter that Reich never claimed the accumulator could cure colds,
cancer, or impotence. What little comment his death aroused was mostly of
the brief, inaccurate kind typified by Time’s obituary. Only a few newspapers,
such as the anarchist publication Freedom, in London,* and The Village Voice, *
carried more extensive, serious obituaries. Established scientific journals
maintained a total silence. Not a single psychiatric journal carried any mention
of his death, though ‘“In Memoriam” statements are thp rule in such publica-
tions when a major contributor to psychiatry dies. Yet the received opinion
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INTRODUCTION

about Reich was that he had indeed made very substantial contributions to
psychoanalysis in the 19208 before he became “psychotic.” However, it is
understandable why the profession was so silent. Representatives of its organi-
zations had been active in urging the Food and Drug Administration (FDA)
to launch the investigation that ultimately jailed Reich, and they had con-
gratulated the FDA on its successful prosecution of the case.’

If the world at large showed indifference or said “good riddance,” about
fifty persons who had studied with Reich or admired him from a distance
attended his funeral, which was conducted on the grounds of Orgonon, Reich’s
200-acre estate near the small town of Rangeley, Maine. The atmosphere was
emotionally charged. Charles Haydon, Reich’s chief legal adviser during his
difficulties with the FDA, said some fifteen years later that it reminded him
of the funeral of a Viking chieftain.® Reich’s presence dominated in death, as
it had in life, when the bereft community gathered to mourn him amid the
falling November snow.

It was in keeping with Haydon’s chieftain image that Reich should have
left detailed instructions for his own funeral, specifying no religious cere-
mony but a record of Schubert’s “Ave Maria,” sung by Marian Anderson. A
year earlier he had bought a coffin from a Maine craftsman.” He had also
designated a plot of land in the woods at Orgonon overlooking the moun-
tains and lakes, where his memorial was to consist of a simple granite slab
with the words:

William Reich
Born March 24, 1897 Died_____

At the funeral, Dr. Elsworth F. Baker, the physician closest to Reich in
his last years, delivered the following brief oration:

“Friends, we are here to say farewell, a last farewell, to Wilhelm Reich.
Let us pause for a moment to appreciate the privilege, the incredible privilege,
of having known him. Once in a thousand years, nay once in two thousand
years, such a man comes upon this earth to change the destiny of the human
race. As with all great men, distortion, falsehood, and persecution followed
him. He met them all, until organized conspiracy sent him to prison and then
killed him. We have witnessed it all, ‘“The Murder of Christ.” What poor words
can I say that can either add to or clarify what he has done? His work is
finished. He has earned his peace and has left a vast heritage for the peoples
of this earth. We do not mourn for him, but for ourselves, at our great loss.
Let us take up the responsibility of his work and follow in the path he cleared
for us. So be it.””*

Already we note the first paradox in a life that had been full of them: the
contrast between how the professional community at large regarded his work
and how a small group of followers viewed his achievement. This ambiguity
is compounded by the fact that what most people considered his major accom-
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THE VIEWPOINT OF THE OBSERVER

plishment, his contributions to psychoanalytic technique, Reich and his c.lose
associates at the end deemed of secondary importance. And what the received
opinion regarded as a hoax or delusion, Reich’s work on orgone energy, he and
his associates came to believe was his truly significant set of discoveries.

Some twenty-five years later, it is clear that matters are more complicated
than the standard view of 1957 portrayed them. Today, there is a surge of
interest in Reich’s work that is pushing hard against the stereotyped view of
Reich as a “good psychoanalyst” who went astray in the late 1920s. At least
some of what he “went astray” about has colored the cultural climate in a
major fashion. Reich’s work of the 19308 and 1940s on the muscular armor—
chronic muscular spasms representing the somatic anchoring of the charac-
terological rigidities Reich studied as an analyst—has heavily influenced a
spate of therapeutic developments, including Alexander Lowen’s bio-energet-
ics, Fritz Perls’s Gestalt therapy, Arthur Janov’s primal therapy. And one of
Reich’s dominant metaphors, that of “man in the trap,” the trap of his own
armor, pervaded the therapeutic ambiance of the 1970s.”

Reich also anticipated many recent social developments. During the 1920s
and early 1930s, he advocated the affirmation and social protection of healthy
adolescent sexuality; the public availability, regardless of marital status or age,
of contraceptives and abortion; the rights of women to their own economic
independence and assertiveness; and the existence of a “biological core™ in the
human structure that is spontaneously social and emotionally open, not driven
by the compulsive accumulation of money and status. In the early 1930s, he
established a relationship between personal emotional misery, on the one hand,
and submissiveness to authoritarian political regimes, on the other. Later, in
his concept of “work democracy,” he was to focus on building social and
economic interrelationships from practical tasks and human needs rather than
from the external imposition of a political ideology.

All these themes are very relevant today, often in forms quite different
from what Reich was talking about, and some are still hotly contested. In
subsequent chapters I shall argue that very few of the above ideas are unique
to Reich. What is unique is his concept of orgastic potency and the specific
way he connected a series of psychological, social, and biological findings with
the presence or absence of this function.

A friendly critic might grant the legitimacy of these views of Reich’s
contributions. True, he might say, the earlier judgment of Reich—*‘good
psychoanalyst, bad everything else”—was wrong. Reich did indeed contribute
more to the clinical treatment of emotional problems and to sociology than the
psychoanalysts realized. However, all this had nothing to do with the work
that was to preoccupy Reich and be most prized by him during the last
seventeen years of his life: his research on orgone energy. Cannot this work
be characterized as absurd prima facie? For example, his claim to have “har-
nessed” a life energy within a simple box he alleged was helpful in the treat-
ment of various illnesses? Is not this the reason why Reich is often regarded
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as a ludicrous, pathetic figure while those who utilize his psychiatric or socio-
logical work but do not ‘“dabble” in science are taken more seriously?

This revised view of Reich, making him more than a “good psy-
choanalyst” but not a serious scientist, has been adopted by many. Yet one
must be skeptical of facile datings of Reich’s decline or glib explanations as
to why he began to err. The image of him as sinister or insane was beginning
to emerge long before he ventured into experimental science. Even in the 1920s
when certain of his psychoanalytic contributions were applauded, colleagues
mocked him for his emphasis on “orgastic potency” as the goal of psy-
choanalytic treatment. In the late 19208, many psychoanalysts and others
considered him a psychopath or on the verge of psychosis, because he ad-
vocated adolescent sexuality and broke all kinds of laws in his efforts to provide
young people with sexological assistance (in the form of contraceptive informa-
tion, counseling, and so on). In the 1930s, many dismissed him as psychotic
because he spoke and wrote about the healthy person’s perception of ““stream-
ings” in his body. Did not schizophrenics also speak of experiencing ““electric
currents” in their bodies?

The picture is further complicated by the fact that throughout his life
Reich met with both acclaim bordering on adulation and the severest criticism.
Although a controversial figure within psychoanalysis from the start, in the
early 19208 many regarded him as “Freud’s pet,” destined for a position of
leadership within the psychoanalytic movement. When his relations with his
Viennese colleagues soured, he was able to surround himself in Berlin with an
able group, including the analysts Otto Fenichel, Erich Fromm, and Edith
Jacobson, who shared his social-political concerns. After his expulsion from
the analytic organization in 1934, he developed a new circle of talented psychia-
trists, psychologists, and writers in Oslo, Norway.

Reich had to leave Oslo in 1939 when his work on the bions (vesicles that
he asserted represented transitional forms between the nonliving and the liv-
ing) was denounced by many Norwegian scientists and Reich was accused of
the grossest scientific charlatanism. These controversies led to the loss of his
Norwegian support but, once again, he was able to attract a new group—this
time in New York. Defying established psychiatric and medical opinion, well-
regarded psychiatrists such as Theodore P. Wolfe and Elsworth F. Baker
devoted themselves to learning and practicing Reich’s kind of therapy and to
aiding his scientific research.

In the 1940s, Reich’s writings made a deep impression on the thinking of
several outstanding people who were later to be very influential; they included
Alexander Lowen, Fritz Perls, Paul Goodman, Saul Bellow, Norman Mailer,
and William Burroughs.

Who exactly was this man whose life was filled with controversy, whom
people loved and hated, who had to flee five countries, who once was regarded
by many as “Freud’s pet” but was excluded and hated by the psychoanalytic
establishment? Why was he expelled from the Social Democratic Party in



THE VIEWPOINT OF THE OBSERVER

Vienna in 1929 and from the Communist Party in 1934, after having been well
regarded in both organizations? Why, in 1939, was he forced to le'ave Noxjway
despite its tradition of civil liberties and after he had béen SO 1nﬂuent1a¥ a
teacher? Was it a sign of dilettantism, madness, or Renaissance-type genius
that his work involved so many fields—psychiatry, sociology, biology, physics,
meteorology? And what forces—outer, inner, or both—Iled to his death in an
American jail?

When students were interested in Reich’s scientific work, he used to say:
“Try to prove me wrong.” By this he meant that students should not tgke his
theory and evidence on faith, but should scrupulously repeat the experiments
with the most exact controls they could devise. Positive testimonials without
firsthand critical investigation were as worthless, if not as destructive, as
uninformed attacks.

My interest in Reich was and is primarily centered upon his work on
human beings. Not trained as a biologist or physicist, I have never made
systematic studies of his natural-scientific work. In writing this biography my
first impulse was to concentrate on what I knew, not only from firsthand
experience in orgonomy but from related study in psychoanalysis and sociol-
ogy. However, I have decided to cover the entire range of Reich’s work,
although with far more concentration on its contributions to human concerns
than on its experimental aspects. For one thing, it seemed desirable to have
the entire range of Reich’s work in a single volume, since only some of his
writings are available today. Secondly, the fields with which I am most con-
cerned—Reich’s psychiatric and social concepts and findings—were from 1934
on profoundly influenced by his natural-scientific work. Finally, in the period
from 1948 to 1955, when I worked with Reich, he was deeply immersed in
experimentation and I had the opportunity to observe his methods of thinking
and working at first hand. In order to render these experiences clearly, I have
to give some picture of his experimental work. Although I have not myself
repeated many of Reich’s experiments, I hope to sharpen the questions that
can be asked about his work, utilizing not only his own publications but also
reports from and interviews with those few well-trained scientists who have
replicated these experiments carefully.

A further restriction on the inclusiveness of this biography is imposed by
the state of the Reich Archives. Reich’s will stated that his unpublished papers
were to be “put away and stored for 50 years to secure their safety from
destruction and falsification by anyone interested in the falsification and de-
struction of historical truth.”” Reich designated his daughter, Eva Reich,
M.D., the executrix of his estate. For reasons to be discussed later, Eva Reich
1n 1959 appointed Mary Higgins as the executrix, a position she still maintains.
Ms. Higgins has taken a strict interpretation of the “50 years” clause, reading
it to mean that the unpublished papers are not to be made available even to
scholars.

The inaccessibility of the archives, especially the diaries Reich kept from
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at least as early as 1919 until the end of his life, is a serious loss for the
biographer. Nonetheless, there is sufficient evidence from a variety of sources,
including interviews with people who knew him during different phases of his
life, to give a picture of his personality, private life, and inner development.
With any great man, but particularly with someone like Reich, character
structure and work are closely interrelated. Reich himself often alluded to this
relationship, as when he wrote: “The deeper the problem [of research] lies and
the more comprehensive it is, the more intimately it is interwoven with the
history of him who represents it.””"!

One of my chief concerns is with that “interwovenness,” as he put it. The
misuses of this approach are manifold. A very common one, frequently criti-
cized but often committed, is psychoanalytic reductionism. One postulates a
flaw or overemphasis in a person’s work and then “explains” it on the basis
of a personality conflict. Thus, Charles Rycroft has linked Reich’s “idealiza-
tion” of the orgasm with the “tragedies of his . . . childhood.”*

This kind of argument is demeaning. It requires the acceptance of the
original, unsupported premise that Reich did in fact “idealize” the orgasm. It
leaves unexplained why others who suffered from similar childhood tragedies
did not make of them what Reich did. John Mack has commented well on this
kind of approach in the context of his biography of T. E. Lawrence:

When I presented “psychological material” about Lawrence at
conferences or meetings, my audience would inevitably offer interpre-
tations about his psychopathology which, however accurate they may
have been, left me always feeling that they had not seen Lawrence as
I knew him to have been. In reading other psychological studies of
historical figures I found myself becoming impatient with the failure
of their authors to come to grips with the salient fact of unusual
accomplishment, and kept registering the same objection that Law-
rence himself had made when he commented upon a biographical
essay about a famous general: that the article “left out of him his
greatness—an extraordinary fellow he was.”’

Reich was initially a psychoanalyst. We permit the artist his severe emo-
tional problems and his wilder moments without denigrating his work. Erik
Erikson has demonstrated how historical figures such as Martin Luther and
Mahatma Gandhi can be seen in their wholeness, including their pathology,
without demeaning their spiritual innovations."* Unfortunately, the fiction
exists that psychoanalysts who have “‘completed their training” must be “well-
adjusted” persons, who have “worked through” their unconscious conflicts.
When they are presented otherwise, as in Erich Fromm’s biography of Freud,"
it is usually with the intention of denigrating them. Fromm’s form of maligning
Freud was mild, however, compared to what classical Freudians can offer in
the way of psychiatric slander when confronted by theorists with differing
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views. It is ironic and disturbing that members of the very discipline that
postulated no clear boundary between “normality” and “abflorrr-xalit.y,” be-
tween the “crazy” and the “compact majority,” have so readily dismissed as
“psychotic” such persons as Jacob Moreno (the founder of psychodrama),
Sandor Ferenczi in his last years, and R. D. Laing, all of whom strongly
diverged from classical analytic theory or technique.

But in no instance has the use of psychiatric diagnosis been as relentless
or destructive as in Reich’s case. During his career, rumors were rife that he
had been hospitalized for mental illness, though in fact he never was. The
accusation of madness—for that is what it amounted to—became a malignant
legitimization for denying any aspects of Reich’s work one did not like. By
dating the onset of psychosis, one could neatly split Reich into a “good”
pre-psychotic personage and a “bad” post-psychotic object. Depending upon
one’s predilections, the date of illness would vary. Thus, psychoanalysts could
see Reich’s character-analytic work in the 1920s as a product of his sane period,
with everything after that viewed as psychotic. Some political radicals have
pinpointed the illness as occurring in the mid-1930s, thereby permitting his
Marxist-oriented, mass-psychological work of the early 1930s to be considered
sane.

The problem is further complicated when Reich became a laboratory
scientist. If a scientist’s work is valued for its discoveries, we are inclined to
disregard whatever pathological conflicts a Newton or Einstein manifested.
Generally speaking, we are as eager to banish consideration of the relationship
between personality and “objective,” scientific accomplishment as we are to
include it in dealing with the “subjective” work of artists. One may consider
the connections between Dostoevski’s attitude toward his father and The
Brothers Karamazov, but Einstein’s relationship with his father presumably
has nothing to do with the theory of relativity. This attitude in part reflects
our idealization of “‘emotion-free” science. One does not look for impure things
in dealing with the cleanliness of “pure research.” When, as in the case of
Reich, a relationship between personality and scientific work is proposed, it
is usually for the purpose of ridicule. Reich, the scientist, becomes a movie
Frankenstein, a madman with a delusionary system involving the “creation of
life” in his laboratory. Reich’s capacity to cross scientific boundaries and to
see common elements in apparently disparate realms is itself seen as a symp-
tom of insanity; anyone who claims to work as a psychiatrist, cancer re-
searcher, biologist, and physicist must be mad.

Nor do we do justice to Reich and his achievements, or to the connections
between his personality and his work, if we obliterate the problematical ele-
ments of his character. There are indeed those among his followers who can
brook no association of Reich with severe emotional conflicts. They have heard
for so long the accusation that Reich was psychotic, and experienced with such
pain this attempt to dismiss his work, that they refuse to examine any patho-
logical tendencies in Reich. Often, part of their motivation is to avoid provid-



INTRODUCTION

ing ammunition for his enemies. Here his followers are akin to those who, in
the backlash against psychoanalytic reductionism, eliminate psychodynamics
altogether in dealing with admired persons.

Reich himself did not entirely disregard the relationship between his inner
struggles and his achievements, although frequently he wrote and spoke only
indirectly about this “interwovenness.” His first published article was a dis-
guised self-analysis.'® There are important similarities between his self-analysis
and his description a few years later of the “‘impulsive character.”!” His aware-
ness of his own problems contributed to his elucidation of authoritarianism
and the “emotional plague,” just as his perception of his own emotional health
was crucial to his formulations concerning the “genital character” and ““orgas-
tic potency.”

In a more general sense, Reich by no means wished to exclude character
structure in dealing with competing scientific and philosophic “world pic-
tures,” even though he insisted that the final criterion in evaluating a clinical,
social, or scientific finding was its objective validity. I will explore in further
detail Reich’s investigation of the relationship between the researcher’s ap-
proach to “the problem” and his personality. My chief point here is to under-
score his preoccupation with the question. As a psychoanalyst, he learned from
Freud the importance of the therapist’s overcoming his own repressions in
order to “see” and deal sensitively with those of his patients. Later, he ex-
panded the analytic emphasis on self-knowing to include full self-experienc-
ing.'* Still later, Reich stressed that the emotional, energetic openness of the
observer, the “cleanliness of his sensory apparatus” was a key prerequisite for
studying basic natural phenomena outside as well as inside every individual.”

I will argue that throughout his career, Reich struggled not only to master
his unconscious in the Freudian sense but to maintain contact in the Reichian
sense with the core of his being. I will contend that Reich’s neurotic problems
—and he had many—often creatively interacted with his emotional depth and
soaring intellect. At other times, the interaction was destructive. On some
occasions—during his Marxist political work in pre-Hitlerian Europe, say, or
his efforts to combat the Food and Drug Administration’s investigation in the
1950s—the interaction yielded a complex mixture of creativity and major
errors. Such interactions embodied in so protean a figure provide lessons, writ
large, for all of us who, in our own fashion, struggle with the same dialectic
of health and illness.

I shall also apply Reich’s concern with the interpenetration of self and
society, individual character structure and social structure, toward under-
standing how his own struggle to further his health and master his sickness
developed and evolved within particular familial, social, and historical ma-
trices. What I will call the “core Reich”—his inner depth—interacted with
external influences in ways which enriched and focused that depth and in ways
which sullied and distorted it. What was true for Reich is true for all of us.
To quote the psychologist Daniel J. Levinson: “Every man’s life gives evidence

9



I0

THE VIEWPOINT OF THE OBSERVER

of his society’s wisdom and integration as well as its conflicts, oppression and
destructiveness.”*

In dynamic interplay with the inner Reich, then, stood the “historical
Reich,” the man who embodied many characteristics of the authoritarian
society he so sharply and brilliantly illuminated. What was remarkable about
Reich was not only his capacity to try to overcome the ways he had internal-
ized his society’s “conflicts, oppression and destructiveness,” but also the way
that the core Reich often creatively utilized the destructive internalizations
contained in the historical Reich. For example, Reich at times was able to
employ an enormous competitiveness, pride, even an arrogance very similar
to his father’s, as well as the vicissitudes of his own Oedipal strivings, in order
to protect and fight for the insights his more modest, innocent, and deeper self
had discovered.

No man, then, was more a child of his particular era; no man more
engaged—always passionately, sometimes bullyingly—in the social and scien-
tific conflicts of his time. No man was more able to transcend the destructive
and erroneous in his social inheritance, to keep in touch with a depth of nature
his times knew little of. To do so required relentless effort. In Nietzsche’s
words: “The great man fights the elements in his time that hinder his own
greatness, in other words his own freedom and sincerity.” Reich fought just
such a battle with his age.

Through this struggle he finally saw—and saw with blinding clarity—that
he had disturbed the sleep of the world more fundamentally even than Freud
or Marx had done. Although his achievement was inconceivable without their
precepts, he realized that he had disturbed the world not through additions
to existing systems of thought but through his own unique perspective, the
perspective of basic nature that the core Reich reflected. At last he could
distinguish this perspective by means of his struggle, never complete but yet
successful, to liberate his natural core self from the dual armor of neurotic
bonds inherited from his personal life history and erroneous concepts inherited
from his scientific environment.

What should our attitude be toward the emotional life of a man like Reich?
As I have suggested, nothing is easier than to distance ourselves from great
figures, whether through a negative interpretation or through idealization.
Denigration and idealization are twins with the same basic motive: to avoid
taking responsibility for the discoveries before us and to avoid taking responsi-
bility for emulating the lives of great individuals. If we find severe flaws in the
personality of the “genius,” we can look upon him as some kind of genetic
freak, closely linked to the madman, whose contributions were almost an
incidental offshoot of his weird personality. If we consider the great man a
triumphant genius with a basically unflawed personality, we can make small
demands upon ourselves since we lack genius and possess flaws. Still another
way of dealing with the great man is simply through indifference. One explains
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his loneliness and suffering through the kind of clichés Reich hated: “A genius
is always one hundred years ahead of his time,” or, “A genius always meets
opposition in his lifetime.”

The need for distance from greatness is especially intense when we are
dealing with persons who make the implicit demand: You must change your
life if you are truly to understand what I have discovered. In his biography
of Gandhi, Erik Erikson has commented very well on the various ways of
neutralizing such innovators:

I, for one, have rarely met anybody of whatever level of erudition
or information, in India or elsewhere, who was not willing and eager
to convey to me the whole measure of the Mahatma as based on one
sublime or scandalous bit of hearsay. And some formulas sanctify him
in a manner which dispose of a true man just as totally as do the
formulas which define him by what he was not—not a saint or not a
statesman, not a true Indian or not a literate man. . . . It is as though
a man had passed by who simply made too great demands on all as well
as himself and must, therefore, be disposed of somehow. Thus, the
funeral pyre which consumed his remains to ashes often seems to be
an elemental act of piety and charity compared to the totem meal by
which his memory is now being devoured by friends and adversaries
alike; many feed on him, deriving pride from having owned him, from
having intelligently disposed of him, or from being able to classify the
lifeless pieces. But nobody thereby inherits . . . what held him together
and what gave him—and through him, millions—a special kind of
vitalizing aliveness which does not seem expendable in this world.
(Italics mine.)*

Even a balanced biography of Reich, one that would neither glorify nor
demean the man, would “intelligently dispose” of him. Psychobiographies in
particular can isolate the message of a great person’s work and life. It is all
too easy to segregate him from the rest of our lives, in the manner of Sundays-
only religion. We can admire the great man and see how his achievements
reflected the rich texture of his health and illness. Yet we still avoid the full
meaning of his life for us.

My aim is to overcome this separation of the extraordinary individual
from the rest of us. I find it ironic that psychobiographers so intent upon
relating a great man’s life to his work rarely give specifics about the relation
of their lives to their biographies. Usually they offer a quite general statement
of interest and attitude, with some caveats about possible biases toward their
subject. They leave aside the details of their own involvement with the person
they are portraying, usually on the grounds that the reader is interested in the
life of the great individual, not the life of the biographer. In so doing, they
behave in a way analogous to the therapist who refuses to disclose much about
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his or her own feelings and experiences on the grounds that “here—in therapy
—we are dealing with your problems, not mine.”

This will not do. Just as the therapist sees the patient through the prism
of his own personality and experiences, just as Reich brought all of his being
to his work in a way that the reader needs to know, so I shall bring all of myself
to writing about him. Since you, the reader, will be seeing Reich through my
eyes as well as your own, it is important for you to know who I am.

This approach is essential not only so that we can try to make explicit the
possible sources of distortion in our evaluation, but also so that we—you and
I—can apply more effectively the lessons of Reich’s life in living our own.
Primarily for these reasons, 1intend to present in the next chapter an unusually
full account of my own background and involvement with Reich. I do not do
this simply to help the reader watch for possible biases stemming from my ten
years of association with Reich as student, patient, and assistant, and from the
kind of transference I had toward him. This is important, but it is only part
of the story. For as with Reich, and as with you, my biases are inextricably
interwoven with my emotions and my talent. In my understanding Reich and
your comprehending him, everything must rest—as it did with Reich—upon
what emerges from the interaction between clear and tainted perceptions, upon
what emerges from the struggle to see and experience the truth about Reich
and about ourselves, free of denigration or idealization.

People often ask why there are so few “objective” studies of Reich and
his work by a writer neither strongly for nor against him. They also assume
more objectivity on the part of those who did not know him. Although it has
merit, this approach contains major oversimplifications. It assumes the possi-
bility of a calm objectivity toward 2 man whose work is profoundly subversive
to much in our usual thinking and fecling about ourselves and the world. Reich
and his work touch people with peculiar intensity, whether they knew him or
not, whether they are favorably or unfavorably disposed toward the man and
his assertions. We can try to overcome the neurotic distortions of even our deep
and honest assessments. However, some elements working toward distortion
will remain as they remained in Reich. We can only hope to achieve what he
achieved: sufficient contact with the core of ourselves so that some of the time
at least we can transform our conflicts and permit them to further rather than
to impede the quest for truth.

Biographies of Reich as well as commentaries on his work present the
danger that both man and work will be seen through a series of distorting
mirrors. As I have made clear, distortion is as destructive in the form of
deification as it is in slander. To quote James Agee: “Every fury on earth has
been absorbed in time, as art, or as religion, or as authority in one form or
another. The deadliest blow the enemy of the human soul can strike is to do
fury honor. . . . Official acceptance is the one unmistakable symptom that
salvation is beaten again, and is the one surest sign of fatal misunderstanding,
and is the kiss of Judas.”?%
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Reich was well aware that he was a “fury on earth” and of the fate meted
out to such furies. Indeed, this very problem preoccupied him during the last
years of his life—the danger of his work being transformed into the opposite
of what it was intended to be, as he believed had happened to Christianity,
Marxism, and psychoanalysis. It was the fear of distortion that led him to
specify in his will that his archives should be “stored” for fifty years after his
death.

But Reich also had a strong desire for honest scholarship, a wish that
caused him in the last years, when he was virtually alone at Orgonon, to spend
considerable effort arranging in clear order all the documents concerning his
life and work. He often said that he himself was too involved in the events to
write the history of orgonomy with sufficient detachment. What he could do
was make the evidence available for others.

Reich’s hopes have as clear a basis as his fears. For if there is the image
of distorting mirrors, there is also the metaphor of the relay race. Great men
can hand the torch on and it can then be carried further without having to wait
for the next “genius” to continue the line of development.

Whether we do so or not depends a good deal on our “attitude toward
greatness.”? It depends upon whether we can cease to isolate exceptional
individuals by defamation, glorification, or even the kind of accuracy that
studies only their depth, their talent, their psychopathology, and the outcome
of their struggle with competing inner forces, all the while neglecting these
same issues within ourselves. There is much to unite us with great individuals,
especially our common emotional depth and the effort we can make—as they
made—to free it from distortion. In his address to the “Little Man,” Reich
made this point forcefully:

You [the little man] are different from the really great man in
only one thing: the great man, at one time, also was a very little man,
but he developed one important ability: he learned to see where he was
small in his thinking and action. Under the pressure of some task
which was dear to him he learned better and better to sense the threat
that came from his smallness and pettiness. The great man, then,
knows when and in what he is a little man. The little man does not know
that he is little, and he is afraid of knowing it.*

Reich here is stating an unconventional truth about how great men differ
from the rest of us, a truth that helps to lessen the pernicious distance estab-
lished between extraordinary individuals and other people. But Reich gives
only part of the truth. Knowledge of our littleness can pave the way to
removing the various methods by which we dispose of great men and their
work. Used positively, it can help us to give a real response to their contribu-
tions. However, the distance between “them” and “us” consists of more than
their awareness of their smallness and our denial of ours. It takes a rare
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combination of emotional depth, courage, and penetrating intellect to make
the great leap forward in human awareness. The critic George Steiner has
beautifully appreciated the right kind of distance one should feel toward
individuals like Reich, a distance I shall do my best to maintain in dealing with

his life and work:

Where criticism and scholarship invoke instances of the reach of
a Shakespeare . . . or a Pushkin, they have to exhibit imperatives of
delicacy. They must reflect at every point of style and proposal their
sense of the relevant dimensions. They must fall short of their object,
but do so by a distance of incomplete perception so honestly defined
that the object is left at once clarified and intact. The inner lives of
Shakespeare and Michelangelo are our heritage; we feed our smaller
sensibilities on their donations and excess. There can be no other
thanks than extreme precision, than the patient, provisional, always
inadequate attempt to get each case right, to map its commanding
wealth. (Italics mine.)*
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My Relationship with Reich

I first met Wilhelm Reich in December 1944. Eighteen at the time, I had
studied for just a few months at the University of Chicago and was due to go
into military service in a week or so. The only works of Reich then available
in English were The Function of the Orgasm and several volumes of a quarterly
journal. Relatively few people, perhaps several hundred, were familiar with his
work in the United States. The standard psychiatric opinion of Reich was well
reflected by the title of Martin Grotjahn’s review in 1943 of The Function:
“Nuttier Than a Fruitcake.”

Most students and teachers at the University of Chicago knew nothing
of Reich. But from my readings of what had appeared in English, I was full
of enthusiasm and excitement. His whole syndrome of ideas appealed strongly
to me: the concept of a deeper, more joyous sensuality; the affirmation of
adolescent love life; the linking of sexual freedom with a nonauthoritarian -
social order; the relationship between emotional suppression and economic
exploitation of submissive, ‘“‘unalive” workers; the sense that ‘“unarmored”
man could experience a more vital existence; a psychiatric therapy that dealt
not only with psychological complexes but also with bodily rigidities; even the
notion of a universal energy identical to the energy that moved in sexual
excitation. I found it all intoxicating.

To a somewhat confused, vaguely radical, sexually yearning young man
it was indeed heady stuff. I had found what I wanted to do in life—I wanted
to be “in orgonomy,” as Reich termed his science, to help Reich in his
struggles against a malignant world. The fact that he had moved from country
to country, persecuted for his beliefs, was all the more enthralling. Here was
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a hero worth emulating, worth supporting. Here was a vision that involved no

“compromise,” no petty specialization in rat psychology or the trade-union
movement of the nineteenth century. One could enlist in no less than the
service of life against death. Little did I realize then how complicated such a
service was to be, how far removed from it I was, or how many difficulties there
were to be both on my side and on Reich’s.

With the intention of preparing myself, I requested an interview with
Reich, and this was surprisingly easily arranged. However, when the time
came, I was in such a state of nervous apprehension that I was twenty minutes
late getting to his home in Forest Hills, about half an hour’s ride from New
York City. Even in my haste and confusion, I remember being surprised by
the ordinary, “bourgeois” appearance of the three-story brick house. I was
struck by the idea of Reich carrying out his “cosmic” work in so unpretentious
a setting; it might as well have been the home of 2 moderately successful lawyer
or businessman.

A young assistant greeted me, and said that “Dr. Reich’ was waiting for
me in his basement laboratory. So I went downstairs. I dimly recall many
laboratory instruments and devices but was too dazed to note them at the time.

Most striking initially was Reich’s appearance. I had expected an aca-
demic, professorial-looking person, but the only thing about him typically
“scientific” was a white laboratory coat. Otherwise, there was an earthy,
almost peasant look to his face. He was ruddy-looking—a redness I later
learned was partly due to a skin condition he had long suffered from. His dark
brown eyes were mobile and sparkling, reflecting interest and amusement,
impatience and friendliness. His smile was unusually open and warm as he
reassured me while I apologized for being late.

This description does not do justice to a certain quality of suffering in his
face. It was nothing obvious. He did not look at all depressed, nor did he put
on any airs; on the contrary, he was remarkably simple and matter-of-fact. But
his face looked scarred, as though he had experienced considerable turmoil,
and the shock of white hair combined with his expression gave the appearance
of a man much older than forty-seven. Twenty years later I would gain some
real understanding of the personal tragedies as well as the scientific struggles
that had already left their marks on Reich at this point.

He seemed tall to me (in fact, he was 5 feet 10 inches) and there was
considerable physical strength in the oaklike frame, combined with a supple
quality. The impression of largeness was intensified by his weight. Since 1940
he had acquired a distinct potbelly.

Reich asked me how I “got here.” I was muttering something about a taxi
when he interrupted impatiently: “No, no, no . . . I mean how did you find
out about me?” When I mentioned that my mother had told me about his
books, Reich looked down and his mouth fell open, the expression resembling
that of a disappointed child. He simply said “Oh,” in a crestfallen way, as



MY RELATIONSHIP WITH REICH

though he had expected I had heard about him from a more academic or
professional source.

Next he asked: “Are you healthy?” I remember being surprised by the
question, although he asked it in a matter-of-fact way, as one might say, “How
are you?” but with real interest in the answer. I was familiar enough with his
writings to know that he was not referring to my everyday health, but was
talking about my “genital health,” my “orgastic potency.” Being fairly inex-
perienced at the time (as well as inhibited), I replied in an embarrassed way
that I didn’t know whether I was healthy or not. He tactfully dropped the
subject.

One of my special concerns was the sexual problems of other students at
the University of Chicago. I raised the subject of how “sick’ other people were,
prepared to go on at length, but Reich interrupted again: “I know, I know
.. . I spent much time with youth in Austria and Germany. Someone should
pick up that kind of work again, I am entirely in natural science now.”
Typically, he was not interested in prolonged descriptions of issues with which
he was already familiar or thought he was familiar.

During my stay in Chicago, I had read Korzybski’s Science and Sanity,
a book on general semantics that was causing quite a stir at the time, though
one no longer hears much about it today. I told Reich I thought there were
many similarities between his “theories” and Korzybski’s. His reply came
succinctly: “This isn’t a ‘theory.” The orgone is burning in the air and in the
soil.” He illustrated the “burning” by rubbing his fingers together and gestured
toward his laboratory instruments to indicate the concreteness of his work. (I
was later to become familiar with Reich’s rubbing his fingers together when-
ever he wished to demonstrate something quite realistic as opposed to “words”
or “theories” unsupported by facts.)

When I raised the practical issue of how I should go about preparing for
work in orgonomy, Reich surprised me by questioning the whole idea. He
would advise me, he said, “not to go into the work, it is too dangerous, there
is too much opposition, the work is very difficult.” Of course, this kind of
warning only increased my zeal.

We talked for half an hour or so. Soon after I had gone upstairs, he
followed, stood in the doorway, and asked his assistant to record my name and
address in his files. I was very pleased that he had taken this step. Perhaps he
would permit me after all to enter this “dangerous” field. I remember staring,
full of admiration, as he stood there in the doorway. He noticed my stare, then
assumed a “back to work” expression and returned to the basement. Later he
commented that he had recognized the mystical, religious look in my eyes, the
“burning eyes” he had seen so many times when people first made contact with
him and his work. That same adoration, he was to say later, would often turn
to hatred when the longing to be “saved” by Reich was disappointed.

At the time I knew nothing of all this. I only wanted to help, as I thought.
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And I left his house exhilarated—I would convince him of my suitability.
Meanwhile, I would use my Army time, my work with death, to prepare for
the future: for work with life, with Reich, with “orgastic potency” and “orgone
energy,” no matter what the “armored” people thought or however much they

scorned these most important truths.

I have not yet made clear why Reich meant so much to me. Let me do so, first,
by giving some of the relevant events from my background, then making
explicit their connection to my interest in Reich.

It all began with my mother. In 1931, when she was twenty-six and I was
five, my mother had a psychotic breakdown. She never fully recovered, al-
though when not under stress she could function fairly well. In any case,
children cannot comprehend madness in a parent. For me she was an ex-
tremely perceptive, erratic, and magnetic person. As a child I worshipped her,
was dependent on her, and enjoyed making her happy. Retrospectively, I know
that somewhere I also felt exploited by her, as she dragged me into one or
another of her obsessions while I often yearned for a more normal life.

Let me speak of her obsessions. The first and most enduring one con-
cerned her “dream,” as she called it. The dream occurred during her psychiat-
ric hospitalization, which lasted two years. The main themes of her psychosis
involved an apocalyptic destruction of the “present order” (capitalism)
through a big war, from the ashes of which a “new order” would emerge that
was economically Communist and psychologically “free.”

Certain aspects of my mother’s dream were elastic. She would incorporate
current political events to give more up-to-date, factual body to the drama of
the dream. But one never-changing detail concerned the mechanism through
which immortality was achieved. Immortal life resulted from scientific study
of the orgasm. More precisely, it resulted from an “experiment” on sexual
intercourse (masturbation would also suffice), in which a “‘chemical in the
blood” was “isolated” during the “acme of orgastic experience.”

I put my mother’s phrases in quotes because she used them, or ones
similar, in the letters she wrote to people like A. A. Brill (the first English
translator of Freud) and Alfred Kinsey. Sometimes she managed to have
interviews with these people, who were intrigued by her letters. I remember
her vividly imitating Brill, then in his seventies, as he humorously made clear
that he was “too old” to participate directly in any experiment.

My father disliked hearing my mother relate her dream at almost every
social occasion; I also did, since children dislike being different. It violated his
sense of propriety, which was as strong as my mother’s zeal to bate the
bourgeoisie. Born around the turn of the century into a poor immigrant family,
my father sold newspapers as a child, worked hard, and by the age of twenty-
seven, the time of his marriage, was well launched on what would become a
successful business career. Seven years older than my mother, he had been
attracted to her greater emotional freedom, she to his sense of responsibility.



MY RELATIONSHIP WITH REICH

As I entered adolescence, my problems vis-3-vis my mother’s dream were
compounded. What was confusing to me was that she entwined within its
eccentricity many ideas that were genuinely innovative and that I liked. For
example, education in her new world was based on A. S. Neill’s books. Few
people in Brookline (the suburb of Boston where we lived) were reading Neill
in those days. My mother had most of Freud’s writings as well as many books
on psychosomatic medicine. Everything that seemed to combine radical politi-
cal change with psychologically oriented programs was exciting to her and she
would track it down.

One part of my mother’s dream that disturbed me was that under the
“new order,” she would be in charge of things. In a phrase she liked, she would
be the world’s “benevolent dictator.” She would have a scientist as her right-
hand man, who would take care of the orgasm “experiment” and other de-
tailed work. I dimly felt that the role of benevolent dictator would give her
on a global scale the kind of power she exercised, not so benevolently, in our
home, where my father would usually defer to her wishes in order to avoid
“scenes.” (Nonetheless, there was always a bond of warmth and support
between my father and me, a bond I feared to develop lest I anger my mother.)

When my mother obtained a copy of The Function of the Orgasm in 1943
(I was then seventeen), she was certain she had found her scientist, and she
met Reich in person shortly thereafter. While he was not particularly im-
pressed by her “experiment,” he enjoyed talking with her. Later, he told me
she had the kind of schizoid mind he liked; in fact, my mother exemplified
several of Reich’s concepts. Thus he wrote a good deal about how the schizo-
phrenic perceived a deeper reality than most neurotics, but lacked the capacity
to develop his or her insights. Similarly, persons with the kind of mystical
attitude my mother had toward his work could easily become “freedom-
peddlers”—his term for those who irresponsibly advocated his ideas without
implementing them effectively.

In her turn, my mother was impressed by Reich but also put him down.
He was a “peasant,” she said. She felt he was not happily married and that
he himself suffered from “sexual stasis,” a condition he wrote a good deal
about. She clearly thought he would be much happier with her, that he desired
her but was “afraid” of her. Still, it was with a significant look that she gave
me The Function to read, as though it provided the ultimate confirmation of
her dream.

I read it with great enthusiasm for a different reason. Reich seemed to be
talking about the same terrain—the orgasm—as my mother, but in a far more
realistic way. I had always tried to bridge the gap between my mother’s
imagination and my father’s practicality, tried to give a sounder cast to her
wilder notions. In my mind, at first quite dimly, the idea began to form that
in Reich I had a valuable mentor in this task, that he represented the synthesis
between my mother’s penchant for the new and daring and my father’s feeling
for reality and genuine achievement. Also, it was not just Reich’s work, it was
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Reich himself—his example, his heroism, his manliness as 1 somehow gleaned
it from his writings—that was important to me.

In the fall of 1944 I attended the University of Chicago. ThereI fell in love,
unhappily as it turned out. I studied Reich’s writings all the more intently in
an effort to understand my own experience. I spent the Christmas vacation at
home, prior to entering the U.S. Air Corps; it was then that my first interview
with Reich took place. I remember looking over family albums at the time and
being struck by pictures of myself around four or five, how serious I looked
but how genuinely happy when I smiled. I noticed that my expression later
became harder, more remote and vague. I did not then connect this awareness
with something Reich emphasized a great deal: how after the kind of sorrow
(“heartbreak,” to use one of his favorite words) I experienced when my mother
was hospitalized, one numbs oneself and ceases to feel strongly. Nor did I have
any idea of the pain Reich himself experienced in childhood in connection with
his mother’s suffering.

I noticed something else from the snapshots. Just as I looked better before
she entered the hospital, so too did my mother—slimmer, kinder, more beauti-
ful, less embittered. However, only later could I dare to face just how radically
her behavior changed after hospitalization, how alternately seductive and
brutal she could be. With Reich I was to experience a similar kind of alteration
between extreme warmth and rage, though in his case the reasons for the
change were more rational than any of my mother’s.

As a child I took emotional-sexual life very seriously, “falling in love”
around age five with another five-year-old. This seriousness diminished in
adolescence. Under the impact of entangled feelings toward my mother, I
became more evasive, frightened, guilty, and cynical in general and over
sexuality in particular. At the same time, I yearned to recapture the lucidity
and directness of my early childhood. Both my clarity and my confusion
guided me toward Reich. I hoped he would disentangle the former from the
latter.

In January 1945, I welcomed the enforced discipline of military life as an
opportunity to prepare myself for work with Reich. I also read with an
intensity I had never known before or since. What added zest to the reading
was that I was beginning to incorporate what I read into a kind of Reichian
world view. I felt that through Reich I understood fully what Nietzsche meant
when he wrote: “All the regulations of mankind are turned to the end that the
intense sensation of life may be lost in continual distractions.”

Since 1942, Reich had been publishing his quarterly, The International
Journal of Sex-Economy and Orgone-Research. Then, in 1945, The Sexual
Revolution and Character Analysis both appeared in English. I waited breath-
lessly for these publications, and my reading of Reich was now more systemic
and intense. Above all, working hard and living simply in the Army, I felt that
I was practicing what Reich wrote about and was less caught up with my
mot.her’s fantasies. Still, I experienced great gratitude toward her for putting

me in touch with this “new world.”
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The war ended in August 1945, but I was not discharged for another year.
On a furlough I saw Reich a second time. My plan was to move to New York
as soon as I was discharged, work for him, and go to school at night. He
advised me to get my college degree first. I said there was so little time,
thinking of the social revolution I believed to be imminent. I would help to
bring about radical change, a kind of Lenin to his Marx. (Later, when I related
this to him, he asked ironically: “And who will be Stalin?”’) So I was surprised
when he leisurely waved his arm; he did not seem to share my urgency. Around
this time I applied to Harvard and was accepted.

During the same furlough I began to make contact with others who were
interested in “the work.” I met a woman I shall call Jane Gordon, Reich’s
assistant and the young person I had seen during my initial visit. At that time
I was keenly interested in having a relationship with a girl who was in “the
work.” Unfortunately, Jane was married, but she invited me to come and meet
her husband, Sam (as I will call him).

When I visited them at their apartment, they were both cordial and we
chatted as they waxed their skis. I remember their offering me a drink. I didn’t
accept—drinking was neurotic, I thought—but they told me that the Southern
Comfort had been a Christmas present from Reich. I was surprised that Reich
did such mundane things as give presents of whiskey for Christmas.

Jane offered me a cigarette. I explained that I thought “smoking dulled
one’s senses.” She said spiritedly that “Dr. Reich” smoked a great deal and
she didn’t know of anyone with keener senses than he. I mulled that over. Sam
talked about how he and Jane had lived together before getting married,
something, he said, that Reich approved of. According to Reich, if the relation-
ship went well, sometimes people liked to have the marriage license to look
at on the wall. Here Sam imitated Reich imitating the person who felt proud
of his marriage license on the wall.

During the summer of 1946, just before being discharged, I spent an-
other furlough week in Rangeley, Maine. The Gordons, with whom I had by
now become friendly, were running a camp for children of parents interested
in Reich’s work. Reich became angry at Sam, thinking he was exploiting
the connection through Jane in order to make money. Jane was very up-
set. I remember discussions with them in which I talked enthusiastically
about Reich’s work. Jane would say: “The work is one thing, the man an-
other.”

In September, I took a room near Harvard. Originally I enrolled as a
pre-med student with the vague idea of becoming an orgone therapist, as Reich
called his therapy. However, since I was entirely unsuited to either physics or
chemistry, I dropped both subjects after a few weeks. I did learn German with
the express wish of reading Reich in the original.

In those days I worked hard on working, on noting what was in the way,
what was blocking me. Rainer Maria Rilke’s letters about Rodin’s mode of
work were a constant inspiration. So was Reich, whose picture hung on my
wall: he represented a ‘““benevolent presence,” to use Erik Erikson’s felicitous
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phrase. When my nerves were shattered through some “wasteful” experience
or disagreeable talk with my mother, I would sink into the quietness of my
room, review in my mind the life and work of my hero, begin to work myself,
and feel at peace again.

While anxious to have therapy with Reich, I also wished to be my own
therapist, to do it myself. To this end I had enlisted a fellow student and friend
whom I will call Jack, so that we could practice therapy on each other. First,
he lay down and I helped him breathe and express emotions. Then he would
do the same with me. I would bring back information as to how Reich carried
out his therapy and we used it in our sessions. My visits every other month
or so to New York to see people connected with the work were extremely
important. There I did my “field research” on Reich the man and on his work,
especially his therapy.

Each time I arrived at Grand Central Station, I was in a high state of
excitement. I stayed with a friend who lived in a cold-water flat on the East
Side. A kindly, charming person, he was in therapy with Reich. He kept telling
me how hard it was, how Reich kept working on what was phony in his
character. But hard as Reich sounded, he also appeared—in this person’s
account—a quite human therapist. While analyzing the patient’s affectations
he also acknowledged his own pettiness—for example, how as a lieutenant in
the Austrian Army during World War I he had sometimes worn a captain’s
insignia to impress girls on furlough.

I also liked Reich’s exchange with a female patient. He told her: “You
have a mask.” The patient replied: “You have a mask, too, Dr. Reich.” He
in turn said: “Yes, but the mask hasn’t me.” That seemed a vivid way of
distinguishing between a rigid, neurotic ‘“character armor” and the more
flexible armor of the healthy person, who can open up when he chooses to.

Those were the stories I collected. I sought out people who had contact
with Reich and then recorded what they told me, always looking for informa-
tion that would help me and my friend in our self-therapy. And I tried to find
out how Reich lived, apart from how he practiced therapy. I kept regular notes
under different headings: “Personal Development,” “Armor,” “Orgonomic
Thinking,” “Men and Women.” My marks at the university were improving,
as were my study habits.

In the late spring of 1947, my mother visited my room in Cambridge. I
always felt her presence there as quite alien. The room with its books and
papers, its orgone accumulator standing in the corner, represented my defense
against her. Her presence meant that she had slipped through the defense. In
a matter-of-fact way, she disclosed that she and Jack were having an affair. It
had been going on for a few weeks, but they had been waiting for an appropri-
ate time to tell me. I must have looked stunned and hurt—at least that was
the way I felt. She asked me why I looked “funny,” being quite perceptive. I
stifled my resentment. Deeply ingrained within me was the “ideal” that one
shouldn’t be “jealous™ or “against” sexuality. Thus did I rationalize the double
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betrayal I felt—on her part and on Jack’s. The relevance of this incident to
my understanding of Reich’s life will become apparent in Chapter 3.

In September 1947, an educational conference was being held at the Hamil-
ton School in Sheffield, Massachusetts, a school run by Eleanor and Alexander
Hamilton, two educators who had studied with Reich. The star attraction was
tobe A. S. Neill, a former patient of Reich’s and by 1947 his close friend. At this
conference I met a woman who at first did not particularly impress me, but as I
talked with her more I became quite interested. For one thing—and no small
thing to my mind then—Grethe Hoff had been in therapy with Reich. She talked
a lot, and I asked her a great deal, about her therapy with Reich. She gave the
impression—an accurate one, as it later turned out—that Reich liked her very
much. He thought she was quite healthy, she said. She stressed how he could
empathize with her deepest sadnesses and longings. She said that when she
exhaled in breathing, she could feel the streamings of energy in her genitals and
legs. This was something Reich mentioned a good deal in connection with his
therapy, but many patients I talked with never seemed to have experienced it.
That she had done so impressed me considerably.

I was aware—though I tried to fight off the awareness—that I was way
over my head in the relationship. I was twenty-one, Grethe twenty-four. I had
barely had one relationship with a woman, she had had many relationships
before me. I had never been in therapy, she had been in therapy with Reich.
Apart from what I associated with her, I was not at all sure that I wanted
her. And it became clear after a short while that she not only wanted me but
a long-term relationship, something that deep down I knew I wasn’t ready for
with anyone. Yet at this point I was extremely vulnerable to anything posed
as a “Reichian” challenge. One final factor that I was not at all conscious of
at the time was that I was coming to Grethe Hoff on the “rebound” from my
mother’s relationship with Jack.

During the fall of 1947, Grethe continued her social work study in New
York while I studied at Harvard, but by January 1948 she and I had begun
living together in Boston. She had some concern that living with me unmarried
would jeopardize her position legally since she was not a citizen of this country,
and a lawyer we consulted heightened our fears. Grethe was very much for
marriage whereas I was lukewarm outwardly but in fact dead set against it
inwardly. However, my mother strongly opposed it, so in demonstrating my
freedom from her, I agreed to get married almost immediately. I did not know
then, or admit to myself, that transferring tyrannies is no sign of freedom.

Right around this time, Reich asked if I would translate a German
manuscript of his. The manuscript consisted of material that was later pub-
lished as a series entitled “Orgonomic Functionalism” in a quarterly Reich
began bringing out in 1949.*

*All of these publications were subsequently burned by the FDA and to this date have
not been reissued.
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I was very excited by the material and worked hard on the translation,
but my relationship with Reich had shifted now. Earlier, I never thought of
getting anything directly from him, except his approval. I really wanted to
help the work, to be part of it. Yet now here I was, in one of Reich’s favorite
phrases, “giving in order to get,” which was not in his eyes or mine a very
satisfactory way of giving. I wanted to “get” orgastic potency from him, or
what he described as complete surrender in the sexual act. I did not know
then that—again using his concepts—one does not “‘get” a full surrender,
one gives it.

In the summer of 1948, I arranged with Reich to work at Orgonon, his
research center. Now there was ample opportunity for regular meetings
about problems of translation. It was a pleasure to work with him. He was
appreciative, generally willing to yield to a better word or phrase when I
suggested it, though he could be very adamant at times when he definitely
preferred another choice. Always he emphasized sharpness and simplicity of
expression; he wanted to “clean” (his word) his writing of all German aca-
demic phrases.

I had another motive in translating for him—one that inspired me to work
but also to rush the work. I wanted to impress him so that he would take me
into therapy. On this issue, he kept me at some distance. He warned that it
was not a good idea for me to be in therapy with him at the same time that
I was working for him. He suggested that I see another orgone therapist, but
I strongly rejected the idea: I wanted therapy from him.

About a month after I began working at Orgonon and after repeated
requests, Reich agreed to see me in therapy. I was extremely pleased but also
apprehensive. I no longer recall the exact procedure around this therapy,
although one certainly existed. I would undress completely and lie down on
the couch, then Reich would come in from an adjoining room. There was
something very definite, marked off, about his entrances and exists.

In the beginning the therapy went quite well. I was extremely impressed
by the way Reich worked with my body. He would have me breathe and then
keep pointing out the way I avoided letting the breath expire naturally. Some-
times, he would press certain parts of my body, particularly my chest. A few
times this was followed by very deep sobbing, crying in a way I could not
remember ever having cried before. He would encourage me in an empathic
way: “Don’t be ashamed of it. I have heard it by the millions. That sorrow is
the best thing in you.”

He also kept calling attention to my “urgency,” my straining after things.
He mentioned that it came up in the laboratory often. It wasn’t “obnoxious,”
he said, but it was in the way. He advised me not to have so many “ideals”
that I struggled after, but to “let ‘it’ do it”—by “it” meaning the energy within
my body.

The comments on my urgency were linked with the bodily work: “Let
your air out. . . . Open your throat. . . . Don’t try to ‘get’ anything or have
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anything. That is the worst thing in you—your urgency, your wanting.”

I found it hard to understand intellectually what he meant by “letting ‘it’
do itself,” but on another level, I knew what he meant. I would shiver to recall
how in my lonely Army days and first year at Harvard I could get into the
swing of my work if I stayed with it long enough so that it was flowing and
coming “by itself.” Now I was away from this mood, and desperately eager
to solve my sexual problems.

I didn’t really tell Reich just how unhappy my marriage was, nor did he
explore my growing negative feelings. When I complained that marriage and
work didn’t go together, he would answer that one didn’t have to be ascetic.
And when I nostalgically told him how I used to imagine him watching me
as I studied intently in my room, he replied in a kindly way: “You were in love
with me. Give your genitality to your wife and your work to the Orgone
Institute.” Once again, I felt the “mandate” to solve my difficult problem, that
it was my fault. And, indeed, I would put it that way to Reich. I rarely
complained about my wife: making her sound quite attractive, I said I only
wanted to be healthier with her.

What really staggered me in therapy was experiencing what Reich called
at various times the “vegetative currents,” “bio-electric current,” and—by
1949—‘orgonotic streamings.” These currents were often particularly strong
after intense sobbing. I would lie there, breathing more easily, and would feel
this beautiful sweet, warm sensation of pleasure in my genitals and legs. It was
glorious, I had never felt anything like it. I had never read anything about it;
with the exception of Grethe and a few other people, I had never heard anyone
describe it. I knew there was much about Reich’s work that I didn’t under-
stand. There was a lot about the man that puzzled and disturbed me, but one
thing I was never to doubt again: the sensation of those “currents.” If the
scientific world had paid so little attention to this phenomenon, perhaps the
same held true for yet another. The same energy functioned in the atmosphere,
according to Reich, registering on his laboratory instruments, which I had
observed but knew virtually nothing about.

One of the problems was that the sensation of vegetative currents did not
last long. From today’s perspective, I understand more fully what prevents
their permanence. I can understand why Reich grew impatient with therapy
—it was so difficult, people led such complicated lives. Indeed, during one of
my first meetings with him, he had advised me not to become a therapist: “You
get caught up with people, you get involved in their lives. When a tree has
grown crooked, it will never be straight again. Prevention is what counts.”

Reich himself was much less helpful in working with my psychological
problems than with my bodily armor. He seemed not to be especially interested
in examining my relations with people (Grethe Hoff, or my parents) in great
detail except where these linked up with a specific bodily issue, some way I
had of blocking the sensations. If things weren’t too bad, he was often content
to leave them alone, seeming to prefer that life and therapy not be more
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complicated than necessary. For example, I told him in those early sessions
about my mother’s affair with Jack. He smiled in an almost embarrassed way,
saying: “She shouldn’t have done that.” But there was something in his man-
ner that did not encourage my continuing. Only much later did I recognize
his reluctance to deal with this subject.

Other conversations were bothering me. His explanation of the Sam
incident was not fully satisfying. By the time I was in therapy with Reich, the
situation with the Gordons had deteriorated further. Sam had gone into ther-
apy with one of Reich’s therapists, who after a while had been advised to
terminate treatment. When I asked Reich for an explanation of this, his reply
was: “He was discharged because he took part in an action against the Hamil-
ton School when he was told not to. We didn’t want him and that is our
privilege.”

Such an explanation was hardly satisfying. Discharging a person from
treatment seemed to me a very cruel thing to do, yet I was afraid to argue with
Reich lest he kick me out for defending such a person. There was the clear
sense that certain subjects were not to be brought up, and Sam was one of them.
Wanting to express some of my negative feelings, I made the infelicitous choice
of Sam as my mouthpiece. Sam had reported, I said, that Reich had done
such-and-such a thing wrongly. I shall never forget Reich’s towering rage. His
voice boomed out, his skin reddened, he was all harshness. He denied the truth
of the accusation and was quite furious at me for reporting it. “If there is one
thing I cannot stand, it is hearing that ‘so-and-so said.” Don’t tell me what
‘so-and-so’ said!”

Still, during that summer, the pace of events was more benign, even
though I would occasionally witness Reich’s rages in the laboratory.

Much as I deplored Reich’s behavior toward Sam Gordon, I did admire
his capacity to take strong stands. Sometimes what I regarded as his naiveté
was extremely deliberate and self-conscious behavior. For example, that sum-
mer he applied for research funds to the National Science Foundation. When
they asked for further information, he detailed in a letter how much money
he actually put into research while most people just talked, and went on in this
vein. He seemed to catch from my undertone that I thought the letter would
be ill-received, for his comment was sharp: “We don’t care what people think.
We are not writing for anybody. That is a very important thing. We are
supposed to be different. How are we going to make others different if we
become like them? If they can’t take it, then it is their problem. It does no good
to hide.”

In many ways, being with Reich on an almost daily basis led to no
disillusionment. Up close he was even more remarkable in the range of his
capabilities. Socially he kept a distance, but he was very open about what he
felt, and he was very much himself with his small son. I remained intrigued
and puzzled by the man. Occasionally, in therapy, I asked questions about his
personal life and sometimes he would volunteer information. He was both
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worried and impressed that I was “terribly young” (that summer I turned
twenty-two), but then he was quick to point out that he had been even younger
when he first came into contact with Freud. He could be contemptuous too
about what he regarded as weakness or timidity. He asked me when I started
my sexual life and as I mentioned the (from his viewpoint) rather advanced
age of nineteen, he looked a little disgusted. I once asked how he managed to
remain “healthy,” and he replied that he had had a “remarkable mother,” but
did not elaborate.

On another occasion, I wanted to find out what had led Reich to discover
the muscular armor. Had he been armored himself? “No, no,” he answered.
“I went out to people. I was open, then I met this wall—and I wanted to smash
it.” Generally, Reich would not talk about his own problems except in what
might be described as an excess of virtue; for example, he had been too loyal
to Freud and Marx. Yet one sensed problems in his background, one had the
feeling that his life had been stormy.

Much fascinated me about Reich, in particular that mixture of a very
simple human being prepared to do the simplest of tasks, and a grand, remote,
lonely person acutely aware of his destiny, of who he was—or at least thought
he was. I recall his saying once, more to himself than anyone else, “A person
like me comes along once every thousand years.”

One further paradox connected with Reich was that the people around
him were just ordinary people; they were not “‘unarmored,” ‘‘orgastically
potent,” or anything else special. By and large, as loyal workers they tried to
do their best. Often they parroted Reich and were afraid to stand up to him.
He in turn “used” them as much as they, in a different way, ‘“‘used” him, to
bask in his reflected glory, to have some sense of being part of great, expanding
themes. People would work for him for nothing or for very little recompense.
He claimed they were learning a lot, and so they were. He accepted, indeed
asked for, considerable financial help from his followers. When people dropped
out of his close circle, it hurt him but he went on relentlessly, replacing
defectors with new adherents.

So there was Reich, this problematical person, and I was trying hard to
understand him, keeping notes on everything, including therapy. One night,
late, I remember sitting in the laboratory translating while he was working
with his instruments. Half to me, half into the night, he remarked: “When it
is late and quiet and lonesome, then it is good. ” Sometimes on such nights, he
would wear a revolver strapped to his waist. The combination of the gun and
a bandana tied around his neck made him look like a guerrilla chieftain. He
said: “Don’t think I am peculiar because I wear a gun on my hip. You will
learn about these things after a while.”

In the fall of 1948, Grethe and I returned to Boston, Reich to Forest Hills.
I continued working part time for him and also remained in therapy, commut-
ing to New York once a week. In January 1949 I was graduated from Harvard,
and Grethe from her social work school, so we moved to New York to facilitate
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my work and therapy with Reich. During the summer I again worked for
Reich at Orgonon, though I took a break from therapy.

Throughout this period the various strains with Reich increased. Soon
after I resumed therapy with him in the fall of 1949, my treatment, my work
with him, and my marriage collapsed. I became acutely aware of many neu-
rotic aspects to all three. I was also furious at Reich for not having seen
through my subconscious games of always presenting Grethe Hoff in a favor-
able light, myself in an unfavorable one. I was furious at his fury as a therapist
toward me over the Gordon imbroglio. Now at last my “negative transfer-
ence,” a concept Reich heavily emphasized, fully erupted. Still, I was angry
that T had to reach a state of collapse before he could fully accept my hostile
feelings.

There were in addition depressed feelings about what I regarded as my
failures both as a patient and a worker. I was angry at Grethe, particularly for
the pressure she had exerted for our legal marriage. The dream that I had clung
to so ardently from my Army days of working with Reich and being with a
woman “in the work” had turned, to use Conrad Aiken’s description, “to
darkness and darkness took my heart.”

Separated from Grethe, terminating therapy, and resigning my position,
I went home for several months. Slowly my spirits revived. The revival was
largely due to a letter from Reich assuring me that the door was always open
for my return to orgonomy. He believed, he wrote, that I was “running away”’
not from him or the work but from myself. His letter filled me with hope for
the future. I had handed over to him all my previous work, including my
“mistakes,” and he still wanted me to return: I had a second chance.

In late May 1950, after a six-month hiatus, I returned to Orgonon, now
simply to work with Reich without thought of being in therapy with him. I
had the kind of appreciation of life that only a convalescent after a long illness
can feel. I remember the summer as golden. Reich was in a very good mood
—active, expansive, human. I found it exhilarating to be franker with him than
I had ever been, and he appreciated my openness.

During this period I started to keep more systematic notes about Reich
and events at Orgonon. Carefully, I recorded much of what he said in the
laboratory about science, social events, individuals. He had an unusually vivid
and perceptive way of speaking, with far more humor and irony than emerges
from most of his writings. I was enchanted by the range and speed of his
insights. I did not limit myself simply to recording what he said or what
happened, but interpolated my own analysis and connections with insights of
others. Reich deeply appreciated my writing and began to refer to me as the
“historian” of orgonomy, a role that fitted my own conception of myself.

However, he insisted that he should keep my writings, and didn’t want
me to have a copy. “That’s mine,” he said, as he touched a pile of my pages.
True, a lot of it was what he had said. True, I could understand his concern
that some of his latest, unpublished findings, recorded in the notes, would
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somehow be taken by others. (He always had a “passion for priority.”) Still,
the notes were my work, and I should have insisted at least on keeping a copy.
I should have made it an issue of staying or leaving. But I couldn’t—in part
because I wanted to be near him, I wanted to understand him. Now, like the
rest of the sealed Reich Archives, my notes are not available to anyone except
the current executrix of the estate until the year 2007. Thus, I was deprived
of the opportunity Reich always said was mine: to work on the notes at
Orgonon.

By December 1950, I had achieved a position quite close to Reich. In
addition to my historical work, I had a variety of other responsibilities, such
as editing the Orgone Energy Bulletin, Reich’s quarterly publication of the
period. I did various kinds of public relations work. I also took on some duties
that I should have refused since I was not good at them. As Ilse Ollendorff
has noted, Reich was fierce when it came to financial matters. He wanted every
bill checked and often felt he was being cheated. I took on some shared
responsibility with Ilse for the financial accounts and came to dread the
monthly discussion of bills with Reich. In this realm there was a dangerous
renewal of my old fear and evasiveness toward him.

Another, more ominous development also occurred that December:
Grethe Hoff moved to Rangeley and we resumed our marriage. Once again the
triangular, competitive aspects of my relationship with Reich were ignited,
though admittedly in less acute form than when I had been in treatment. I
gradually became more hidden and “poker-faced,” as Reich termed it. The
open, free-wheeling exchanges of the summer and fall of 1950 became rarer.
Reich in turn reacted to my evasiveness with outbursts of bitter anger, thereby
creating a vicious circle.

In May 1952, Grethe and I left Orgonon. My explanation at the time for
leaving was that I wanted to continue graduate work in psychology and that
my lack of scientific training hindered my usefulness now that the Oranur
experiment (involving Reich’s work on the poisoning of the atmosphere, to be
discussed in detail in Chapter 27) was so much the center of the work at
Orgonon. These reasons obtained, but of far greater importance was the deteri-
oration of my relationship with Reich. I felt self-critical about this, but with
much less of the anguish experienced when I left in 1949. Also Reich’s rages,
not only toward me but toward others, were now far more severe. All these
factors taken together led me to become emotionally “numb.” I left with relief.

But only part of me left. Although I had given up a close working
relationship with Reich, I still viewed myself as historian of orgonomy. An
essential part of me kept wondering about this phenomenon: How had he
become what he was, how much of what he did touched on the truth?

After leaving, I continued finding out about Reich, studying his work and
interviewing people about him. And I remained on sufficiently amicable terms
that I could attend conferences at Orgonon, correspond with him, and be
consulted by him about one thing or another.
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However, orgonomy was no longer the sole focus in my life. In 1953 1
enrolled in an interdisciplinary Ph.D. program at Harvard University, special-
izing in psychology and education. My most important experience during this
period was working with Daniel J. Levinson on a research project at a small
teaching psychiatric hospital affiliated with Harvard, the Massachusetts Men-
tal Health Center. My research was on the personal and professional develop-
ment of psychiatric residents and, for my doctoral dissertation, the factors
leading to “psychological-mindedness” as a personality attribute.'

In the course of this work I had the opportunity to study “adult develop-
ment,” in other words, the biographies of young psychiatrists, in a way that
utilized both qualitative and quantitative assessments. Like Reich, Levinson
also focused on social and intrapsychic determinants of human functioning.
My work during those years was to provide a valuable background for the task
of writing Reich’s biography. However, since the core themes of Reich’s work
—vegetative currents, orgastic potency, orgone energy—were in ill repute in
the academia of the 1950s, I tended to devalue what I was learning in the
“establishment.” My passion was reserved for my extracurricular life—pursu-
ing the role of orgonomic historian. Nor did I appreciate that I was treated
by such mentors as Levinson and the research director of the hospital, Milton
Greenblatt, with far more respect for my autonomy and creativity than I had
often been by Reich.

In 1953, my wife and I had a son, Peter. In the summer of 1954, we
attended a conference at Orgonon. At this time, unbeknown to me, Hoff and
Reich expressed what I had long fantasized: a romantic interest in each other.
That fall Grethe visited Rangeley, ostensibly to consult Reich about a medical
problem, actually to begin a relationship with him. It was not long before she
told me about it. Reich also phoned me. He emphasized the independence of
my marriage and his relationship with Grethe. The marriage was not good and
should end, regardless of what happened between the two of them. Still, our
marriage would not have ended at this point had it not been for Reich’s
reckless action. Our son had become an important bond between us. Whatever
the problems, we had consoled ourselves that our marriage was better than
many; above all, I did not want to lose our infant son.

At the same time, long dissatisfied with my marriage, I saw in the new
development an opportunity to begin my personal life anew. This prospect did
not mitigate my sense of hurt and betrayal at the hands of Grethe and,
especially, of Reich.

Grethe, too, was experiencing conflict about actually ending the marriage
and joining Reich, a step he urged with his usual importunity. Finally, in
December, she joined him, taking Peter with her. The subsequent evolution
of the relationship between Reich and Hoff is described in a later context. Here,
to complete my personal involvement in the long-standing triangle, two further
incidents are significant.

In June 1955, Grethe wanted to resume our marriage but I did not. By
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this time I had entered a new, more satisfying relationship. Still, I felt flattered
and somehow “victorious” over Reich that she wanted to return.

At a conscious level at least, Reich and Hoff’s relationship had in no
way lessened my motivation to be an orgonomic historian. Indeed, in the late
spring of that year I had begun working for Reich once more, now on a
part-time basis from Boston with occasional visits to Rangeley. Yet the per-
sonal events had their impact on the relationship. In August, during a work
discussion, Reich brought up his concern that Hoff was “running” from him.
(“Running” was one of Reich’s favorite words—one “ran” from the depths,
from strong feeling, from truth.) He asked me in a quite open, human way
whether she also “ran” when she was with me. I replied: “No, she had what
she wanted.” Consciously, I meant that she had a lifestyle with me she had
liked, that she feared the challenge Reich represented. However, there was
also undoubtedly an element of superiority to Reich in the remark: she pre-
ferred me.

In any case, Reich took it that way. I recall his looking very hurt and
angry. For a period of a month or so, he attacked me as he never had before
—bitterly, relentlessly, often unfairly. Under this barrage I resigned my posi-
tion. But it did not take long for our relationship to be sufficiently cordial that
I once again began attending various meetings, now centered on his legal
battles with the Food and Drug Administration.

I was still plagued by an intense sense of disparity between my commit-
ment to orgonomy and my desire to pursue academic training. There was
difficulty in completing my Ph.D. dissertation, so in 1956 I went into psycho-
analysis. I learned a great deal from analysis about my neurotic bondage to
Reich. I learned far more than Reich had ever taught me about what my
parents had meant to me. I was able to complete my dissertation and involve
myself more actively in the “non-Reichian” world.

However, whereas my analyst had a keen eye for all of Reich’s problems
with me and mine with him, he seemed blind to Reich’s unique contributions
and my appreciation of them. He behaved as though I were temporarily
hallucinating when I talked about “the streamings” of “orgone energy.” His
lack of understanding in these matters added to my sense of disloyalty to Reich
in being in analysis at all: analysts almost to a person believed the “late Reich”
was insane. My guilt was enhanced when in 1957 Reich died in prison while
I was on the couch analyzing my conflicts with him. But in another sense I
did feel “loyal” to Reich (it has remained a continuous problem to be funda-
mentally loyal to myself) because I intended to make use of the analysis to
fulfill my aim of understanding him and our relationship.

Between 1964 and 1975, I was on the faculty of Tufts Medical School, and
engaged in research and education at Boston State Hospital, where Greenblatt
was now superintendent. Here I had the opportunity to study closely different
styles of leadership, a subject relevant to my later examination of Reich as a
leader.? I also had the opportunity to learn more about the practice of psy-
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choanalytically oriented psychotherapy, the verbal side of therapy, which
Reich underemphasized.

The movement toward healing my split between “Reich” and “the world”
was further accelerated by social and therapeutic developments of the 1960s.
The cultural revolution of those years—more affirmative attitudes toward
sexuality, the “new left,” and the rise of “body therapies”—led to a more
positive appraisal of Reich. True, many of the essentials of his thought were
still ignored, but he was no longer so readily dismissed as psychotic. Universi-
ties and hospitals as well as “counter-cultural” groups now invited me to give
talks on his work.

I did not identify myself as a “Reichian™ therapist because I had never
been trained to be one, though it was clear that my therapeutic work was
heavily influenced by Reich. Thus, with the growing interest in Reich, my
practice evolved and became deeply satisfying to me as a way of making “real”
at least some of what I had learned from Reich and as a way of integrating
into his concepts more insight-oriented techniques I had learned since leaving
Reich. By 1975, I was in full-time private practice.

Full-time except for one major commitment: in 1971, a publisher had
asked me to write a biography of Reich. I accepted with enthusiasm. I had no
idea at the time that the task would take me ten years. Part of that period was
devoted to the actual task of research and writing. A more considerable part
was devoted to sifting out once again my own attitudes toward Reich’s work
and person. Not only did I have to struggle to evaluate the scientific evidence,
I had also to deal with what I had noted so often in myself and others, the
tendency Reich described as “running” from deep emotions. Just as in treat-
ment with him, the “streamings” could be the clearest reality one day and a
distant memory the next, so in writing about his work, periods of appreciating
the significance of his efforts alternated with their appearing as “unreal”” as my
mother’s “dream” of sex and immortality.

As for Reich the man, in writing the book it took me a long time to begin
to appreciate the magnitude of his duality across the span of his life—the
extraordinary mixture of greatness, pettiness, and vindictiveness—just as ear-
lier it had been hard for me to comprehend its expression in his relationship
with me. I could not seriously confront him without understanding my own
duality. Conversely, without studying his work and personality, I doubt that
I could have begun to see the full extent of my own complexity. The problem
has been well expressed by Leon Edel, the great biographer of Henry James:

I am sure that if someone were to attempt to study the psychol-
ogy of biographers, he would discover that they are usually impelled
by deeply personal reasons to the writing of a given life. . . . Another
way of putting it might be to say that the biographer must try to know
himself before he seeks to know the life of another; and this leads into
a very pretty impasse, since there seems to be considerable evidence
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that he is seeking to know the life of another in order better to
understand himself.’

As Edel suggests, there is no complete way around this dilemma. A
starting point is to make the impasse as explicit as one can; this I have tried
to do. I have also followed Reich’s advice to me for historical work, “Don’t
leave yourself out,” meaning that I should make clear my own values, biases,
emotions, and the like. But Reich, who could be profoundly dialectic in his
thought, gave me another, only seemingly contradictory bit of advice, “Be a
fly on the wall,” meaning that I should Jeave my own ego out. To this end I
have placed my emotional-subjective involvement in Reich’s work and person
here in this chapter, so that I can turn now to a more systematic biography
and do my best to be that “fly on the wall.”
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Reich’s Childhood and
Youth: 1897-1917

Wilhelm Reich, son of Leon Reich and Cecilia (née Roniger), was born on
March 24, 1897, in the part of Galicia that then belonged to the Austro-
Hungarian Empire. He was undoubtedly born at home, the custom at that time
and place. He once mentioned with some pleasure to his daughter that his head
had been massaged and molded after birth, in the course of which there had
been some sutures.’

Soon after Reich’s birth his family moved to the small town of Jujinetz
in northern Bukovina, a province of the Austro-Hungarian Empire named
after the rich beech trees dominating the forested terrain. Reich’s father, Leon,
had decided to become a partner of his wife’s uncle, Josef Blum, who owned
an estate of two thousand acres. Leon gradually took over sole control of the
cattle farm on the land, while Blum went on to become a multi-millionaire in
other enterprises.? A second son, Robert, was born to Leon and Cecilia in 1900.

We know a good deal less about Reich’s mother than we do about his
father. Only nineteen at the time of Wilhelm’s birth, Cecilia appears from
photographs to have been considerably younger than the father, though I
could not determine his birth date. One family member estimates that Leon
was ten years older than his wife.* Reich always described his mother as “very
beautiful,” though this is not apparent from the extant photo. It was clear that
he preferred her to his father, a much sterner, more authoritarian person.
When the young analyst described his complex family dynamics in a disguised
self-history, he wrote of his parents:
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He [Reich] was brought up very strictly by his father and always
had to accomplish more than other children in order to satisfy his
father’s ambition. From his earliest childhood, he had tenderly clung
to his mother who protected him from the daily outbursts of the
father. The parental marriage was not happy for the mother suffered
horribly from the father’s jealousy. Even as a five- and six-year-old he
had witnessed hateful scenes of jealousy on the father’s part, scenes
which even culminated in the father’s violence toward the mother. He
took the mother’s side which is readily understandable since he him-
self felt under the same whip as the mother and he deeply loved her.*

Later in the same article, he reported that Leon in his jealous rages would
accuse his wife of being a “whore.”

With a few exceptions, Reich spoke positively about his mother through-
out his life. Indeed, according to his third wife, Ilse Ollendorff, Reich idealized
his mother, always citing her cooking as a model that Ilse could not reach.’

Reich’s view of his father, however, seems to have changed considerably
over the years. As a young man, he was quite critical of him. In several places
in his writings he indirectly alluded to the father’s authoritarian ways, and
used to speak bitterly about him to friends. But toward the end of his life,
Reich’s attitude softened, and without even mentioning the more somber
aspects, he highlighted Leon’s positive attributes. Reich took great satisfaction
in the fact that his father was not religious, aside from some ritual Jewish
observances to appease more orthodox relatives; that Leon was cosmopolitan
in orientation and modern-minded in his farming practices; that he was a
working property owner, not a “parasite.” In later years Reich stressed that
his mother, too, was very active on the family estate, a leader who helped
organize the women’s work on the farm just as the father directed the men.¢

Reich’s feelings toward his father—both the critical ones of his youth and
the more positive later ones—are supported by his sister-in-law, Ottilie Reich
Heifetz, whom I had the good fortune to interview at length in 1971. In her
seventies then, Ottilie had known Reich’s brother Robert since 1915, and was
his wife from 1922 until his death from tuberculosis in 1926. She had met
Wilhelm, or Willy, as he was always called in those days, when he was in
Vienna in 1917 on a furlough from the Army, and until 1930, they were good
friends as well as in-laws. In addition, Ottilie knew Reich’s maternal grand-
mother, another source of information about Reich’s family origin.

Robert was as reluctant as Willy to speak much about his early family life,
referring to it on several occasions as “‘unhappy.” But what he and the grand-
mother told Ottilie generally confirms Reich’s account. Ottilie pictured the
father as extremely clever, a vigorous, fascinating, and very dominating man,
given to outbursts of temper. He appears to have had a highly possessive
attitude toward his young wife that today would be termed male-chauvinist.
Ottilie recalls Robert relating how his father once hit Cecilia for not having
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the dinner ready on time. His possessiveness is perhaps intimated at the time
of the engagement to Cecilia: her mother had wanted to give Cecilia a family
diamond on the occasion of her wedding, but Leon insisted on giving her his
own jewelry.

This incident may reflect Leon’s concern over the possible influence of
Cecilia’s mother on her. Ottilie described Willy’s grandmother as a very intelli-
gent, snobbish, dramatic, and meddlesome woman. She seems regularly to
have been at odds with Leon, and her visits to the Reich home were a constant
source of tension and trouble, since she appears to have been quite capable of
standing up to Leon and frequently did so, particularly when Leon and Cecilia
quarreled. In one of his few reported criticisms of his mother, Willy was later
to describe her as a “silly goose’ because she allowed her mother to influence
her so much; he, too, disliked his meddling grandmother.

However much the grandmother may have contributed to the family
tension, there appears to have been a good deal without her. In a telling
anecdote, Robert mentioned to Ottilie at the time of the birth of their own
daughter that he wanted her to feel free as a child to speak up, indicating he
had never had such freedom. And whatever Leon’s oppressiveness toward
Robert, it was worse toward Willy, since Robert believed he as the second son
was spared some of his father’s strictures.

Another story of Ottilie’s is revealing. Both brothers were prone to temper
outbursts and when one of them became very furious, the other would shake
a finger at him and say: “Just like Father.”

Relations between the brothers themselves seem also to have been com-
plex. Reich rarely spoke of his brother. Indeed, some of his old friends did not
even know that he had a brother. On the other hand, Ottilie feels that in the
period she knew them both there was a good deal of affection between them,
even if it was mingled with competitive elements. She describes Robert as a
gentler, more reasonable person than Willy. In another story that says some-
thing about their relationship as well as their feelings toward Leon, Ottilie
recalls Willy bitterly criticizing their father: “Father always had to have his
own way on the farm.” Robert corrected the “always,” recalling a time when
a foreman had sharply disagreed with Leon. Robert had expected his father
to punish the man severely for such independence but, to his surprise, Leon
replied quietly: “He has a point.” In later years, Reich was to value certain
co-workers who possessed this capacity to see “both sides,” though he could
tease the same people as mercilessly as he must have teased Robert. Once,
when a valued associate bristled under such teasing, Reich caught himself up
short and said: “I am always the older brother,” implying he was aware of his
bullying tendencies.’

In the family legends, Willy was the more reckless and mischievous son
whose misdeeds got him into trouble with his father. Once, Reich either rode
a horse before it was broken in or prematurely put his younger brother on a
horse. In any case, his father was furious and Robert tried to protect Willy
from the paternal spanking.
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So far, most of these anecdotes have painted the father in a negative,
oppressive light. However, judging from the extent that Reich identified with
his father, he must have loved as well as feared and hated him. I have already
mentioned Reich’s pride in his father’s progressive thinking on cultural and
business matters. Reich also seems to have very much taken after his father
in his excellence at “‘running things.” Indeed, at Orgonon he took pleasure in
managing all kinds of practical matters from construction to the selling of
timber.

If Leon was oppressive, he was also busy, and Reich appears to have had
many opportunities for unsupervised play. He enjoyed farm life—the animals,
nature, and his peasant nursemaids. In his later, somewhat idealized memories
of his childhood, he referred with a good deal of positive feeling to the Austrian
country life—hunting, fishing, riding, and all kinds of interesting visitors to the
family estate.

Socially, the long arm of their father was often felt. Reich was not allowed
to play with peasant children nor with Yiddish-speaking Jewish children. The
father appears to have been socially very ambitious, consorting with govern-
ment officials and other high-level persons, but Willy’s opportunities for play-
ing with peers were scarce. The feudal quality of the life is further revealed by
a story Reich told his second wife, Elsa Lindenberg. As a child he was not
permitted to take part in village dances. But one night, while he was watching
the dance, a peasant boy threw a stone at him. Willy told his father and Leon
hit the boy’s father. So, quite early, Reich was exposed to the brute power not
only of the father in the home but of the property owner in the community,
and he experienced both in ways that would mark him.®

Given Reich’s later interests, it is not surprising that he paid a good deal
of attention to his own sexual history. In this area he seems to have had a good
deal of freedom, something not uncommon for children who were much in the
care of peasant help. He remembered as a boy of four sleeping in the servants’
room when his parents were away. On several occasions, he overheard or
witnessed intercourse between a maid and her boyfriend. In the course of these
experiences, he asked the maid if he could “play” the lover. He stressed to one
informant that she permitted him to do so in a very helpful way. Without
stimulating him actively, she allowed him to move on top of her.” Whether this
happened once or often is uncertain. But Reich clearly attributed great impor-
tance to his relationship with this peasant girl. He once said that by the time
he was four there were no secrets for him about sex, and he related this clarity
in part to his sexual play with his nursemaid.

He also related it to his general interest in farm life and to particular
experiences he had with a tutor. Thus, Reich wrote sometime around 1948:

WR’s interest in biology and natural science was created early by
his life on the farm, close to agriculture, cattle-breeding, etc., in which
he took part every summer and during the harvest. Between his eighth
and twelfth years, he had his own collection and breeding laboratory
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of butterflies, insects, plants, etc. under the guidance of a private
teacher. The natural life functions, including the sexual function, were
familiar to him as far back as he can remember. That may very well
have determined his later strong inclination, as a biopsychiatrist,
toward the biological foundation of the emotional life of man, and also
his biophysical discoveries in the fields of medicine and biology, as

well as education.'’

The social status of Reich’s family combined with the isolation of farm
life may have helped Reich educationally, since it permitted him private tutors
during his elementary school years rather than having to attend a more rigid
school. Judging from Reich’s recollection of his “breeding laboratory,” at least
one of his tutors was an imaginative teacher. (Just how many tutors there were
is unclear.) Robert remembered particularly a Dr. Sachter as a remarkable,
creative teacher. Ottilie quotes Robert as saying that Dr. Sachter stimulated
a “ferocious hunger for knowledge” in the two brothers.

How long Reich was taught at home is not clear. He has written that he
was privately educated between the ages of six and ten, and that he attended
a gymnasium in Czernowitz between the ages of ten and eighteen. However,
since the gymnasium was located several hundred miles from Reich’s home,
it is possible that he continued to be tutored for several years past the age of
ten, going to the gymnasium once a year to take exams. At least Ottilie recalled
hearing that something like this may have happened.

The Tragedy, the Curse, and the Origin
of the Mission

It is hard to say how unusual Reich’s childhood was until the age of about
twelve. An authoritarian father and a younger doting mother would not have
been so remarkable for that era. However, there seems to have been a degree
of family tension beyond the “normal” range, stemming from the father’s
jealous rages and his high expectations for his children.

The combination of a creative tutor, the young Reich’s own zest for
learning, and the opportunities afforded by farm life may well have stimulated
Reich’s intellectual curiosity to an unusual degree. In any case, it is worth
noting that his interests as a child seem to have been more scientific than
literary. He was not especially shy and bookish, as one might expect from a
“mama’s boy.” Indeed, his extroverted interests appear to have had a good
deal in common with those of his father.

At about the age of twelve an event—or a series of events—happened that
would radically influence Reich’s future. Before describing the crisis, some-
thing should be said about how Reich disclosed it. First, he told several people.
The ones I talked with were all women; but there were many others, men as
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well as women, who knew Reich very well, to whom he never mentioned these
events. Those he did tell, he pledged to secrecy.

Secondly, the dramatic means of disclosure was also shrouded in secrecy.
In late 1919 or early 1920, when he was about twenty-two or twenty-three and
already a practicing analyst, Reich wrote his first published article, “Ueber
einen Fall von Durchbruch der Inzestschranke Pubertét” (‘““The Breakthrough
of the Incest Taboo in Puberty”).

In this article, Reich wrote as though he were treating a patient who
illustrated certain psychological mechanisms. However, there can be little
doubt that the “patient” is Reich himself, especially since many years later
Reich told his elder daughter that the article was a self-analysis.!! The crucial
details coincide so exactly with what Reich told others that one cannot doubt
its essential autobiographical authenticity.

Reich’s disguise worked. With the exception of his daughter, no one I
have talked with knew this article to be autobiographical. Indeed, most people
did not know of its existence, since it was published in a rather obscure
sexological journal whereas Reich’s other early articles appeared in psy-
choanalytic periodicals. Finally, while Reich faithfully listed the article in his
bibliography, he never referred to it in his later writings, nor did he mention
it orally to my knowledge. His attitude toward this publication was clearly
different from his attitude toward other early writings that he would frequently
cite or mention.

To turn to the article itself, Reich declares he is presenting the case
because it illustrates in an unusually clear way the breakthrough of incestuous
wishes into consciousness in puberty. He describes the patient as a twenty-
year-old man, a student at a technical school. This is one of two disguises, aside
from the format used in the article, for he himself was a medical student at
the time. The other is that he describes the patient as having “four sisters,”
whereas Reich had only one brother. Interestingly enough, at one point in the
narrative he slips in a reference to the patient’s “younger brother.”

The patient had sought analysis because he suffered from states of depres-
sion and a tendency to ruminate, in which he would make a “huge case” out
of “little insignificant things.” In the report, Reich as analyst writes that the
patient broke off treatment after exactly four weeks at the point where it was
necessary for him to verbalize certain painful events that had occurred in
puberty.

Reich then has the patient send the analyst a lengthy letter describing on
paper what he could not say in person. Because of the importance of the
incidents, I shall quote from this “letter” in some detail. The analyst opens
with an introductory paragraph:

“The point” at which the analysis broke off after so short a time
because of the patient’s conscious inhibitions, concerns a relationship
which developed between the patient’s tutor and his mother, and
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which the son observed from its beginnings. Following a lengthy
description [in the letter] of the mother’s beauty, he [the patient]

writes about this relationship.
He then goes on to describe the entire incident in letter form:

N (name of tutor) began to court her, stimulated by walks they
took together. He apparently became ever bolder as he recognized
how things were going—the jealous scenes, etc. between my parents,
and the fact that mother liked him. At the beginning I was not
completely clear about the developing relationship. But I began to
follow them when I noticed mother going into his room when father
napped after lunch. In part I was erotically curious, in part I was filled
with fearful thoughts that father would wake up. And from then on
I played spy and pursuer, but at the same time also defender (itali-
cized by me—the analyst) against any surprises from father. I cannot
clarify further the reasons for my behavior. Either it was unconscious
hatred against my father or sexual titillation to be aware of such
stunning secrets about which my father remained ignorant. I believe
that both factors were equally responsible for my behavior.

The relationship between my mother and tutor grew ever deeper;
not a day passed in which they did not seek and find the opportunity
to be alone.

This state of affairs lasted about three months. Their meeting
always took place after lunch and was limited to a few minutes. I did
not think of the possibility of a sexual relationship. But one day I also
became certain about that. Father had gone away at about six o’clock.
Mother had again gone to N and remained there a very long time. I
waited the whole time outside the room, struggling with the decision
whether to intrude or to tell father. A vague something held me back.
‘When mother emerged from the room, with flushed cheeks and an
erratic, unsteady look, then I knew that it had happened, whether for
the first time I naturally could not decide. Crying to myself as I stood
in the corner, shielded by a screen, 1 waited to surprise my mother,
but that did not happen, to the unhappiness of all of us. For 1 am
convinced that my surprising her right after the deed would have
brought my mother to her senses and even at that late date, would
have saved the marriage of mother and father. That was the only
possible hope.

What held me back at the time, I am not able to say, but at the
same moment there arose in me both sympathy with my father and the
desire to leave with my lips sealed. (I was about twelve years of age.)

Shortly after Christmas father went away for three weeks and I
experienced the most horrible, the most upsetting events, which
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burned themselves deeply into my feelings and thoughts.

Mother slept, as always during father’s absence, in the last bed-
room on the corridor. After that came our room, then the dining
room, and then his [N’s] room. Right on the first night (I was so tense
I had not closed my eyes) I heard my mother get up and—the horror
grabs me by the throatl—heard her slippered walk and saw her, clad
only in a nightgown, pass through our room. Soon I heard the door
of his room open and not completely shut. And then quiet.

I sprang up from my bed and followed, shivering, my teeth
chattering from anxiety, horror and cold; I moved right up to the
door, which was only partly closed, and listened. Oh horrible mem-
ory, which tears my remembrance of my mother to dust, her memory
always besmirched anew with dirt and muck! Must I then say every-
thing? The pen bristles, no, my ego, my whole being is against it, and
yet I will and must write on.

I heard kisses, whispers, the frightening noise of the bed, and on
it lay my mother. And a few yards away stood your son and heard
your shame. Suddenly quiet. I had evidently made a noise in my
excitement, for I heard calming words from him and then, then again,
oh! (The last sentence, especially the last words, written apparently
in the highest excitement, with heavy strokes of the pen.)

Only quiet, quiet toward this nerve-shattering tragedy, in order
to accomplish the superhuman! To judge objectively! What a mock-
ery! What a resolution!

From that catastrophic night I remember only that my wish at
first was to plunge into the room but I was held back by the thought:
they will kill you!

I had read somewhere that lovers get rid of any intruder, so with
wild fantasies in my brain I slipped back to my bed, my joy of life
shattered, torn apart in my inmost being for my whole life!

So it went, night after night; always I slipped back and waited
till morning. Gradually I became used to it! The horror disappeared
and erotic feelings won the upper hand. And then the thought came
to me to plunge into the room, and to have intercourse with my mother
with the threat that if she didn’t I would tell my father.

For my part, I went regularly to the chambermaid.*

In giving the patient’s sexual history, Reich had earlier commented that
the patient had had sexual intercourse for the first time with a household maid
at the age of eleven and a half, shortly before he began observing his mother’s
affair.

Reich next summarizes the “patient’s” report of the aftermath of the
affair: “The father apparently discovered it, and the mother committed suicide
by taking poison.” Reich does not go into the immediate effect on the patient
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of the mother’s suicide, save to say that “after the death of the mother his
relationship with his father improved.” The analyst quotes the patient as
writing that he became his “father’s best friend and adviser.”

Reich told other people some crucial details that were left out of the
published case history. The most significant concerns how the father found out
about his wife’s adultery. Reich explained to several persons close to him that
he himself had told his father.

The version that seems most authentic is that Reich first hinted of the
affair to his father.”” Sternly interrogating his twelve-year-old son, the father
was able to force the full story out of him. Leon then took the boy to confront
the mother.

How long elapsed between Leon’s discovery of the affair and Cecilia’s
suicide is unclear.* Leon appears to have treated Reich’s mother very badly
after he had found proof of what for years had been his accusation. At one
point afterward, Cecilia’s mother urged her daughter to take the two grand-
sons, leave Leon, now even more brutal, and live with her. But this Cecilia
could not or would not do. Divorce was not common in her social circle,
although it did occur; indeed, the wife of Cecilia’s uncle, the wealthy Josef
Blum, had divorced him in order to marry another. Later, Robert was struck
by the fact that his mother drank a cheap household cleanser, something like
Lysol, when there were more efficient agents available. He wondered whether
the attempt had not been motivated by the desire to frighten Leon and induce
him to stop tormenting her.'"*

If the choice of method was not meant to frighten, it may have been
intended to horrify. Cecilia lingered on in great pain for several days. Her
mother once again visited the home.'* What Willy was experiencing we do not
know, though we can guess. In the case history, he described how “the patient”
had struggled with two impulses: the desire to tell his father, thereby striking
back at the mother and the tutor, on the one hand; and, on the other, the desire
to protect his mother from his father’s revenge. In the kind of compromise
Reich was later to study so carefully, he chose to “hint” about what had
happened. The results were devastating, and the guilt and remorse he must
have felt as a child and a young man can only be imagined. Even into his
thirties, Reich would sometimes wake in the night overwhelmed by the
thought that he had “killed” his mother."

Following the father’s discovery of the affair, the tutor was banished from
the home. (What else Leon did we do not know.) Reich tells us little about
who the tutor was. From the narrative it appears that he had been in the
household only a short time prior to the affair. However, this could be a
disguise or a literary condensation. One wonders: Was this the tutor whom the
boys found to be such a creative teacher? The same tutor who guided Reich’s
education in the breeding laboratory between his eighth and twelfth years?
(Reich mentioned a private tutor directing his studies in the laboratory, but
does not say whether there was one or several tutors.) If so, it was an extraordi-
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nary concatenation of intellectual and emotional events: the young Reich is
studying the sexual function with a man who has an affair with his mother.
In reporting the affair, the child plays a crucial role in the loss of two extremely
important people in his life—his mother through suicide, his tutor through
banishment. The scientific study of sexuality with the tutor ceases, to be
resumed by Reich some years later and never abandoned thereafter.

It is clear that Reich himself felt that the events surrounding his mother’s
death influenced his later life crucially.’® The starkly tragic episode could well
comprise the stimulus for the development of what Erikson termed ‘““an ac-
count to be settled”—one that remains an “existential debt all the rest of a
lifetime.”"® Also Reich, like Erikson, was aware that one event or even a cluster
of events did not in itself cause the “curse” but rather condensed and inten-
sified pervasive childhood conflicts. Thus, in his self-analysis, Reich carefully
noted earlier childhood themes and their relationship to the event. As a child,
he had witnessed intercourse between his nursemaid and her lover. He recalled
noting that his mother would follow his father when he retired for his after-
noon nap, and thinking: “Now they must have intercourse.”

Moreover, the parental relationship took place in an atmosphere of great
conflict and paradox even before the affair with the tutor. The mother slept
with the father, but the father accused her of sleeping with others and called
her a whore. The mother had intercourse with the father and yet in many ways
must have communicated to Willy that he, not the outrageous father, was truly
her beloved.

All these themes reappear in a new and shattering form when the affair
occurs. Now the mother prefers another over both the son and the father. And
however hard it is for a son to accept the sexual claims of his father upon his
mother, it is much harder for him to accept her taking a lover, especially a
young lover who is close to the boy. The affair not only stimulated into
consciousness Reich’s incestuous wishes; it must also have provoked in him
a deep sense of sexual rejection. At some level the boy Willy must have asked
himself: Why did she prefer N. over me? And the answer at some level must
have been: Because I am small and inadequate. Understandably, Reich was to
show throughout his life an extraordinary competitiveness and a deep sensitiv-
ity to put-downs and being made to look ‘““small.”

Since the entire incident as well as the family constellation that preceded
it help to illuminate so many of Reich’s later interests, I shall reserve the main
discussion of their significance until they can be more directly connected with
his work.

But a few preliminary points should be noted here. First, recalling his
memories even from the vantage point of a twenty-two-year-old, Reich tends
to blame his mother even more strongly than himself. She should not have had
an affair; she “besmirched” herself. True, Reich should have “saved the mar-
riage” by surprising her, but his mother should not have entered the adulterous
relationship in the first place. Such emphasis is quite different from the subse-
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quent analysis Reich made of this kind of social tragedy. The role.of the
authoritarian father, the irrational condemnation of extramarital sexuality, the
victimization and persecution of those who break society’s sexual laws—all
these themes would come later.

Second, Reich follows traditional analytic theory in discussing his own
childhood and adolescent sexuality. He focuses on the disruptive aspects of his
early sexual experiences, his heightened Oedipal complex, his witnes_sing the
primal scene, his seeing the father pushed aside by the tutor, which impelled
into consciousness his own incestuous fantasies—all factors seen as contribut-
ing to Reich’s conflicts at the time he started his analysis. Indeed, Reich ends
the case history by supporting the necessity of the latency period, which
presupposes the child’s repressing his incestuous wishes through identification
with the father. It would take time before Reich became fully aware of the
positive aspects of his sexual development and was able to integrate them
within his theoretical formulations.

Indeed—and this is my third point—Reich sees, among other sequels of
the mother’s affair, a profound weakening of the father’s authority. Again in
the context of the case report, the consequences for the son were negative,
awakening his own incestuous hopes. But, for the course of Reich’s later
development, his not being unduly awed by seemingly strong authority figures
was to have its advantages.

Fourth, whatever interpretations one gives, the crisis must have height-
ened the sense of discrepancy between what Freud called the manifest and the
latent and what Reich was later to distinguish as “surface” and “depth.” On
the surface, the mother was married and belonged to Leon. At another level,
in many ways she may well have indicated to her son Willy that she preferred
him to his often brutal father. At still another level, she went to Leon, not
Willy, for the intimate, exciting, and frightening act of sexual intercourse. And
then, as the greatest discrepancy of all, she had an affair with the tutor, pushing
aside both the powerful father and the adoring son. These were heavy emo-
tional and cognitive puzzles for a young boy to ponder.

Finally, I would suggest that the crisis and its tragic aftermath markedly
increased Reich’s sense of guilt and his tendency to look inward, to ponder the
deeper meaning of things, particularly emotional relationships. This introspec-
tive tendency was combined with a very extroverted, vigorous, practical orien-
tation. The combination was to play its part in some of Reich’s remarkable
intellectual achievements.

Reich talked relatively little about his early years. But there are a few child-
hood anecdotes he shared with others, and there is the highly illuminating
self-analysis. He wrote or told friends almost nothing about the years between
starting at the Czernowitz gymnasium (or secondary school) shortly after
Cecilia’s death and his entrance into the Army in 1915. Perhaps he was espe-
cially depressed during those years and hence did not like to recall them. We
cannot say for certain.
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We do know that he attended the all-male gymnasium in Czernowitz,
which had a Latin and Greek curriculum. He reports that his best subjects
were German, Latin, and Natural Science, and that he graduated in 1915 mit
Stimmeneinhelligkeit (with unanimous approval) on his exams. Later, he
spoke with some pride of having had eight years of Latin and Greek, and at
times he would show some disdain for those less rigorously educated.® Reich
had a real affection for certain “old-fashioned” ways, including his traditional
schooling. We shall meet this kind of complexity again and again, to the
chagrin of those who would prefer a one- or at most two-dimensional hero or
villain.

The gymnasium years must have exposed Reich to a wide range of new
stimuli. Czernowitz, where he now boarded, was an active, thriving city, the
provincial capital of Bukovina, with a population of 100,000. There were four
gymnasiums in the city and an excellent university. About one third of the
population was Jewish, with many Jewish doctors and lawyers, but few Jewish
professors. Anti-Semitism still ran strong in academic circles.

An anecdote Reich told his daughter Eva and which she related to me
is telling. In Czernowitz he occasionally frequented brothels and on at least
one instance he saw several of his gymnasium professors also at the establish-
ment. Once again apparently stern and demanding male authorities were not
so perfect after all.

A student in Czernowitz had the opportunity to see excellent theater.
There were Saturday performances that young people could go to at a reduced
rate. Ottilie, who also attended gymnasium in Czernowitz a few years after
Reich, recalls particularly the happy vacations when she returned to the
family’s country home, with holiday parties, and sleighing in the winter.
Robert commented that such gaiety was not to be found in his home.

During vacations and summers, Reich returned to Jujinetz and helped his
father run the farm. Reich mentions his improved relationship with his father
in the case history, but we know little of what it was like for him to work with
Leon, who was now “completely broken” after the mother’s suicide. We do
know that Leon placed high expectations on his elder son, but with these
expectations went a sense of great privilege. If Leon was the king of the estate,
Willy was the “crown prince.” Perhaps in Leon’s last years he was also
preparing Willy to become the real leader. Yet we should remember Willy’s
recollection of his father as “always having to make the decisions.”

One incident that reflects the father’s concern for his son, but which had
unhappy consequences, has to do with Willy’s bad skin condition. Exactly
when this developed or when it was treated is unclear. When Willy was either
a child or an adolescent, his father took him to Vienna for consultation and
therapy.?> Willy stayed at a hospital there for six weeks, but the treatment was
of little avail, for he suffered from a skin condition all his life. At some point,
perhaps on the Vienna visit, Reich’s skin condition was diagnosed as psoriasis.

Sometime during his adolescence Willy received medication that con-
tained arsenic for his skin disease. This kind of treatment is of dubious value,
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for there are generally side effects such as nausea, bloating, and vertigo; a
further side effect is an intensification of the psoriasis. It is possible that this
happened to Willy, for in later years he spoke with deep resentme_nt of the
treatments, feeling that the medicine had aggravated rather than relieved the
illness. Probably his lifelong suspicion of most medications stemmed in part
from his experiences with psoriasis. By the time he was twenty-one, those who
knew him in Vienna commented on his “acne.”

Reich’s skin condition may have developed around the time of his
mother’s death. If so, it would certainly fit psychoanalytic theories of the origin
of the illness. These theories posit that psoriasis is psychosomatic in origin—
a partial and punitive self-mutilation for some guilt over a real or imagined
crime, and also an expression of anger.

Reich’s next known trip with his father was under still more unhappy
conditions. Sometime during or before Reich’s seventeenth year, his father
contracted pneumonia. According to both Robert and Willy, he did this
deliberately. He took out a large insurance policy, then stood for hours in cold
weather in a pond, ostensibly fishing. To die from contracting an illness in this
fashion would protect the sons’ insurance claim, whereas direct suicide would
not.

Leon’s illness worsened, developing into TB. Apparently Willy took him
either to an Austrian mountain resort several hours from Vienna or to the
Swiss Alps for treatment. The father died in 1914 as a result of his illness. (For
some reason the boys did not receive any insurance money, and for the rest
of his life Reich had a profound distrust of insurance policies, refusing to take
out any. He used to say that something in the fine print would always rule out
the company’s responsibility in an actual claim.)

In the second decade of this century, it was not unusual for a person of
seventeen to have lost both parents. However, to have lost both parents in the
way Reich did was most unusual. A tragic sequence of events, in which the
young man plays an active role, heats to flashpoint the tensions already existent
between the parents and their older son. Both parents die by suicide in the
aftermath, the mother directly and apparently quite soon, the father indirectly
and some years later.

Out of this background, with its parallels to the experience of Dostoevski
and Eugene O’Neill, Reich came into young manhood. According to his own
account, after his father’s death in 1914 he directed the farm himself, without
interrupting his studies, until his entrance into the Army in 1915.2

It tells us something about Reich’s inner resources that he was able to
keep functioning effectively, whatever his depression and guilt, after the death
of both his mother and his father. Indeed, we can hypothesize that one domi-
nant mode of handling loss for Reich was to throw himself into work, to “keep
moving,” in a favorite phrase of his. One may also hypothesize that his own
guilt and rage connected with the dark tragedies that ended his relationship
with his mother, father, and tutor made later enduring relationships, as well
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as their loss, hard for Reich. A host of other factors connected with Reich’s
work and the personalities of those he was close to played their part in the
painfully disrupted human relationships he was to experience again and again.
But from his early traumas he brought a vulnerability—a tendency to repeat
his childhood crises in one or another form. In his own mind there was always
a question of whom to blame when he and another person or he and an
organization quarreled and parted ways. We know that Reich blamed himself
heavily, too heavily, for the death of his mother. Afterward, at least in his
publications, he was to assign most of the blame to others when things soured,
although he would occasionally give glimpses of a dark awareness of his own
contribution.

My emphasis at this point, however, is on Reich’s capacity to stand on
his own after his father’s death. From the age of seventeen, he essentially had
to manage for himself. The capacity to be independent—an ability Reich was
to see as an important attribute of psychological health—was something that
he himself gained at a relatively early age. Later in his life, he had the marked
characteristic of having to do things himself, of not wanting to be dependent
on others. How much this had to do with his identification with his father’s
mode of functioning, how much with his fear of being dependent after the
losses in his life, is an open question.

Even with scant knowledge of the school years, we do know that Reich
did other things besides work. In the part of the self-analytic article that deals
with his sexual history, Reich mentions that “between fourteen and eighteen,
masturbation alternated with sexual intercourse.” Incidentally, this sentence
immediately follows his description of his first sexual intercourse, supposedly
at eleven and a half. The gap in the sexual history between the ages of eleven
and a half and fourteen suggests that Reich used the semi-literary form of the
article to lower the age for the start of his sexual life. Indeed, he told others
that his first intercourse occurred at thirteen. That he should have made this
eleven and a half in the self-analysis may be due to several factors. It makes
a more dramatic story that he should have had his first sexual relationship at
the same time his mother had an affair with his tutor. Then, too, Reich took
some pride in the fact that his sex life started early, and the temptation to make
it even earlier may have been irresistible. According to Ottilie, Willy in his
twenties used to tease Robert for his late start sexually—at fourteen.

Aside from the brothel visits, we know next to nothing of Reich’s adoles-
cent heterosexual relationships. One girl almost makes it into reality, but we
cannot be sure. Ottilie has a somewhat hazy recollection that when Reich took
his sick father away for treatment, he became involved with a cousin, the
daughter of Leon’s brother, who lived in Vienna. Apparently, the father took
with him some jewelry that had belonged to Cecilia. After Leon’s death Reich
inherited the jewelry and, again according to Ottilie, he disbursed these posses-
sions in a capricious way, giving some of them to his cousin in a vain attempt
to win her.
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True or not, the story is consistent with the impulsive way Reich in later
years could give gifts. There is also a kind of justice that there should'have been
no lasting material legacy from the tragedy-haunted home. First no insurance,
then no jewelry. And, in 1915, the Russian invasion of Bukovina devastated the
family estate. If after the mother’s affair with the tutor circa 1909 Reich was
caught up in one personal tragedy after another, from 1915 on he was caught
up in social ones. He had lost his parents; now he lost the estate of which,
briefly, he had been the ruler. From being a rich young man, he had become
poor. Moreover, before the war’s end the whole Austro-Hungarian Empire
was to collapse, and the entire way of life that he had known in his formative
years—the large farm, the many servants—became a thing of the past.

Reich once told his daughter Eva how war enveloped the family farm.*
Suddenly in the summer of 1915 the Russians were all around them and the
fields were aflame. Reich dashed into the house and saw one of the servants
calmly combing her hair. “The Russians are here,” he shouted, and they fled.
In later years Reich was to keep in mind this image of himself notifying others
of dangers they did not know about.

What happened next is obscure. Ottilie believes that both brothers went
to Vienna and stayed with Grandmother Roniger. At least she is sure that
Robert, only fifteen at the time, was cared for by his grandmother during this
period. Perhaps she also helped Willy for a brief time in Vienna before he was
mobilized into the Army.

Reich’s military years are not well documented. There is no evidence that
he experienced them with any particular distaste, at least not until close to the
end.

Ilse Ollendorff has gathered together most of the known facts about
Reich’s Army years:

There are a few photographs in the archives which Reich some-
times would look through with us, showing him as a dashing young
officer in the Austrian Army. He wore a small mustache, and was a
very handsome young man, indeed. I think on the whole he enjoyed
his military life. He was not a pacifist by nature, and the responsibility
for a group of people was very much to his liking. He saw active duty
on the Italian front, and sometimes told how they were shelled for
days at a time, dashing out of a shelter one by one at certain counts
to get food and supplies. He remembered the very cooperative Italian
girls who taught him a smattering of Italian, and he blamed one
unhappy episode, when he was stuck for three days in a swampy ditch,
for a renewed outbreak of his skin condition that was never to be
completely cured.

He must have liked wearing an officer’s uniform. He told us that
even though he was in the infantry, he always wore spurs, and that
on his rare furloughs he loved to go riding at the Vienna Reitschule.
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I have a feeling that at that time his social conscience was not
very developed, and that he took the war in stride without bothering
much about the rights and wrongs. He was, up to that time, certainly
no rebel.”

There are a few important additions that can be made to Ollendorff’s
account. Reich was more affected by the suffering than her summary conveys.
He recalled being horrified at seeing a fellow soldier shot before his eyes on
the way to get food.

The Reich of this period is most clearly described by Ottilie, who saw him
when he visited Vienna on a furlough. She found him “open, lost, hungry for
affection as well as food,” and very responsive to the warmth of Ottilie’s family.
By then, Reich was thoroughly disillusioned with the war; he found it senseless
and wondered what the fighting was all about.

Reich had a strong sense of World War I as the watershed between an
old world and a new one struggling to be born. Politically, although he could
not articulate the position, he was ready to leap into the Socialist youth
movement of postwar Vienna.

There is a certain similarity in the way Reich experienced his childhood
and the way he experienced the Army. At first, in each case, we seem to be
watching a vigorous, extroverted person. Then tragedy hits—or rather, the
tragic aspects intensify and bear in upon him. In the first instance, he felt partly
responsible. The second was so vast he could feel himself only as victim rather
than executioner. Indeed, one can hypothesize that the outer drama and
conflict of the war provided some relief from his own inner turmoil. His
answers to both were to change over the years. What was the cause of that
family tragedy? What was the cause of that devastation, which swept Europe
and in which he participated for so long so blindly?

I have assumed a need on Reich’s part to work off inner tension through
an extremely vigorous, committed life—through the sense of a mission. He
made something like this idea explicit when in the mid-1930s he discussed his
reaction to the end of World War I. He was relieved, he said, that now he could
lift his head above the trench without worrying. He looked forward to resum-
ing his studies. But he also felt sad, and it was some time before he understood
why. It was because during the war—for all its misery—he at least had the
feeling that he was living under a heroic destiny. He was afraid that with the
war ended, he would be caught up in the usual trivialities of existence.”

This story is important because it points to Reich’s strong need to live a
heroic life before he had anything specific to be heroic about. In a life of danger,
he could feel some relief from the inner pressure, some surcease from the guilt
of the past. In time, he would channel this “heroic” effort into a task that made
sense, into a mission not of simply staying alive but repairing the conditions
that had produced the early tragedies.

One other wartime story rounds out the recapitulation of past themes and
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at the same time points to the future. Reich recalled to Ottilie the experience
of a sexual embrace with a young woman in the Italian village where he was
stationed in 1916. Reich went on to comment that he had been having sexual
intercourse for some years before this relationship and that he had enjoyed it,
but that this woman was different from any he had known before. For the first
time he experienced the full meaning of love. Also for the first time he was to
experience what he would Jater name and describe in detail—and for which
he was to fight so hard—"orgastic potency.” But in 1916 he found the experi-
ence very hard to put into words.

To explain Reich’s meaning of the term is to anticipate the story. Yet this
Army memory serves to underscore one point:

As a nineteen-year-old, Reich noted a kind of sexual embrace that was
new and different for him, an event that was to play its part in shaping his
future work. He first encountered it experientially, without any clear cognitive
understanding. Thus, to the family tragedy surrounding his mother’s death
and to the social upheaval of the war was added the issue of his own heterosex-
ual life as a momentous question that Reich was dimly struggling to under-
stand.



4

Becoming a Psychoanalyst:
1918-1920

Soon after his discharge from the Army in the fall of 1918, Reich went to Vienna
to begin his professional education. Here he entered a milieu of new, provoca-
tive ideas and social movements. Vienna was home to Freud and most of his
early disciples. Although still isolated from and pilloried by the medical estab-
lishment, psychoanalysis was beginning to gain some influence on the larger
social scene. Vienna was also home to the composer Arnold Schonberg, the
painter Oskar Kokoschka, and the satirist Karl Kraus. These and other artists
fought hard against the cultural sentimentality and artificiality of prewar
Austria. The new, more trenchant and psychologically profound literature of
James Joyce, Marcel Proust, D. H. Lawrence, and Thomas Mann; the candid
social criticism of G. B. Shaw, Bertrand Russell, and Havelock Ellis; the cubist
vision of Picasso and Braque; the physics of Albert Einstein, Max Planck, and
Niels Bohr—these were but a few of the revolutionary trends sweeping intellec-
tual circles throughout Europe. It was a time of breakthroughs. One of the
leitmotifs of the period was the urge to look beneath the surface and to see
hitherto concealed or unknown forces in man’s psyche and social relationships
as well as in nature.

In Austria, the Social Democratic Party had recently come to power,
eager to initiate a vast program of economic, social, and educational reforms
in an impoverished, war-torn country, its people cold, hungry, and embittered
in the wake of a disastrous war. Many Austrians gravitated toward the urban-,
socialist-, and secular-minded Social Democrats. An almost equal number
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harked back to the dynastic days of Franz Josef and supported the Christian
Socialist Party, which was heavily Catholic in religion, conservative in eco-
nomics, and rural in constituency. But whether one was on the political left
or right, one was likely to be deeply engaged.

Before Reich could fully enter this scientific, artistic and political ferment,
he first had to establish himself economically, for he was penniless. His first
benefactor was his younger brother, Robert. Although eighteen to Willy’s
twenty-one in 1918, Robert felt a responsibility to help him continue his educa-
tion. There seems to have been an understanding between the two that Willy
was the especially gifted one and that his education came first. The idea was
that Robert would help Willy get his education, and then Willy would help
Robert. The second half of this plan never materialized; Robert joined a
business enterprise, an international transportation firm in which he rapidly
gained an executive position.'

Reich’s initial plans were uncertain. In the fall of 1918, he enrolled in the
Faculty of Law at the University of Vienna. It is not clear why he was attracted
to the law. Perhaps the issue of responsibility connected with his family
tragedy motivated him; the close connection of the law with politics also may
have appealed to him. For if Reich had been apolitical at the start of World
War 1, he was radicalized by its end. Once a student in Vienna, he became
deeply immersed in the Social Democratic “‘youth movement.” Even within
the generally socialist ideology of these young people, Reich became known
as one who took a quite radical position and argued vociferously against his
more moderate friends.?

Reich’s reasons for leaving the law are clearer than his attraction to it:
he found legal studies dull and remote. Before the end of the fall semester, he
had switched to the Faculty of Medicine. But on a deeper level, legal versus
medical or scientific orientations were to play a part in his thinking throughout
his life. Later he was to search for the “exploiters” who caused and benefited
from sexual suppression among the masses; and still later, for “conspirators”
who “masterminded” the attacks against his work. The quest for underlying
emotional-social forces that transcended issues of blame or legal judgment
meant that deeper moral issues would often be simultaneously involved.

At medical school Reich was off and running intellectually, never to stop
again until his death. Unlike many students who later became psychoanalysts
and who found the physician’s training a largely tedious route to their desired
goal, Reich began medical school with no specific specialty in mind. He was
deeply immersed in almost all his courses, particularly anatomy and the clini-
cal rotations. Only pharmacology and forensic medicine left him cold.® I have
noted his distrust of medication as a result of his treatment for psoriasis.
Reich’s dislike of forensic medicine may have reflected a continuing recoil
from the study of law.

In medical school, Reich encountered a dichotomy in science and philoso-
phy that was relevant to his ultimate choice of psychoanalysis. On the one
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hand, there was the experimental, mechanistic tradition stemming from Her-
mann Helmholtz, the German physicist and physician. In this tradition, the
laws of physics and chemistry were applied to the study of the human orga-
nism. It strongly opposed the assumption of any special forces governing living
substances that were not susceptible to laboratory study. Such concepts
smacked of the mysticism that thoroughgoing empiricism must always oppose.

An earlier tradition, termed Naturphilosophie, included Goethe among its
supporters and represented a form of pantheistic monism. If Helmholtz’s
school saw man as only an especially complicated kind of chemical machine,
one capable of preserving and reproducing itself, Naturphilosophie saw both
man and the universe as organisms, “ultimately consisting of forces, of activi-
ties, of creations, of emergings—organized in eternal basic conflicts, in polar-
ity.”*

Reich first experienced the conflict between the two traditions in terms
of the current debate between a “mechanistic” and a “vitalistic” explanation
of life. Years later, looking back on this period, he posed the problem in the
following way:

The question, “What is Life?” lay behind everything I learned.
... It became clear that the mechanistic concept of life, which domi-
nated our study of medicine at that time, was unsatisfactory. . . . There
was no denying the principle of a creative power governing life; only
it was not satisfactory as long as it was not tangible, as long as it could
not be described or practically handled. For, rightly, this was consid-
ered the supreme goal of natural science.’

The vitalists, men like Henri Bergson, who postulated a special force, an
élan vital, governing living things, greatly appealed to Reich, for “they seemed
to come closer to an understanding of the life principle than the mechanists
who dissected life before trying to understand it.”® But as always, he was
fascinated by the concrete—in neurology the complexity of the nerve tracts,
for example, and the ingenious arrangement of the ganglia.

Reich did very well in his courses. By his second year he was tutoring
first-year students, which eliminated the need for any help from his brother,
and afforded him considerable pride in his early and complete financial inde-
pendence.

The most important event during Reich’s years at medical school was his
encounter with psychoanalysis. How this came about is an interesting story in
itself. Grete Bibring (née Lehner), a woman in her seventies when I interviewed
her, with a distinguished career in psychoanalysis, recalled the setting in which
Reich first heard in detail about psychoanalysis. A first-year medical student
in 1919, she was sitting next to Reich and to Edward Bibring, her future
husband, at an anatomy lecture. The room was ill-heated because of the fuel
shortage, and Willy and Edward wore their Army overcoats, both being too
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poor to purchase civilian winter clothes. During the lecture, Otto Fenichel, a
fellow student (later to become an analyst of renown), passed around a note
urging an extracurricular seminar on subjects not covered by the regular
medical curriculum, to be run by the students themselves. Willy, Grete, Ed-
ward, and several others who have not been identified responded and joined
Fenichel in initiating and planning the seminar.’

In his published account (1942) of the start of this seminar, Reich omitted
to cite Fenichel as the originator, which is not surprising since the two men
were to quarrel bitterly in 1934 and so break off a close friendship that had
lasted for sixteen years. Further, Reich described the seminar as being specifi-
cally devoted to sexology, whereas Grete Bibring stated that it was devoted to
“new”” topics. However that may be, there is no doubt that sex was one of the
main topics not covered by the regular medical curriculum.

Early in the new seminar, the students invited a psychoanalyst to give
several talks. Later Reich recalled that while he learned a great deal from these
lectures, he objected to the way the analyst, as well as other guest lecturers,
discussed sexuality. “Sexuality, in my experience, was something different
from the thing they discussed. Those first lectures [by the analyst and others]
I attended made sexuality seem bizarre and strange.””

Reich had already arrived at his own views about the importance of
sexuality. A diary entry for March 1, 1919, reads: “Perhaps my own morality
objects to it. However, from my own experience, and from observation of
myself and others, I have become convinced that sexuality is the center around
which revolves the whole of social life as well as the inner life of the individ-
ual.”®

Reich’s initial discomfort with the discussions did not keep him from
being very active in the group. By the fall of 1919, according to his own account,
he was elected leader of the seminar, and helped organize further groups for
the study of various branches of sexology: endocrinology, biology, physiology,
and, especially, psychoanalysis. Grete Bibring said that the chairmanship of
the seminar rotated among the members and that it was a somewhat less
complex organization than Reich claimed. Reich always had a tendency to
expand on the organizational depth of undertakings he was currently as-
sociated with. In later years he might, for example, have one or two biologists
working with him and describe them as practically a department of biology.

The seminar led Reich directly to Freud’s writings. Immediately he was
enthralled, and especially drawn to Freud’s concept of infantile sexuality,
which made sex a much larger force than simply adult genitality. One could
trace its developmental aspects and see in adult perversions and neurotic
conflicts a fixation on or regression to earlier modes of sexual functioning. This
viewpoint was syntonic with Reich’s own experience of the powerful childhood
drama that Freud so emphasized: the boy’s sexual love for his mother, and his
rivalrous hatred toward his father.

In a wider sense, Freud’s method of thought greatly appealed to Reich
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because it tended to combine the two strands of vitalism and mechanistic
science that Reich had already encountered in his own medical training. Freud
was not afraid, for example, to address major problems of human emotional
life even if they could not be studied in the laboratory. He was prepared to
postulate a force—libido, or the energy of the sexual instinct—even though it
could not be investigated experimentally or measured quantitatively. At the
same time, Freud the empiricist studied the transformations of this postulated
energy as carefully as possible. Wherever he could, he used the models and
language of physics, speaking, for example, of “cathexes” and “displacements”
of energy, of the “quantitative” strength of an idea, of emotion as a phenome-
non of “energy discharge.” Moreover, he hoped that one day the concept of
libido would be more than a metaphor or an analogy, that it would be rooted
in a biochemical matrix.

It was not surprising that in Freud’s young science Reich found that
fusion of soft, amorphous feeling and hard, empirical fact which he was
searching for so assiduously in his medical studies. On a more personal level,
psychoanalysis in part represented for him a combination of his parents and
his dual identifications with them: his mother, who represented feeling, and,
in a sense, died for feeling; and his father, who represented the vigorous,
practical, tangible world of reality.

The impact of Freud’s personality on Reich matched the impact of his
work. Many years later, Reich was to describe his visit in 1919 to Freud and
others in order to obtain literature for the extracurricular seminar:

Freud’s personality made the strongest and most lasting impres-
sion. [Wilhelm] Stekel tried to please. [Alfred] Adler was disappoint-
ing. He scolded at Freud. . . . Freud was different. To begin with, he
was simple and straightforward in his attitude. Each one of the others
expressed in his attitude some role: that of the professor, of the great
Menschenkenner, or the distinguished scientist. Freud spoke to me
like an ordinary human being. He had piercingly intelligent eyes; they
did not try to penetrate the listener’s eyes in a visionary pose; they
simply looked into the world, straight and honest. . . . His manner of
speaking was quick, to the point and lively. The movements of his
hands were natural. Everything he did and said was shot through with
tints of irony. I had come there in a state of trepidation and left with
a feeling of pleasure and friendliness. That was the starting point of
fourteen years of intensive work in and for psychoanalysis. At the end,
I experienced a bitter disappointment in Freud, a disappointment
which, I am happy to say, did not lead to hatred or rejection. On the
contrary, today I have a better and higher estimation of Freud’s
achievement than in those days when I was his worshipful disciple.
I am happy to have been his pupil for such a long time without
premature criticism, and with a full devotion to his cause.*’
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I quote in some detail because Reich’s intense admiration for Freud as a
man was to be an important part of what psychoanalysis as a whole meant to
him. When Reich actually met Freud in 1919, he was quite on his own and
proudly so. However, as he expressed it in 1948, he had never been really close
to his own father, and Freud represented the kind of mentor and father
substitute he so badly needed during this period."" And what better exemplar
could he have found? Freud’s interests corresponded closely to his own, not
only in terms of science and psychology but also sociologically, for Freud’s
work was fraught with educational and group implications. In addition, the
example of Freud’s lonely struggles must have inspired the young Reich,
seeking a heroic destiny, who strove to avoid the “triviality of the everyday.”
For though Freud’s work revolved around his office, he had met more than
his due of hate-filled abuse. Indeed, Freud saw himself primarily as a “conquis-
tador,” and his letters to his colleagues about outright hostility to analysis on
one front, covert resistance on another, and genuine victory on still another
often sound like communiqués between a commander-in-chief and his bat-
tlefield generals. As a man and a teacher, then, Freud had many attributes that
could supply for the young Reich the inspiring but steadying, soaring but
disciplined “benevolent presence” (to use Erik Erikson’s felicitous phrase
again) he longed for.

On his side, Freud must have been quite impressed by Reich. Freud
permitted the young medical student to start seeing analytic patients in early
1920 (possibly even late in 1919) and referred several cases to him. Reich was
not unique in starting psychoanalytic practice at so young an age (twenty-two
or twenty-three) and without formal training, but there were not many in this
category. In the summer of 1920, Reich was admitted as a guest member of
the Vienna Psychoanalytic Society; in the fall of that year, he presented a paper
on Ibsen’s Peer Gynt to the Society, after which he became a regular member.?

The speed with which Reich became an analyst was not solely a function
of his own intelligence, energy, and commitment, but also of the milieu. For
psychoanalysis did not then have the formidable organizational structure it
was to develop some years later, with the requirements of psychiatric resi-
dency, training analysis, analytic seminars, and case supervision. In 1920, if one
had Freud’s blessing—an important “if,” since Freud controlled most of the
referrals that came to the new specialty of psychoanalysis—one could begin
analytic practice with virtually no formal training. One was expected to steep
oneself in the analytic literature and required to present an acceptable paper
in order to become a member of the Society, but little else. Ironically, Reich
himself was to make a significant contribution—not least through the elabora-
tion of “character analysis”—to lengthening the apprenticeship required of
analytic candidates.

The significance of Freud and psychoanalysis to Reich becomes even more
apparent if we take a closer look at Reich’s personality and private life during
this period.
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Those who knew Reich as a young medical student around 1919—20 focus
on his vitality and brilliance. For some, it was not only his forceful nature but
also a kind of rudeness that impressed them. Grete Bibring, musing about the
young Reich, spoke with a mixture of fondness, admiration, and disdain. She
commented on his intelligence, his eagerness to learn, and his capacity to “soak
up everything.” At the same time she found him less sophisticated and less
knowledgeable in terms of general culture than many of her fellow students.
She also felt he was quite impressionable and cited an example from around
the year 1920. Reich had a patient in analysis who was a Communist. One day
Willy excitedly came to Grete and Edward, exclaiming that Communists
weren’t necessarily fools. Since this was hardly news to the young couple, they
did not share Willy’s sense of great discovery. A strain on the relationship was
Reich’s competitiveness with Edward Bibring, for Willy, too, was drawn to the
attractive, spirited, and intellectual Grete—a romantic interest she did not
reciprocate.’

Willy’s colleagues also criticized, initially with good humor, later with
more acerbity, his tendency to dominate groups. In the student seminar, for
example, a story tells how Reich, as leader or temporary leader, was outlining
a series of presentations for the coming weeks. He meant to say that after he
had presented a certain topic, another member would speak on something else.
Instead, he made the slip: “Nach mir, ich komme” (After me, I come). The
group burst out laughing and someone said: “That’s the trouble with you,
Willy—‘After me, I come.’ >

Some of the same personal qualities, as well as others, are revealed in
Reich’s relationship with Lia Laszky. Laszky recalled meeting Reich when
both were lab partners in a first-year anatomy course. Reich was taking an
accelerated program that permitted him to complete the regular six-year cur-
riculum in four years. He repeatedly urged Laszky to do the same so that they
could continue working together. “So like a fool I did. I wasn’t as smart as
he was, I wasn’t as determined. It was all too much for me.” Later she was
to drop out of medical school altogether.'*

Lia Laszky felt that Reich at that time was both “fascinating and abhor-
rent”’: fascinating because of his vitality, his radiant interests, and his personal
charm during good moods; abhorrent because he could apply such pressure
to induce her to do what he wanted and because, in his bad moods, he could
be so touchy and easily angered. In spite of her mixed feelings, for a period
she was very much under his influence. If he failed in persuading her to finish
medical school, he succeeded in arousing her lasting interest in psychoanalysis.

During Reich’s first year of medical school, Laszky had been helpful to
him in a very practical way. He had little money and was often hungry.
Through her father, who was a doctor, her family had access to food, so she
shared with Reich the daily lunch she brought from home. But Reich also
needed supper. Lia persuaded her mother to give her bigger and bigger lun-
ches, ostensibly to assuage her ever more ravenous hunger. Finally her parents
began to worry about her health and arranged for her to have a medical exam.
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Lia then told them the truth. Her father invited Reich to call and gave him
a small allowance. Not long afterward, Lia’s interest in psychoanalysis devel-
oped under Reich’s influence. Her father, a bitter opponent of Freud’s work,
was outraged and blamed Reich. The allowance was cut off and he was no
longer welcomed in the Laszky home.

This incident is very illustrative of the way Reich dealt with help from
others. Reich is assisted by someone. He takes it more or less for granted, at
least if the person does not seem to be making any great sacrifice. As Laszky
says: “He wasn’t worried that he often ate my whole lunch.” He undoubtedly
felt that she didn’t have to worry about her next meal, he did. And he also
appears to have been quite prepared to take an allowance from Lia’s father
without any obligation to defer to her father in a major way. Reich was
interested in psychoanalysis, Lia should be, and to hell with what her father
thought. Conversely, Reich himself was often very generous to people in need
so long as he could give freely. If he was expected to give, it could be quite
a different story, as we shall see in later contexts.

In spite of the family opposition, or perhaps in part because of it, the
friendship between Willy and Lia continued to develop. Whether Reich was
in love with her we do not know, though it appears that at one point he wanted
to marry her. For all his fascination, Lia Laszky was not in love with him—
“I was a virgin and he was a steamroller.”” She felt that for him the conquest
was more the issue than love: conquering this attractive, vivacious, intelligent
young girl, this virgin, this daughter of a physician, this in many ways reluctant
woman. In fact, they did not have intercourse at that time. According to
Laszky, “I was too frightened, too inhibited.” Her refusal angered Reich, but
it did not stop his pursuit of her.'

Another characteristic element of Reich’s personality was revealed in his
relationship with Lia: his intense jealousy. These feelings were quite realisti-
cally aroused by a strong competitor, the conductor Hans Swarowski, whom
Lia had met during her first year of medical school. Swarowski wanted to
marry her, and over time it became clear that she preferred him to Willy. Her
fiancé asked her to give up medical school so she would be free to travel with
him. Willy did not surrender easily, but kept pursuing her, once even surpris-
ing her by appearing unannounced on a train when she was on her way to visit
Swarowski. Willy kept telling her that she was made to be a psychiatrist and
that she couldn’t leave him. This dual appeal to the woman he cared for was
to recur throughout Reich’s life: Be with me and do what I am doing!

However close Reich may have been to Lia, he was also close to other
women. One important friendship was with a young nursery-school teacher,
described by those who knew her as soft, pretty, not especially intellectual, and
—unlike Lia—very much in love with Reich. The girl died suddenly of an
illegal abortion."”

If Reich was the man involved—and the evidence suggests that he was
—the event must have had an enormous impact on him. We know that he felt
implicated in his mother’s death. Now his relationship with the nursery-school
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teacher repeated the disastrous consequences of sex outside marriage, and he
was once again deeply involved. Moreover, if his mother’s fate helped deter-
mine the broad background of his later efforts to free genitality, so this experi-
ence would seem to have been closely related to his later strong interest in a
particular sex reform: the legalization of abortion.

The relationships with Lia Laszky and the nursery-school teacher were
serious ones. There were also lighter, more casual affairs. Judging from the
reports of women who knew him at that time, Reich appears to have had some
need to prove his masculinity, to be something of a womanizer. The atmo-
sphere among his friends was quite permissive. Psychoanalysis was used as a
rationale (some would say a rationalization) justifying a nonmonogamous way
of life. However, Reich and many of his friends were old-fashioned in the sense
that they were intensely serious about their studies and careers. They might
have casual affairs, but they also worked hard from early morning until late
at night. Reich and Otto Fenichel, especially, were regarded as intellectual
leaders among the analytically oriented students; Otto was admired for his
encyclopedic knowledge and Reich for his capacity to cite just the telling case
or concept from the writings of Freud and other analysts.

Along with many of his friends, Reich was involved with the Social
Democratic youth movement. Its student wing was a loose association of
young, largely middle-class men and women who were devoted to leftist poli-
tics, the new in the arts and psychology, the right of the young to determine
their own lives, and freedom from “dull, bourgeois” cultural standards in
general and conventional mores in particular. (One of the worst curses among
this group was to label someone ‘‘Victorian.””) The youth movement was
important on a personal level for Reich because it provided the peer-group
support and activities so lacking in his early life. It appears to have been
Reich’s first major political involvement—not in any very organized or highly
theoretical way, but as part of the total social milieu. He would have been
exposed, for example, to the Kinderfreunde, a Social Democratic organization
devoted to the education of homeless pre-adolescents. In addition to the youth
movement, there was also a workers’ youth group to which Reich lectured on
psychoanalysis in the early twenties. The leaders in the Social Democratic
Party had a large vision and did not confine themselves to narrow economic
and political questions. They wanted to wrest education from Catholic hands
and influence the minds of the young. The idea was to develop the whole
person; the aim, to build a “socialist man.”

Later, in about 1927 or so, Reich’s political interests were to become
intense, theoretically informed, and organizationally engaged—women’s
rights, the rights of youth, communal facilities for homeless young people,
connections between political and educational change, anti-religious orienta-
tions. By 1919 or 1920, the seeds of these interests had been planted, partly
through the youth movement.

A final point concerning the Social Democratic group. If Reich found in
Freud the role model par excellence of intellectual daring, he found in the
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youth movement support for his own emotional and social adventurousness.
These young people of the right as well as the left were permeated with a
Nietzschean scorn for well-trod, narrow paths of existence, with a love of
nature, with a yearning for “something more” than the lives of their parents.
On the political right, such yearnings were to degenerate into the fierce nation-
alism that characterized Nazism. But even in this extreme distortion Reich
discerned a genuine, surging feeling, the kind of primary emotion he would
always honor even when he condemned its corrupt expressions.

Studies, love, and politics were not Reich’s sole concerns during this
period. He remained interested in physical activity, joining an Alpine club not
long after his arrival in Vienna. He also joined the Schonberg music associa-
tion, following up on a childhood interest when he had studied the piano. For
a brief period in Vienna, he appears to have begun to play the cello, stimulated
by Lia, herself a talented cellist. Throughout his life he loved music. Not
surprisingly, the tempestuous, struggling, innovative, and many-faceted Bee-
thoven was his favorite composer.*®

It was also typical of Reich’s life, and the lives of many of his friends, that
there were no sharp distinctions between work and leisure time or among
various interests. One celebrated a political event at a party, one’s medical
school and extracurricular pursuits interlaced, and love itself was an arena
where some of the home truths of the new psychological knowledge were most
fully revealed.

In hearing people talk about the young, social Reich, one senses a spar-
kling person at the center of the groups in which he was involved. However,
in play as in work Reich had to be at the center. For example, after animatedly
discussing how fascinating and lively Reich could be, Gisela Stein, a friend of
Reich’s and wife of the internist Paul Stein, reported that he frequently was
“unbearably intolerant” when confronted with disagreement: “He had to do
everything best—when he went skiing, he had to be the best and everybody
had to ski his way.”

For all his capacity to be at the center of things, Reich often felt like an
outsider. His choice of Peer Gynt, the quintessential outsider, as the subject
for his first analytic paper was no accident. What contributed to this feeling
of alienation on Reich’s part at the very time when things seemed to be going
so well, when, unlike Peer Gynt, his own bursting strength did not consist
simply of dreams and longings but was being channeled into productive out-
lets?

I have already commented that his experience of sexuality was quite
different from the way many of his teachers and peers such as Lia Laszky felt
about it. It seems apparent that Reich’s intensity and creativity also served to
separate him from most people he was to know then and later. At the same
time, in spite of professional and personal successes, his self-confidence re-
mained shaky. His country background may have contributed to the outsider
feeling, for many Viennese wished that the refugees from the former Eastern
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provinces would go home. His unusual social situation as a child—the “crown
prince” of a feudal estate, not permitted to play with most of his peers—may
have contributed to his difficulties with the easy give-and-take of normal
friendship even while he yearned for it so much. His psoriasis undoubtedly
undermined his physical self-confidence: some of the women who knew him
during this period said that while others found him attractive, they themselves
were put off by his “acne.”

There were obviously deeper factors involved in his feelings of alienation.
It is not difficult to trace them to his childhood family conflicts. His intense
rivalrous feelings toward his powerful, domineering father were stimulated by
his mother’s doting love and her and his own abuse at the hands of the father.
Inflamed through his (and his father’s) defeat by the tutor, there arose an
extraordinary sensitivity to being defeated, put down, or otherwise made to
look small. One way to avoid such a repetition was to take the dominant
position. Subordinacy was only tolerable when, as in the case of his relation-
ship with Freud, he could idolize a somewhat distant, much older mentor who
treated him well, indeed, as a kind of favorite. His mother’s “betrayal” of her
loving son illumined the intense jealousy he experienced toward women and
his need to prove himself—his attractiveness, his worth—by winning many
women. And while his self-perception of being ““different” had many positive
bases—energy, creativity, and health—it also had a foundation in feelings of
guilt from his role in his mother’s death, feelings that led him to believe he
was a “marked” man, who must live an extraordinary life to redeem the
suffering he had witnessed (and perhaps caused) at such close quarters. Finally,
it is worth noting that these painful feelings about his family background are
further revealed by the fact that during this period Reich did not discuss his
family even with those, such as Lia, he was closest to.

Whatever his personal conflicts, Reich generally was able to maintain his
capacity to work effectively. There appears to have been only one brief period
when the weight of the past severely interfered with his capacity to function.
In the same article (published in 1920) in which he presented his childhood
trauma in disguised form, Reich also outlined some of the conflicts he felt
around 1919. He described the “patient” (himself) as suffering from states of
depression and rumination that led him to lose all interest in his studies. He
feared speaking in public lest he make a fool of himself, become all “choked
up.” He tended to want to be alone and to dwell on small, everyday errors,
which he magnified into a “huge case.”

Reich also reported that the onset of these feelings of depression occurred
in connection with a relationship to a girl who was “intellectually very much
below him” (the nursery-school teacher?) and whom he suspected of being
unfaithful to him at one point. There the “analyst” (Reich) interjected to say
that, in his opinion, the “patient’s” suspicion was without objective founda-
tion. Also, the “patient” suffered from a restless quest for an ideal sexual
partner, with feelings of disappointment following any actual experience. (The
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“analyst” later related this quest to the patient’s unconscious search for the
“perfect” mate, i.e., his mother.)

This personal crisis around 1919 undoubtedly further fixed Reich’s intense
interest in psychoanalysis. Together with other evidence, the “case history”
indicates that he did in fact have some brief analytic therapy around this time.
His first analyst was Isidor Sadger," one of Freud’s earliest Viennese associ-
ates. In the early 1920s, Reich underwent a second analysis, this time with Paul
Federn, which also did not last long. Federn was a prominent early disciple
of Freud’s.

Reich may also have undergone analysis for training purposes. Although
a personal analysis did not become a prerequisite for practice until 1926, Freud
urged “very young candidates who came to him for advice . . . that they be
analyzed themselves.””?! It is reasonable to conjecture that he also gave Reich
this advice. I would further assume that Reich’s first choice of analyst was
Freud, but that the latter’s relatively high fees and his reluctance to take
Viennese students into therapy with him would have made this outcome
unlikely. There is definite evidence that some years later Reich very much
wanted to be in treatment with Freud.

In later years Reich never, to my knowledge, talked about his experiences
as an analytic patient. We do not know why his analyses were so brief. Perhaps
Reich, like the “patient” he described, broke off treatment because of difficul-
ties in even discussing his childhood trauma. Perhaps there were conflicts
about technique or personality clashes. Both Sadger and Federn came to
dislike Reich bitterly.

In any case, the intensity of the problems that appear to have led Reich
into his first analysis could not have lasted long, judging from his extremely
rapid progress during those early Vienna years. By the end of 1920 he was
already a practicing analyst, with two more years of medical school to com-
plete. He no longer had to scrounge for the means to live since now he could
support himself through his practice. In 1920 his living quarters, which also
served as an office, were on Berggasse, the same street where Freud resided.
He had found the beginning lines of his life work, and in Sigmund Freud the
most significant role model of his career. Whatever his conflicts, Reich had
demonstrated that he could make it in the world. And he had at least taken
some first steps in understanding, and redeeming, the tragedies of his early life.
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Reich’s Work on the
Impulsive Character:
1922-1924

In later years, Reich used to speak of his work as existing outside the frame-
work of present-day scientific disciplines. And, indeed, Reich’s concepts of
genitality and orgastic potency were, as we shall see, rejected even by Freud,
to whom Reich was first attracted precisely because of the way he addressed
issues of sexuality.

This latent “outsideness” was to become apparent only over time. During
the early and mid-1920s, Reich saw himself—and was regarded by others—as
functioning very much within the psychoanalytic movement.

Following Reich’s graduation from medical school in 1922, he kept up the
varied but unified effort that had characterized his earlier student years. In
addition to his private practice of analysis, he undertook in 1922 postgraduate
study in neuropsychiatry at the University of Vienna Clinic, headed by the
neuropsychiatrist Professor Wagner von Jauregg, who later won the Nobel
Prize for the malarial treatment of general paresis. Reich’s work at this clinic
gave him the opportunity to study various kinds of psychotic illnesses and
stimulated what would become a lifelong interest in schizophrenia. He also
appreciated working under the famed von Jauregg, although the latter was not
sympathetic to psychoanalysis and missed no opportunity to poke fun at it. It
is worth noting here that as a student Reich had the good fortune to work with
the most eminent, organically oriented psychiatrist of the period as well as the
leading psychoanalyst.
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Reich’s thorough professional training is notable on another count.
Young people today have picked up the anti-establishment aspects of his work,
its “outsideness,” as an excuse for not acquiring traditional education or
formal training. Reich cannot be used as a model for this kind of rebellion.
Despite his defiance of taboos, throughout his life he was intent on learning
all he could from others.

Moreover, Reich valued what he sometimes called a “good old-fashioned
education.” As a young man he was ambitious for public validation. He
wanted proper credentials as he wanted the respect of his peers and superiors.
And for all his outspokenness on matters of principle, he could exercise discre-
tion in order not to alienate unnecessarily those important to him. For exam-
ple, at von Jauregg’s clinic he would sometimes omit from his patient charts
mention of sexual symbolism, since to include analytic interpretations would
only invite the ridicule of his chief.

During this period, Reich also began working in the newly established
Vienna Psychoanalytic Polyclinic. He was to work part time there for eight
years, initially as a first assistant, later as assistant chief, with the senior analyst
Eduard Hitschmann serving as chief throughout. Reich’s work was extremely
important in furthering his social interests since the clinic served laborers,
farmers, students, and others with low earnings who could ill afford private
treatment. Not only did he have the opportunity to deal with the emotional
problems of the poor; he could note how economic conditions contributed to
and exacerbated their suffering—social implications that were later significant
to him. As was so characteristic of Reich, a given opportunity was useful in
several directions at the same time. From a more narrowly psychiatric and
psychoanalytic viewpoint, the clinic population was rich in patients not usually
seen by analysts—persons whose diagnosis was “impulsive character” (a term
coined by Franz Alexander) or what today would more likely be termed
“character disorder” or “borderline” patients.

Until this polyclinic opened, psychoanalysis had been available mainly to
middle-class patients suffering from the so-called symptom neuroses, for exam-
ple, patients with obsessive-compulsive complaints such as endless hand-wash-
ing, or hysterical complaints such as a paralysis of a part of the body without
any organic basis. Reich’s study of the impulsive character provided a nice
transition to a broader study of the personality, for this malady was typified
not by specific symptoms so much as by a chaotically disorganized style of life.
These patients, who had frequently been diagnosed as “psychopaths,” were
often regarded as more “bad” than “sick.” They were frequently anti-social
and showed self-destructive tendencies in the form of criminality, addictions,
outbursts of uncontrollable rage, or suicide attempts. Even today exceedingly
difficult to treat, such people are generally considered “troublemakers’ and are
tossed back and forth among the courts, prisons, and mental health centers.

In 1925 Reich published his first book, a monograph entitled Der Trieb-
hafte Charakter (The Impulsive Character).! As he was later to do so fre-
quently, Reich began with some broad theoretical issues. Following Freud’s
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direction in the 1920s, which gave more emphasis to the ego, the character, in
contrast to the earlier period of psychoanalysis, which had focused heavily on
unconscious impulses and wishes, Reich argued for a “single, systematic the-
ory of character . . . a psychic embryology.” Put more simply, he stressed that
we do not understand how the variation in human personality comes about.
True, fragments of a psychoanalytic embryology existed. Freud, Ernest Jones,
and Karl Abraham had posited that persons fixated at the anal stage of
development often showed specific character traits such as frugality, orderli-
ness, and stubbornness. But why one person with such a fixation developed a
symptom, such as compulsive hand-washing, while another showed only the
character trait of cleanliness, was not clear.

Reich then went on to define the impulsive character and to differentiate
it diagnostically from the symptom neuroses, on the one hand, and the psy-
choses, on the other. He saw the impulsive character as a transitional stage
from neuroses to psychoses (well conveyed by the current term “borderline”
case). The further details of his differentiations need not concern us here save
to note that Reich placed a heavy emphasis on the fact that the impulsive
character, unlike the symptom neurotic, often rationalized his illness. He
would, for example, blame others for his unbridled excesses and not perceive
himself as emotionally disturbed. Also, we might note that Reich’s fine dis-
tinctions regarding these various illnesses make clear why in the early 1920s
Paul Federn called Reich the best diagnostician among the younger ana-
lysts.2

A substantial section of the monograph is devoted to an elucidation of
early childhood development of the impulsive character. Reich posited that
impulsive persons often, as small children, initially experienced considerable
permissiveness. Then, suddenly, impulse gratification was followed by a
belated but “ruthless” and “traumatic” frustration.

The childhood sexual history of the impulsive character contained strong
stimulation, severe conflicts, and the development of weak or unstable ego
defenses. According to psychoanalytic theory, almost all patients have ex-
perienced castration threats and the witnessing or overhearing of the primal
scene. Reich argued that the impulsive character suffered these events in an
especially blatant form:

Impulsive characters have lived out their sexuality not only very early,
but also with fully conscious incest wishes. . . . Owing to a lack of
supervision, such patients see and grasp far more of adult sexual life
than do the simple neurotics. The latency period is activated mini-
mally or not at all. . . . Puberty is ushered in with extreme break-
throughs of the sexual drive. Neither masturbation nor intercourse,
which are taken up at a very early age, can afford relief, for the whole
libidinal organization is torn apart by disappointment and guilt feel-
ings.’
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We might consider here the significance of the similarities between
Reich’s description of childhood factors in the development of the impulsive
character and his own personal history: the combination of stimulation and
indulgence, on the one hand, and harsh punishment, on the other; the exposure
to striking “primal scene” experiences; the absence of a latency period; and the
conscious awareness of incest wishes in puberty.

These factors lead one to think there may have been strong inner reasons
for Reich’s choice of the impulsive character as subject of his first detailed
psychoanalytic investigation. Reich could certainly act very impulsively and,
on occasion, was given to unbridled rages. To give but a few examples: Gisela
Stein recalls him storming out of the Steins’ apartment following a political
argument in the early 1920s; Reich’s third wife, Ilse Ollendorff, remembers his
towering rages in the 1940s and 1950s when confronted with bills he considered
excessive or insufficiently controlled by Ilse in terms of the quantity or quality
of work done; and I myself remember during therapy in 1948 his fury when
I told him of certain criticisms made by a person he detested.

These outbursts were often provoked by various hurts and insults, but
they were often disproportionate to the cause. And whatever the justification
in terms of external provocation, it was also clear that at times Reich used such
justification to rationalize his outburst much as he described the impulsive
character explaining away his excesses. On other occasions, he would be
genuinely mortified after such an outburst and would immediately apologize
to the person he had abused.

One further point should be made about the development of Reich’s
impulsive characteristics—a point that is in accordance with his general theo-
retical approach to the development of character traits. In the first section of
the monograph, Reich, following Freud, emphasizes the role of identification
in the development of the ego: “The process of identification holds the key to
the characterological interpretation of personality.” In Reich’s case, his impul-
sive tendencies can be seen as the result of childhood stimulation and repres-
sion; but they can also be viewed in the light of his identification with his
father. For Leon, too, was given to fits of unbridled and rationalized rage,
especially when his jealousy was aroused. Throughout his life, Reich was
aware of the problematic aspects of his personality that stemmed from his
identification with Leon.

I hypothesize, then, that during the early 1920s Reich was involved in his
own psychoanalysis, partly with the help of Isidor Sadger and Paul Federn,
but largely (I conjecture) on his own. As his first autobiographical sketch
informs us, Reich was acutely aware of—and sometimes very troubled by—
many aspects of his own life history. It seems likely that this awareness of his
own conflicts and the environmental matrix within which they developed
alerted him to similar constellations in patients. Clearly, his self-awareness was
further heightened by the work with impulsive characters in particular.

It would be erroneous to use the preceding linkage of themes in his life
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with his work on the impulsive character to substantiate the accusation that
some have made against Reich: that he was a psychopath. Those who thought
of him in this fashion had their own reasons and problems. The complexity
of Reich’s personality could provide a field day for the diagnostician. My own
aim is something different: to trace his development and to show how crea-
tively—and sometimes destructively—he used what was within him.

In the monograph, Reich’s tone is in fact cool and objective, showing
considerable distance between himself and his subject matter. These pages
reveal him primarily as a sharp, up-and-coming young analyst whose primary
goal, along good Freudian lines, is to understand rather than to cure. Indeed,
compared with Reich’s later clinical works, it is striking how relatively free
the monograph is of any suggestions for treatment. Although he makes passing
reference to the poor economic conditions surrounding the impulsive charac-
ters, there is none of the zeal for social reform that suffuses later publications.

The monograph is furthermore instructive because it shows how slowly
Reich arrived at the concepts most closely associated with his name. In the
late 1920s, he was essentially to redefine Karl Abraham’s notion of the “‘genital
character.” He would also formulate pedagogical notions describing the possi-
bility of an upbringing different from either “normal” repressiveness or the
exotic mixture of indulgence and punishment that impulsive persons ex-
perienced in childhood.

However, he first had to sort out the more conflict-ridden aspects of his
own childhood experiences and the experiences of impulsive characters. For
that kind of sexual permissiveness led to all kinds of problems. And so in
1925, as in 1920, we find Reich still closely identified with many traditional
analytic notions. He believed in the desirability of strong ego defenses against
sexual wishes and impulses. He also emphasized the cultural value of the
latency period—an absence or strong diminution of sexual feelings between
the ages of around six and the onset of puberty. Before Reich could trans-
cend psychoanalytic formulations on these matters, he had to comprehend
more fully the strengths as well as the weaknesses in his own background
and personality.

As T have indicated, Reich’s main interests in the monograph per se were
diagnostic and etiological rather than therapeutic. His chief suggestion for
treatment was to uncover the unconscious of impulsive patients very carefully
and particularly slowly.

At the end of the monograph, Reich argued for more research on how
to treat the impulsive character. Such study would require an institutional
setting to protect the patient from his or her uncontrollable impulses at the
same time as it offered treatment. Few such settings existed. Impulsive patients
were initially hospitalized because of a destructive or self-destructive act; they
would then be discharged, only to be readmitted after another, usually more
dangerous outburst. Finally, they often succeeded in killing themselves or they
were given custodial care. What Reich wrote of this deplorable course for the
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patient of the 1920s could be repeated, with slight modifications, to describe
current treatment today.

The Impulsive Character won Reich considerable recognition from his
mentors and colleagues. Freud congratulated Reich directly, and in a letter to
Paul Federn described the monograph as “full of valuable content.””* Indeed,
he thought so highly of it that he urged Federn, then vice-chairman of the
Vienna Psychoanalytic Society and Freud’s right-hand man in organizational
matters, to see that Reich was appointed to the Society’s executive committee.
More recently, an authority has called it a classic that does for the impulsive
character what Freud’s case history of Dora does for the hysteric.’

The monograph would undoubtedly have received much wider acclaim
were it more readily available. The German edition has been out of print for
many years, and the piece was not available in English until 1970, when it
appeared in the Journal of Orgonomy. At least one competent observer, with
no ax to grind, believes that it would have been translated much earlier were
it not for the quarrels that subsequently developed between Reich and the
psychoanalytic establishment.
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Reich’s Early Work on

Character Analysis:
1920-1926

By the early 19208, Reich had acquired considerable exposure to neurotic
patients, the psychotically ill, and impulsive or borderline characters—all good
experience for any young psychiatrist. If Reich’s most careful diagnostic work
was done with impulsive persons, his concern with treatment began with the
neurotic patients, whom he saw in private analytic practice.

There were few guidelines as to how an analysis should be conducted, but
this lack of requirements and guidelines had its advantages for the young
Reich. He could plunge into the practice of analysis directly; he could learn
to think for himself; and he was not required to absorb a good deal from others
that he would later have to unlearn. He was spared the endless seminars,
supervised cases, and so on that today are required of analytic candidates, with
the result that they often are unable to abandon the student role, with all its
infantilizing features, until about forty. Yet another paradox is that Reich was
one of the main contributors to expanding the analytic curriculum for stu-
dents.

In his own writings, Reich stressed the deficiencies rather than the advan-
tages of his early years as an analyst:

There was hardly any discussion of psychoanalytic technique, a
lack which I felt very keenly in my work with patients. There was
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neither a training institute nor an organized curriculum. The counsel
to be had from older colleagues was meager. “Just go on analyzing
patiently,” they would say, “it’ll come.” What would come, and how,
one did not quite know. One of the most difficult points was the
handling of patients who were severely inhibited or even remained
silent. Later analysts have never experienced this desolate being at sea
in matters of technique. When a patient failed to produce associations,
if he did not “want to have” dreams or did not produce associations,
one would sit there, helpless, for hours. The technique of analysis of
resistances, although theoretically formulated, was not practiced.
... If one told the patient, “You have a resistance,” he would look
at one uncomprehendingly. If one told him that he “defended himself
against his unconscious,” one was not any better off. Trying to con-
vince him that his silence or resistance was senseless, that it really was
distrust or fear, was somewhat more intelligent, but no more fruitful.
Yet, the older colleagues kept saying: “Just keep on analyzing.”

In later years Reich spoke even more contemptuously of the “older col-
leagues,” Freud excepted. In an interview with Kurt Eissler, Secretary of the
Freud Archives, Reich described the atmosphere of the Vienna Psychoanalytic
Society as very boring, and stated that I acted “like a shark in a pond of
carps.”?

When Reich had questions, he tended to go directly to Freud for help.
However, Reich felt that while Freud had a marvelous capacity for solving
complicated situations theoretically, he was not of great technical assistance.?
Freud, too, advised Reich to be patient. He warned against “therapeutic
ambitiousness.” Reich later wrote that it took some years before he understood
Freud’s point that “premature therapeutic ambitiousness is not conducive to
the discovery of new facts.”*

With Freud’s approval, Reich took his first practical step toward systema-
tizing the therapeutic technique. In 1922 he suggested the establishment of a
technical seminar, to be led by a senior analyst but designed to meet the explicit
needs of young analysts. The main method of the seminar would be the
systematic study of individual cases in analytic treatment. Eduard Hitschmann
was the first leader of the seminar, Hermann Nunberg the second. In 1924, at
the age of twenty-seven, Reich took over the leadership, which he maintained
until 1930, when he left for Berlin.

To establish an atmosphere of candor and productivity within the semi-
nar, Reich took several steps. From the first, he proposed that, with the
exception of the leader, the seminar should be confined strictly to younger
members of the Psychoanalytic Society. In this way the more inexperienced
analysts could vent their doubts and troubles without worrying about the
opinion of the more senior members. When Reich became leader, he estab-
lished the requirement that participants present only treatment failures, so
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that there would be no glib smoothing over of difficulties to impress one’s
colleagues with successes. Reich also set an example by initially presenting
some of his own treatment failures.

Reich was dissatisfied with the way cases were presented during the first
two years of the technical seminar. The procedure had been for the presenter
to fill most of the allotted time with the patient’s life history; then, in the
ensuing discussion, some rather hit-or-miss suggestions for future treatment
would be made. As leader, Reich developed the procedure of having the
presenter give only as much of the case history as was necessary for clarifica-
tion of the technical problems.

Here we see Reich as teacher and organizer, insisting on a system in the
rather inchoate field of psychoanalysis. He focused directly on the problem of
the choice points for the therapist, his options at any given moment. It is
interesting that Reich’s method of running the seminar was very similar to the
case method of teaching favored today by the Harvard Business School. Their
approach is sharply focused on the question: Given such and such a situation,
what decision do you make and why? Anyone who has tried to use this
approach quickly realizes how much effort is needed by the leader to keep the
discussion on the question at hand.

During his first year as seminar leader, Reich focused on “resistances.”
Freud had already stressed the importance of analyzing resistances after he
moved beyond hypnosis, and after he found that direct interpretation of the
unconscious (as it emerged in derivatives such as dreams) was often not
fruitful. He gave up direct interpretation and tried, instead, to make the
unconscious conscious by the elimination of the resistances put up against the
repressed material.

Reich directed attention not only to the then familiar forms of resistance
that directly impeded the flow of the patient’s associations, such as his or her
skipping over thoughts as irrelevant or too embarrassing, going “blank,” being
late for sessions, and the like. He stressed the resistances which, in his opinion,
were all the more insidious because they did not stop the flow of material.
What they did do, Reich was to argue vehemently and in great detail, was to
prevent fantasies, memories, and impulses from emerging with strong emotion.
Using examples taken from his own treatment failures as well as those of his
colleagues, Reich showed that a great number of analyses, as currently carried
out, degenerated into “‘chaotic situations.”” A welter of memories, dreams, and
unconscious ideas was unearthed in helter-skelter fashion, but no strong feel-
ings were released, and the patient showed little improvement.

7 The first of the resistances on which Reich focused was “latent negative
transference,” not in itself a new concept. Freud had pointed out that the
patient transferred hostile as well as positive feelings to the analyst, feelings
originally directed toward parents and other significant figures in the patient’s
childhood. And it was known that both negative and positive feelings were
often concealed. What was new was Reich’s emphasis on negative transfer-
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ences and the technical implications he drew from these.

Reich noted that analysts tended to focus on the patient’s positive trans-
ference and to overlook subtle signs that the patients were angry or afraid of
them. As he put it some years later: “Analysts shied away from bringing out,
listening to, confirming or denying opposing opinions and embarrassing criti-
cism from the patient. In short, one felt personally insecure. . . .””

Reich also called attention to another, still more pervasive kind of resist-
ance. He noted that certain characteristic modes of being of the patient—what
Reich termed “defensive character traits”—could also block the affective im-
pact of analysis. In Reich’s view, such traits as rigid politeness, evasiveness,
apprehensiveness, and arrogance had originally developed in childhood as a
way of warding off strong emotional stimuli from within or without, stimuli
once associated with pain, frustration, and guilt. In analysis, they continued
to function as a way of blocking strong emotional experiences, now provoked
by the unsettling process of analysis itself. The defensive character traits,
which in their totality Reich termed “character armor,” served to protect the
individual against pain, but also served to restrict severely the capacity for
pleasure.

It should be emphasized that Reich’s contribution did not lie in the
formulation of “character traits” that opposed the process of analysis. For
example, Karl Abraham had noted that some patients showed “pathological
deformities of character”’ that interfered with the process of free association,
and he had called for the development of a “character analysis™ to treat these
patients.®

Reich argued that all patients had defensive character traits, and that
there was no sharp distinction between symptom neuroses and character neu-
roses:

The difference between character neuroses and symptom neu-
roses is simply that in the latter the neurotic character has produced
symptoms as well—the neurotic symptoms are, so to speak, a concen-
trate of the neurotic character. . . . The more deeply we penetrate into
its [the symptom’s] determinants, the further we get from the field of
symptomatology proper and the more does the characterological sub-
stratum come to the fore.*’

How did Reich actually deal with defensive character traits in therapy?
Here a distinction he made in The Impulsive Character is significant: namely,
that a patient often feels his symptom (e.g., a tic, a phobia) as alien, but he
tends to rationalize a neurotic character trait as an integral part of himself.
Some of the analytic task consists of helping the patient to become aware of

*Reich developed these concepts in the 1920s but did not give a detailed presentation
of them until he published Charakteranalyse in 1933.
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his character defenses and to feel them as painful. Reich stressed that the
analyst does not urge the patient not to be polite or evasive or arrogant. Rather,

In. .. character analysis, we ask ourself why the patient deceives,
talks in a confused manner, why he is affect-blocked, etc.; we try to
arouse the patient’s interest in his character traits in order to be able,
with his help, to explore analytically their origin and meaning. All we
do is to lift the character trait which presents the cardinal resistance
out of the level of the personality and to show the patient, if possible,
the superficial connection between character and symptoms; it is left
to him whether or not he will utilize his knowledge for an alteration
of his character. . . . We confront . . . the patient with it repeatedly
until he begins to look at it objectively and to experience it like a
painful symptom; thus, the character trait begins to be experienced as
a foreign body which the patient wants to get rid of.?

Needless to say, a repeated pointing out of the patient’s defensive charac-
ter traits does not endear the analyst to the patient. On the contrary, it usually
arouses considerable anger. However, the expression of the anger thus aroused
helps undo the need for the particular defense. If a patient is rigidly polite in
part because he fears to express his anger, the analyst’s provocation by com-
ments can help the patient learn that the consequences of anger need not be
so terrible; the patient need not hold on to his controlled politeness.

Reich also stressed the importance of analyzing character resistances in
a logical order; that is, to proceed from the more superficial to deeper levels
of personality. To continue with the previous example, the defensively polite
patient may also be communicating dreams with clearly incestuous wishes. For
Reich it would be a very damaging mistake to deal with those wishes before
first working through the politeness and the rage. Otherwise, the infantile
sexual longings would be discussed, but not deeply experienced.

It is clear from all this that Reich’s approach was quite active. It was not
active, however, in the didactic sense of advising or exhorting the patient. Nor
was it active in Sandor Ferenczi’s sense of becoming a direct “good” mother
or father surrogate for the patient. The activity lay in the relentless analysis
of resistances and in the careful selection of material from the patient’s com-
munications.

Some analysts objected that “resistance analysis”—or ‘“‘character analy-
sis,” as Reich later called it, using Abraham’s term—violated the principle that
one should let oneself be guided by the patient. Selection ran the danger of
permitting one’s personal biases and interests to override the patient’s needs
at any given time. Reich replied that the analyst always selected from the
patient’s associations, for he did not necessarily interpret a dream in sequence
but chose this or that detail for interpretation. What really mattered was
whether or not one selected correctly within the analytic situation.
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A related criticism was that Reich’s approach might artificially exagger-
ate the resistance if the patient’s material did not contain clear-cut signs of
defensive character traits. Here Reich, along with others such as Ferenczi and
Fenichel, replied that the concept of material should be enlarged to include not
only the content but also the form of the patient’s communications. Case
presentations in the seminar convinced Reich that the nonverbal behavior of
the patient—his look, facial expression, dress, bodily attitude—was not only
underestimated but often completely overlooked by many analysts.

The form of behavior was to assume much importance in Reich’s develop-
ment of therapy over the years. By the mid-1930s he was far more interested
in the nonverbal emotional expression of the patient than in his or her words.
However, as early as 1924 or so, he became convinced that, in Nietzsche’s
words, “one can lie with the mouth, but with the accompanying grimace one
nevertheless tells the truth.”” And the nonverbal expression often contained the
resistive element that had to be dealt with before the words could carry a full
emotional charge. That is, a patient might be relating the most dramatic
infantile memories, but in a monotonous, low voice. For Reich, it was impor-
tant to deal with the blocked emotions contained in the vocal expression before
getting into the lively content of the communications.

I have gone into some technical detail to give an idea of the problems
Reich encountered at the time and the analytic context within which they
occurred. The underlying issues can be summarized in a fairly simple fashion.

Reich was trying to understand the conditions under which patients could
make use of painful truths, the factors at work in determining when interpreta-
tions of the unconscious actually helped the patient in his or her total function-
ing and when analysis became a mere mental exercise, or “game.” Analytic
truths are painful because the process perforce stirs up old longings, angers,
griefs. These emotions, punished or at least not validated in childhood, are in
turn pervaded by anxiety and guilt. Defensive character traits develop as a way
of automatically warding off such feelings. Now the analyst disturbs this
“neurotic equilibrium.” Not only because the patient transfers angry and
fearful feelings toward him from earlier figures but because he threatens the
patient’s precarious peace, the patient comes to dislike the analyst. True, this
peace is unsatisfying, otherwise there would be no need for therapy. But that
does not mean the patient will not “resist” in all kinds of ways the re-experienc-
ing of tangled emotions painfully endured during childhood.

A way of dealing and at the same time not dealing with this situation is
to discuss all kinds of things without really feeling them. What Reich did was
to begin to focus intensively on these “inner reservations.” However they
might be expressed, they all served the function of preventing one from ex-
periencing the whole truth. To shift images, Reich tried to separate out from
the muddied palette of the patient’s feelings the stronger, purer, more primary
colors.

In his stress on strong emotional experience, Reich emphasized an early

71



78

REICH AS INSIDER—BUILDING A CAREER AND MARRIAGE: 1920—1926

concept of Freud’s. When Freud first studied hysterical patients with Josef
Breuer in the 1880s, he used hypnosis. He found that unless 2 traumatic event
was re-experienced, not simply remembered, under hypnosis in all its emo-
tional vividness, there was no alleviation of symptoms.

Freud came to place less emphasis on the particular issue of remembering
with affect. Yet while Reich returned to this stress on the emotional re-
experiencing of infantile events, he also retained the later Freudian focus on
analyzing resistances to the welling up of infantile memories and feelings. He
did not attempt to by-pass the defensive process through hypnosis, drugs, and
the like.

Indeed, in the face of criticism from different analysts during this period,
Reich steadily argued that his own contributions were nothing but 2 consistent
application and extension of Freud’s concepts. Only later was he to claim (in
my opinion, correctly) that from the very beginning his approach contained
some radical differences from that of Freud.

Some of Reich’s own personality characteristics may have influenced his
choosing to emphasize and develop certain lines of Freud’s thou ght rather than
others.

One possible connection between Reich’s personality and his theoretical
concerns was raised by Richard Sterba, a student of Reich’s in the 1920s and
currently a well-known analyst in Detroit. Writing some twenty-five years
afterward, Sterba acknowledged that “having lived through the era of his
[Reich’s] impact on the therapeutic thinking of his time and having struggled
out of it, I am not altogether in a position to make a completely objective
appraisal of their significance for present-day analysis.” But he spoke of
Reich’s brilliance as a clinician, of how impressed he and other students of the
technical seminar were, and of how the seminar “led to considerable clarifica-
tion and provided for me the first orientation in the difficult field of psychoanal-
ysis.” Sterba criticized, however, what he believed to be Reich’s undue empha-

\sis on latent negative transference, an emphasis which he attributed to Reich’s
“own suspicious character and the belligerent attitude that stems from it.””

There is some truth to this statement, but it is one-sided. In my view,
Reich was not initially inclined to emphasize negative transference. It was
clinical experience that impressed upon him the importance of latent negative
transference. A case in his Character Analysis, not published until 1933 but
already formulated as a result of his new approach, is worth quoting: “Not
until a patient who had, in good positive transference, produced a wealth of
recollections and yet had failed to get well, told me many months after break-
ing off the analysis that he had never trusted me, did I really know the danger
of a negative transference which is allowed to remain latent. This made me,
successfully, seek for the means of always getting the negative transference out
of its hiding places.”*

The fact that the patient told him of his distrust only many months later
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may have allowed Reich, with some distance from the heat of the analysis, to
ponder quietly its full meaning. Once the significance of latent negative trans-
ference did register, it fused with more personal themes in his own life, giving
an extra charge to the shock of recognition. More or less hidden negative
feelings had played so crucial a role in his own life: his mother’s negative
feelings toward his father, which led her to take a lover; Willy’s own hostility
toward Leon, which led him to wish to conceal the affair; and his jealous rage
toward his mother and tutor, which impelled him to hint at the affair to Leon.
And if there was ever a role model for somebody digging out the truth from
its “hiding places,” it was his father once Willy had fired his suspicions. In
periods of stress, Reich himself sometimes unearthed concealed negative feel-
ings in precisely the belligerent and suspicious way Sterba mentions.

But Reich’s emphasis on negative transference was also connected with
a more positive aspect of his personality. He liked to make full contact with
people. He usually much preferred any disagreements to be aired openly rather
than remain concealed. As a teacher, for example, he disliked it when students
stared off into space or otherwise indicated preoccupation or boredom with the
subject.

Reich’s own vitality and emotional directness must have played their part
in leading him to elicit the same qualities in his patients. Most of those who
knew Reich at different periods of his life comment first of all on the energy,
intensity, and directness of his emotional reactions. He in turn welcomed
openness on the part of others and experienced unresponsiveness as frustrating
and painful.

Thus, Reich brought to psychoanalysis a disposition to understand and
break through the armor he often felt in others. This tendency makes clearer
his intense interest in Freudian concepts such as resistance. Put differently,
Reich did not proceed entirely without preconceptions, as his own writings
often make it sound. It in no way minimizes his achievements to see the
personal longings and frustrations that played their role in shaping his search.
Too often the scientific researcher is described in an objective, unemotional
way that overlooks the personal passions, conflicts, yearnings that may also
motivate his or her work.

Reich’s emphasis on the form of personal communication and on stra-
tified layers of character structure also relate to his preferred modes of investi-
gation. As I have suggested, Reich always preferred to make matters as con-
crete as possible. Nonverbal resistances—a contemptuous look, an
embarrassed smile, a mumbling voice, a highly controlled demeanor—are
more tangible than a particular memory or fantasy.

In Reich’s keen sense for the form of things, one can detect his country
background and the ‘“peasant” quality about him which so many of his col-
leagues commented on, sometimes with admiration, sometimes with disdain.
For a farmer, the form and color of animals, plants, soil, clouds are of practical
importance. I was often struck by the similarities between the way Reich
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would look at a patient and the way he would look at an animal or the
atmosphere, noting slight shifts in color, sparkle, or movement.

One particular concept of Reich’s vividly illustrates his penchant for
physical analogies: his notion of “character armor,” which formed the basis
of Character Analysis. Resistances could now be described in terms of a basic
metaphor that allowed for many variations on a central theme. Thus, in the
case of the compulsive character, “everything bounces back from his smooth
hard surface. The querulous character . . . has an armor which, though mobile,
is always bristling. . . . The passive-feminine character seems soft and yielding,
but in the analysis that proves to be a kind of armoring which is very difficult
to resolve.””!

If in concentrating on resistances, especially in their nonverbal form,
Reich was leading from certain personal strengths, he was also avoiding cer-
tain weaknesses. His emphasis on resistances to some extent downplayed the
importance of working through infantile experiences. Put more exactly, Reich
argued that only a consistent analysis of resistances would bring up early
memories in their full affective vividness. However, he was somewhat impa-
tient—and would grow more so over the years—with the slow working
through of childhood events, the repeated review of infantile fantasies, and the
family constellations within which they occurred. George Gerd quotes Reich
as saying in the early 1930s that the psychological reconstruction of childhood
events was not his strong point.'? To some extent this may have been connected
with his own difficult childhood traumas.

Character analysis permits—indeed, demands—considerable activity on
the part of the analyst. He must make a very careful selection of material: he
can be active when the patient is silent by pointing out the latter’s nonverbal
communications. The traditional, more passive stance of the psychoanalyst
was not Reich’s preferred approach. He was much more comfortable in the
role of vital, active therapist.

A possible danger in this approach was noted by Otto Fenichel. In one
of the few careful criticisms of character analysis, Fenichel states his general
agreement with and enthusiasm for Reich’s concepts. His main caveat con-
cerns not the principles in themselves but the way they may be applied. He
warns against an overly aggressive attack on the armor. For we “are familiar
with the resistance of some patients, who long for a ‘trauma’ and expect cure
not from a difficult analysis, but from the magic effect of a sudden explosion.
There is an analogous longing for a trauma on the part of the analyst also. Let
us beware of it.””"?

Fenichel’s remarks here are extremely sensitive. Certainly nothing in the
essence of character-analytic principles justified harshly aggressive or con-
temptuous attacks on the patient’s armor. I would suggest, however, that
Reich may have had some need, inside and outside therapy, to master his own
early trauma, which he endured helplessly, by repeating dramatic, emotion-
charged events with himself now in the active, trauma-inducing rather than
trauma-experiencing role.
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Frequently the followers of a pioneer take over the possible misuses of his
approach rather than the virtues, which are always harder to achieve. More
recent therapeutic approaches, such as the encounter movement, that have
been influenced by Reich often err in the direction of sadistic attacks on the
armor of patients and of raising false hopes about the beneficial effects of
releasing stormy emotions. They spend less time studying and practicing char-
acter analysis in its true sense: the careful working through of resistances, with
precise attention to where the patient is at any given moment.

Just as Reich’s personality influenced his psychoanalytic orientation, so the
reactions to his character-analytic work gave him support for his endeavors
and at the same time introduced new stresses. The reactions also reveal some
destructive organizational processes within psychoanalysis which Reich en-
countered as his work became more controversial.

Many of the young analysts, like Sterba and Fenichel, welcomed Reich’s
contributions. In addition, Sandor Ferenczi, one of Freud’s closest associates
and a renowned Hungarian analyst in the early 1920s, thought highly of Reich.
On his trips to the United States, he recommended Reich as an analyst to
Americans planning to study psychoanalysis in Vienna. As a result, a number
of analytic candidates from the United States, including Walter Briehl, M.
Ralph Kaufman, O. Spurgeon English, and John Murray, were analyzed by
Reich or supervised by him during the 1920s.

This kind of recognition must have supported Reich’s feeling that his
work was of value and that he was on to something important. At the same
time, many of the older Viennese analysts became quite unhappy with Reich’s
character-analytic efforts. Theodore Reik, for example, felt that Reich’s “sche-
matic” approach to resistance analysis interfered with the free play of the
analyst’s intuition. The analytic “art” could not be confined to such rules as
“no interpretation of content without first interpreting the resistance.”

Other senior analysts reacted by saying that Reich’s proposals were
“nothing new” since Freud had already laid down the principle of analyzing
resistances. Reich’s reply that the principle was not new but the consistent
application of it was rare constituted an implicit indictment of many older
analysts’ practice. Reich spoke ominously of the frequency of ““chaotic situa-
tions” in analysis, of therapy shipwrecked because the analyst made all kinds
of deep interpretations without first dealing with the resistances in the way of
the patient’s meaningful use of such insights.

Not only the content of Reich’s criticism was provocative but also its
form. To judge from his own metaphor of himself as a shark in a pond of carps,
he did not mince words in stating his disagreements with others, and indeed
at times he may have sounded quite arrogant. In a letter to Paul Federn, dated
February 12, 1926, but not in fact sent, he wrote that his active participation
in the Society had its drawbacks: at times he was too aggressive, a trait he
regretted, and tried to correct.

Reich went on to say that he never intended any personal offense but only
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said what he felt to be true without regard “‘for the age or position of the
criticized person.”™*

It is interesting that Reich brings up the issue of age; at the time he began
making his criticisms of psychoanalysis he was around twenty-seven, while
Federn, Hitschmann, and Nunberg were, respectively, fifty-three, fifty-two,
and forty-one. Moreover, these men had been with Freud for many years,
Reich for only a few.

Some of Reich’s analytic peers attributed the hostility shown by senior
analysts to their jealousy over the regard that Freud felt for Reich. Freud had
permitted Reich to start his analytic practice while still a medical student. He
had steadily supported Reich’s activities, making warm comments about his
articles in the early 1920s and encouraging Reich’s efforts in first starting, then
leading the technical seminar. One analyst quoted Freud as saying that Reich
had “the best head” (der beste Kopf) in the Vienna Society." With our knowl-
edge from many sources of Freud’s enormous emotional significance as “father
figure” to almost all his Viennese colleagues and students, we can imagine how
galling it must have been to older “siblings” to see the young Reich so favored
by Freud.

The degree of controversy Reich generated among the older analysts can
be better understood if we look more closely at the relationship between Reich
and the man to whom he addressed the letter cited above—Paul Federn.
Federn had been one of Reich’s main analytic sponsors during the medical
school years and his early period as an analyst. Reich had been to his home
for dinner and had been his patient for a brief period. And Federn had called
Reich the best diagnostician among the younger analysts.

Sometime around 1924, Federn’s attitude appears to have changed. In his
letter to Federn, Reich complained bitterly that his efforts had met with “blind
criticism or scorn” from Federn and other senior analysts. He went on to say
that he was upset that he was the only analyst who discussed his treatment
failures in courses and in publications.'

In the same letter Reich also complained that he was never appointed to
the executive committee of the Vienna Psychoanalytic Society, though this
appointment was promised him and he felt he had earned it through his
teaching, writing, and administrative activities. He had not complained, he
added, when in 1923 he was rejected for committee membership because it was
necessary to have one lay analyst (Siegfried Bernfeld) hold office. He also
accepted Federn’s explanation for the 1924 elections, when a Dr. Robert Jokl
was chosen rather than Reich for the position of second secretary because
certain differences with Jokl had to be smoothed over. However, in 1925, one
of the two secretariat positions was simply abolished. Reich interpreted the
administrative move as a “‘boycott of my person and a completely undeserved
wrong.”

To understand why the appointment was so important to Reich and why
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he addressed his complaint to Federn, two facts about the Society at that time
should be stressed.

Freud was now ill with cancer of the jaw. Indeed, he did not believe—
nor did others—that he had long to live. (In fact, Freud did not die until
September 23, 1939, at the age of eighty-three.) He had cut down on his
activities and no longer attended the regular meetings of the Society, although
he did meet with the executive committee. And, as Reich acknowledged in his
letter to Federn, one reason he wanted to be on the executive committee was
that it would provide more of an opportunity to see and listen to “the Profes-
sor,” a motive that was perhaps “infantile, but neither ambitious nor crimi-
nal.”

Secondly, in 1924 Freud was still chairman of the Society (and the execu-
tive committee), but Federn had replaced Otto Rank as vice-chairman.
Clearly, the vice-chairman now had considerable organizational power, partic-
ularly if, as in Federn’s case, he had long been loyal to Freud.

The facts suggest that Reich was not paranoid in thinking that Federn was
blocking his advancement to the executive committee. In 1924, Reich was at
first chosen by a vote of the committee as second secretary. But apparently
Federn, in a private conversation with Freud, persuaded the latter to go against
the committee choice and to appoint Jokl as second secretary instead.

However, close upon the heels of this decision Freud received Reich’s
monograph on the impulsive character. In a letter dated December 14, Freud
wrote Federn:

Shortly after you left I read a manuscript by Dr. Reich which he
sent me this morning. I found it so full of valuable content that I very
much regretted that we had renounced the recognition of his endeav-
ors. In this mood it occurred to me that for us to propose Dr. Jokl
as second secretary is improper because we had no right to change
arbitrarily a decision made by the [Executive] Committee. In the light
of this fact, what you told me about private animosities against Dr.
Reich is not significant. Satisfied with this position, I ask you to abide
by the original decision of the Executive Committee and to drop the
substitution of Dr. Jokl. I regret that I have to contradict myself so
quickly but I hope you will agree this is the only correct decision.!”

After reading the letter, Federn must have once more communicated with
Freud, still urging Jokl over Reich, but now on the grounds that he would be
embarrassed vis-a-vis Jokl. For on December 15, Freud wrote Federn again:

I am very sorry that I cannot rescue you from the embarrassment
which you have brought upon yourself. You should have raised your
objections against Dr. Reich in the Committee Meeting, not after-
ward. To try now to get an affirmative vote from individual members
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[in favor of Jokl] . . . with the implication that I am motivated to turn
against Reich is clearly inadmissible. What would you do if a member
refused such an affirmation [of Jokl1]? I can therefore only insist that
you represent the decision made by the Committee with your coopera-

tion.!®

But somehow or other Federn managed to arrange that Jokl, not Reich,
was appointed. Not until 1927 was Reich appointed a member of the executive
committee, on the grounds that he was the leader of the technical seminar,
although the same justification could have been found as early as 1924. Reich
never did hold a formal office within the committee.

I have gone in some detail into what might be regarded as minor back-
room politics in the psychoanalytic movement because it illustrates the grow-
ing complexities of Reich’s relationships with his colleagues, especially the
senior figures. It also provides further evidence of the support Reich received
from Freud. Considering the frequent allegations of Reich’s paranoid tenden-
cies, it is worth emphasizing that Reich initially underestimated the degree to
which Federn was working against him.

Why was Federn so opposed to Reich? Reich’s character-analytic con-
cepts, his organization of the technical seminar, the regard Freud felt for
Reich, all help clarify some of the reasons for Federn’s opposition, but do not
fully explain it. To anticipate the story briefly, Federn was also angered by
Reich’s emphasis on sexuality. For during the years under discussion Reich
was also arguing in a series of articles that the capacity for full expression of
genitality, or what he termed “orgastic potency,” was the goal of psy-
choanalytic treatment.

Furthermore, as Federn undoubtedly knew, Reich, who had married in
1922, was having extramarital relationships. For his part, Paul Federn has been
described by his son, Ernst, as a Victorian—an enlightened one, to be sure, but
Victorian nonetheless.' This outlook (to continue Ernst Federn’s description)
was shared by many of the older analysts. While psychoanalysis boldly investi-
gated the details of patients’ sexual lives, fantasies, and early experiences,
Freud’s own views on freer sexual expression versus restraint or sublimation
were so complex that one could select diverse aspects of his orientation to
justify a variety of lifestyles. However, the popular image of the older group
of analysts as storming pioneers or radicals in the way they lived sexually is
a myth. For Federn and many others, marital infidelity, like homosexuality,
was “immoral.” And to be “moral” was extremely important.

Thus Reich, initially grateful to Federn, had by 1926 become furious with
him. Their hostility was to intensify still further—Federn being one of the
prime movers in Reich’s expulsion from the psychoanalytic organization in
1934. In the 1940s, when Federn was living in the United States, he would reply
to questions about Reich with a sad “Mea culpa, mea maxima culpa,” refer-
ring to the recognition he had given the young medical student and analyst
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in the days before Reich “went astray.”” Perhaps he was also intimating that
he had done a poor job of analyzing Reich. On his side, Reich was to reserve
some of his choicest epithets for Federn, a man he saw as steadily “digging”
against him and undermining his good relationship with Freud.

If history is the final arbiter of these psychoanalytic conflicts of the 1920s,
Freud was the immediate judge. Freud usually did not express himself on
analytic controversies unless he deemed the divergencies from “classical analy-
sis” important enough (e.g., in the cases of Adler, Jung, and Rank) to require
a firm stand. Yet Reich was not presenting his character-analytic concepts as
a revision of psychoanalysis, but rather as a consistent elaboration of cardinal
Freudian principles. But the vigor and adamant tone with which he presented
his “analysis of resistances” was sufficient to draw Freud himself into the
debate.

Freud’s view of these quarrels was characteristically complex. In Decem-
ber 1926, ten months after Reich’s angry letter to Federn, Reich gave a talk
on his character-analytic concepts before a small group of analysts at Freud’s
home. Reich presented the central problem of whether, in the presence of a
latent negative attitude, one should interpret the patient’s incestuous desires
or wait until the patient’s distrust was eliminated. Freud interrupted Reich:
“Why would you not interpret the material in the order in which it appears?
Of course one has to analyze and interpret incest dreams as soon as they
appear.”? Reich relates that he kept trying to substantiate his point but could
not persuade Freud. It was a special disappointment to Reich because in
private conversations about technique he had the impression that Freud sup-
ported his approach. Freud’s position at the meeting further strengthened the
hand of Reich’s opponents, who “gloated over and pitied”” Reich. Finally,
Reich was getting into trouble not only with senior analysts but with Freud
himself.

Freud’s lack of support for character analysis presaged still more severe
disagreements that were to follow over Reich’s concepts of genitality and
orgastic potency.
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Reich’s Work on Orgastic
Potency: 1922-1926

Reich’s contributions to the study of characterology were crucial to establish-
ing his reputation. His originality lay in how he expanded and combined
existing psychoanalytic ideas in the development of a systematic character-
analytic technique.

Overlapping in time with his characterological work, Reich published a
series of papers on orgastic potency that were without precedent in the psy-
choanalytic literature. Whereas the character-analytic work initially met with
considerable approval, Reich’s work on orgastic potency was from the first
unpopular. Indeed, he has been ridiculed inside and outside psychoanalytic
circles from the 1920s to the present as the “prophet of the better orgasm” and
the “founder of a genital utopia.” Yet Reich regarded his elucidation of
orgastic potency as the keystone to all his later work. “It represented the
coastal stretch from which everything else has developed,” he was to write
later.!

Reich’s path to the study of the function of the orgasm was preceded by
a study of genitality. Unlike orgastic potency, the concept of genitality had
clear connections with existing psychoanalytic literature. While Freud had
enlarged the concept of sexuality to include more than genital experience, for
example, in his elucidation of oral and anal impulses and fantasies, he had also
posited a genital stage in childhood around the age of four or five. During this
period, masturbation, exhibitionism, and genital feelings toward the parent of
the opposite sex began to develop. In addition, Karl Abraham had formulated
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the concept of a “genital character” to describe the kind of person who had
successfully resolved the Oedipal conflicts characteristic of this stage.

Freud clearly saw genital union between man and woman as the “normal”
adult expression of the sexual instinct. He paid attention to a wide variety of
“deviations” from this norm, whether expressed as object choice (e.g., homo-
sexuality) or in the kind of preferred sexual activity (e.g., voyeurism).

For all his stress on “deviation” from “normal” sexuality, Freud did not
provide any clear guidelines as to what constituted healthy adult genital func-
tioning. Psychoanalysis could explain—and sometimes treat—gross genital
disturbances such as impotence, extreme frigidity, and perversion. If no such
clear-cut disturbances existed, if the male was erectively and ejaculatively
potent, if the female experienced a predominance of vaginal over clitoral
excitation,* then psychoanalysts by and large were prepared to accept the
patient’s sexual functioning as “normal.” True, there might still be various
psychological conflicts disturbing the individual’s love relations. But the physi-
ological sexual functioning itself need not be in question.

It was into this undefined area of healthy adult genitality that the young
Reich chose to move both clinically and theoretically. True to the psy-
choanalytic tradition of studying pathology, he confined himself at first to a
more detailed exposition of genital conflicts. Thus in his first paper on the
genital experiences of patients, “Uber Spezifitit der Onanieformen” (“The
Specificity of Forms of Masturbation™), written in 1922, when Reich was
twenty-five, he noted that “in not a single patient was the act of masturbation
accompanied by the fantasy of experiencing pleasure in the sexual act.”?

Reich also noted that the masturbation fantasies of his male patients could
be divided into two major groups: in the first group, the penis functioned, it
was erect and active, but it was conceived as a murderous weapon or as a way
of “proving” potency. In the second, the penis remained flaccid and there were
masochistic fantasies of being beaten, bound, or tortured.

Reich’s approach to the study of his patients” masturbation is noteworthy.
First, he was clearly not satisfied with the simple report from the patient that
“I masturbated.” He wanted to know, in detail, how and with what kind of
fantasy. He also assumed that healthy masturbation included the fantasy of
heterosexual intercourse, an assumption that—to my knowledge—was not
previously present in the psychoanalytic literature. Finally, he was concerned
with how closely masturbation had a genital orientation, not only in fantasy
but also in physiological functioning (e.g., in the male, erection and thrusting
motions).

The following year, 1923, Reich published the first outline of what was to

*Psychoanalytic theory posited a shift in normal female development from an active,
predominantly clitoral excitation in childhood to a more receptive, vaginal orientation
in adolescence and adulthood. This notion, which has come under critical fire in recent
years, will be examined in more detail later.
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become his major thesis concerning genitality. The article, “Uber Genitalitat”
(“On Genitality”), dealt with the prognostic significance of the patient’s hav-
ing attained “genital primacy” in childhood.’ Reich also contended that an
evaluation of the patient’s genital functioning during analysis provided an
important, if not the most important, therapeutic criterion.

On the importance of “genital primacy,” Reich argued that patients who
had reached the genital stage in childhood had a better prognosis than those
who, having reached it, later regressed to an earlier mode of psychosexual
functioning. The latter in turn had a better prognosis than those who as
children had never reached the genital stage but had remained fixated at the
oral or anal level.

Had Reich confined himself to these observations, backed by case mate-
rial, he would have made a valuable but modest contribution to the psy-
choanalytic literature. The crux of these findings on psychosexual development
was not original with him. However, Reich then went on to make statements
that were both original and highly controversial.

He argued that all patients were genitally disturbed: that is, they did not
achieve full satisfaction in sexual intercourse. Reich’s discussion of incomplete
sexual gratification had explicit connections with some of Freud’s early formu-
lations. In 1905, Freud had remarked that “no neurosis is possible with a
normal vita sexualis.”* The classical psychoneuroses studied by Freud—hyste-
ria and obsessional neuroses—were rooted in infantile sexual conflicts.

Freud posited another set of neuroses, and applied the term “actual
neuroses” to those that resulted from present-day (aktuelle in German) dis-
turbances of adult sexual life. Thus, the two forms of “actual neuroses’’—
anxiety neurosis and neurasthenia—were disturbances that were the immedi-
ate result of damned-up sexuality. Anxiety neurosis was caused by sexual
abstinence or coitus interruptus. It had to be distinguished from neurasthenia,
which was caused by “sexual abuse,” such as “‘excessive masturbation,” and
characterized by back pains, headaches, inability to concentrate, and feelings
of fatigue.

Actual neuroses, unlike the psychoneuroses, were not amenable to classi-
cal analytic treatment. They were treated by eliminating the harmful sexual
practices that led to the “damming up” of sexual energy. However, exactly
why a patient engaged in such harmful sexual practices in the first place was
not clear in Freud’s formulation.

If Freud distinguished clearly between psychoneuroses and actual neu-
roses, Reich came to believe in a strong relationship between the two sets of
neuroses. He argued that without some kind of psychic inhibition, there would
be no “actual neuroses,” for why else would a person abstain from or abuse
sex? (Later, Reich would also emphasize social factors such as the unavailabil-
ity of contraceptives that could contribute to the development of actual neu-
roses.) At the same time, Reich argued that the actual neuroses provided the
driving energetic core of the psychoneuroses. “Where did they (the compul-
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sions and hysterias) derive their energy from? Undoubtedly, from the actual
neurotic core of the dammed-up sexual energy.”’

In the relationship between actual neuroses and psychoneuroses, Reich
detected a reciprocal interaction, the kind of interaction he was later to empha-
size in diverse realms. He saw the reactivated infantile conflicts, in the form
of a psychoneurosis, as further impeding adult genital function, thereby inten-
sifying the actual neuroses, and so on in an endless vicious circle. However,
there was also the possibility of a beneficent circle. A fulfilled sexual life with
no actual neurosis could lead to a withdrawal of energy from early childhood
conflicts. The reduction in infantile inhibitions in turn facilitated ever more
gratifying adult love relations. Indeed, in his first article on genitality, Reich
claimed that this was happening in his successful cases. He argued that those
patients who improved were able, with help from analysis, to maintain the kind
of love life that drained off energy from the infantile conflicts. The unconscious
material was not so much worked through in detail as it was deprived of the
“water” that had previously stimulated its malignant growth.

We can note here two parallel lines, the convergence of which Reich did
not initially emphasize. In the technical seminar, Reich was concerned with
describing the conditions under which the interpretation of repressed material
was effective. It was important for the patient to remember with affect, by
means of the systematic analysis of resistances. Initially, however, in the
technical seminar Reich did not place great emphasis on the genital function-
ing of patients. By contrast, in his first papers on genitality, he emphasized the
deleterious consequences of blocked libidinal discharge, but did not deal with
the analysis of resistances. In both contexts, Reich was concerned with the
liberation of emotion. In one setting, he was focusing on the characterological
obstacles to liberation. In the other, he was stressing the emotional—or more
specifically the genital—wave of excitation and its discharge.

In the interrelation between actual neuroses and psychoneuroses, Reich
believed he had found some way of short-cutting the long, involved process
of resistance analysis he had elaborated in the technical seminar. This particu-
lar direction would lead him later into very active social efforts, counseling of
the young, birth control clinics, and mass meetings dealing with the connec-
tions between politics and sexual suppression. But in the early 1920s, this
particular angle of his work had not yet crystalized. What we see during this
period is his movement in two theoretical directions: through character analy-
sis into an ever deeper elucidation of inner obstacles to psychological health;
and through his development of the concept of actual neuroses into an empha-
sis on more superficial conflicts and reality frustrations, the elimination of
which might reverse the neurotic process.

Over the years, Freud himself paid less and less attention to actual neu-
roses, although he never abandoned this separate category of emotional illness,
while most other analysts had little use for it. Among major analytic theorists,
Reich alone maintained a strong interest in actual neuroses and the related
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concept of anxiety as transformed sexuality. In a study generally critical of
Reich, Charles Rycroft has commented:

[Reich’s] view of the relationship between actual and psy-
choneuroses has not been absorbed into psychoanalytic thinking but
it has two great merits. It retains a connection between psychopa-
thology and physiology—in the last resort the neuroses are not purely
mental formations but arise from and affect the body—and it provides
an explanation of why neuroses do not disappear spontaneously. So
far as I know Reich is the only analyst to offer any sort of explanation
as to why the childhood pathogenic experiences that according to
psychoanalysis cause neuroses do not gradually lose their impact
when neurotics move away from their childhood environment.*

What Reich did not do in this first paper on genitality was to define what
in fact he meant by effective genital satisfaction. He still accepted the prevailing
psychoanalytic definitions—erective and ejaculative potency in men, a vaginal
orgasm in women. Reich’s scanty description of genital health left him open
to criticism that was quick in coming. He himself described the reception to
his first paper on genitality, which he presented at a meeting of the Vienna
Psychoanalytic Association in November 1923, as follows:

While I was talking, I became increasingly aware of a chilling of
the atmosphere. I used to speak well, and thus far had always found
my audience attentive. When I was finished, there was an icy stillness
in the room. After a pause, the discussion began. My assertion that
the genital disturbance was perhaps the most important symptom of
the neurosis, was erroneous. Even worse . . . was my contention that
an evaluation of genitality provided prognostic and therapeutic crite-
ria. Two analysts bluntly asserted that they knew any number of
female patients with a completely healthy sex life. They seemed to me
more excited than their usual scientific reserve would have led one to
expect.

In this controversy I started out by being at a disadvantage. I had
had to admit to myself that among the male patients there were many
with an apparently undisturbed genitality, though the case was not
true of the female patients.’

It is interesting that Reich later acknowledged having to “admit to myself ”
in 1923 that there were male patients who appeared genitally healthy in spite
of neurotic symptoms. The paper itself holds no hint of such an awareness.
Characteristically, Reich expressed himself at the time as more certain than
in fact he was.

The criticisms Reich encountered sent him back to the drawing board,
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intent on defining more precisely what he meant by a satisfactory genital life,
and the ways his neurotic patients failed to show this kind of gratification. This
seems to be the first of many instances where Reich fruitfully used opposition
to his work in a creative way to define more carefully what he meant: that, in
this instance, there were genitally well-functioning patients who nonetheless
suffered from neurotic symptoms. Stimulated to further study, he would dem-
onstrate that he was more right than his critics thought, though in a different
way from the one originally argued.

In addition to the details of his own patients’ sexual functioning, Reich
proceeded to examine, through interviews and case records, the love life of over
two hundred patients seen at the Vienna Psychoanalytic Polyclinic. He was
testing several hypotheses here:

(1) That genital disturbance was present in all neuroses;

(2) That the severity of neuroses was positively correlated with the
degree of genital disturbance; and

(3) That patients who improved in therapy and remained symptom-
free achieved a gratifying sex life.

Again, Reich was impressed by the frequency and depth of genital dis-
turbances he found. He became very suspicious of the superficial reports about
sexual experience, whether supplied by clinic patients themselves or by the
psychiatrists who evaluated them. For example, a patient whose sex life was
reported to be normal, on closer interviewing by Reich revealed that she
experienced pleasurable sensations during intercourse but no climax. More-
over, she was consumed by thoughts of murdering her partner following the
act.

Reich’s research efforts were a far cry from current standards, though for
psychoanalysts in the 1920s they were better than most. In this instance he at
least studied more than a few cases before giving his conclusions. Ideally,
however, one would like to have had much more specific definitions of what
Reich meant by freedom from symptoms in nonsexual areas.

Reich’s second paper directly concerned with genitality, published in
1924, “Die therapeutische Bedeutung des Genitallibidos” (“The Therapeutic
Significance of Genital Libido”), is significant because in it he first noted that
while some patients were potent in the usual sense of the term, they lacked
what he called “orgastic potency.” Orgastic potency included, among other
attributes, the fusion of tender and sensuous strivings toward one’s partner,
rhythmic frictional movements during intercourse, a slight lapse of conscious-
ness at the acme of sexual excitation, “vibrations of the total musculature”
during the discharge phase, and feelings of gratified fatigue following inter-
course.?

Reich was not unique in his emphasis on the capacity for uniting tender
and sensuous feelings in a healthy love relationship. As early as 1912, Freud
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had noted that many male patients would not unite both tender and sensuous
feelings, but would concentrate the former on an idealized mother figure
toward whom they could not feel erotic, and their sexual feelings on prosti-
tutes.” What was original was Reich’s emphasis on the involuntary physical
aspects of full genital discharge.

In his next paper, “Die Rolle der Genitalitdt in der Neurosentherapie”
(“The Role of Genitality in the Therapy of the Neuroses™), published in 1925,
Reich expanded on the “involuntary surrender” and the total bodily involve-
ment of healthy genitality. He also argued that adequate discharge of sexual
energy can only come about through the genitals: “The pregenital erogenous
zones . . . can only serve to increase the level of excitation.””

It became clear that the patients Reich—and others—had previously
regarded as sexually normal failed to meet these more refined requirements.
On the psychological level, Reich noted that seemingly potent male patients
who could not completely surrender during intercourse also used very active
heterosexual strivings as a defense against other (e.g., homosexual) impulses.

Earlier psychoanalytic literature had documented the variety of motives
and wishes at work in love relationships. But they also posited that a patient’s
sexual act itself could be “normal” in the physiological sense even if his
relations with his partners were chaotic or otherwise highly disturbed. What
was new in Reich’s formulation was that the physical act was disrupted when
unconscious conflicts were operative.

1 have tried to show how Reich’s concept of orgastic potency did not
emerge suddenly and in full-blown form. On the contrary, since it was inti-
mately related to his clinical and theoretical concerns, it took time to coalesce.
Indeed, not until 1926 could Reich present a highly detailed description of
what in fact he meant by “orgastic potency.” It was contained in his book Die
Funktion des Orgasmus, written in 1926 and published in 1927.

By this time, Reich’s grip on the subject had increased to the point where
he could offer a description that, essentially, would satisfy him to the end of
his life. When in 1942 Reich published another volume, also entitled The
Function of the Orgasm, he took almost unchanged the elucidation of orgastic
potency from the 1927 German volume, whereas the rest of the later work was
radically different.!!

Because of its pivotal significance, I shall present Reich’s description of
orgastic potency in considerable detail, quoting parts of it.

Conceptually, Reich divided the orgastically satisfying sexual experience

into two main phases: the voluntary control of the excitation, and the involun-

tary contractions.

In the first phase, for the man, erection is pleasurable and the genital not
overexcited. An important criterion of orgastic potency in the male is the urge
to penetrate, an urge not found in many erectively potent men with narcissistic
characters. The man is also spontaneously gentle, without having to cover up
sadistic impulses by a forced kind of tenderness. The genital of the woman
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becomes hyperemic and moist. Reich also asserts that the “activity of the
woman normally differs in no way from that of the man. The widely prevalent
passivity of the woman is pathological. . . .”

Reich goes on to describe a rise in excitation in both the man and the
woman following penetration of the penis. “The man’s sensation of ‘being
sucked in’ corresponds to the woman’s sensation that she is ‘sucking the penis
in’” As a result of mutual, slow, and spontaneous effortless frictions the
excitation is concentrated on the surface and glans of the penis, and the
posterior parts of the vaginal mucous membrane. Reich’s emphasis on slow
and spontaneous frictional movements in contrast to rapid, forced ones pro-
vided yet another key distinguishing mark of orgastic potency: “According to
the consensus of potent men and women, the pleasure sensations are all the
more intense the slower and more gentle the frictions are, and the better they
harmonize with each other. This presupposes a considerable ability to identify
oneself with one’s partner.”

With continued friction, the excitation spreads more and more to the
whole body, while the excitation of the genital remains more or less at the same
level. Finally, as a result of another, usually sudden increase of genital excita-
tion, there sets in the second phase.

In this second phase, the increase of excitation can no longer be controlled
voluntarily; rather, it takes hold of the whole physical being and produces
rapid heartbeat and deep expirations.

Bodily excitation becomes concentrated more upon the genital, a “melt-
ing” sensation sets in, which may best be described as a radiation of excitation
from the genital to other parts of the body.

This excitation results first in involuntary contractions—similar to waves
—in the total musculature of the genital and of the pelvic floor. In this stage,
interruption of the sexual act is absolutely unpleasurable, for both man and
woman; instead of occurring rhythmically, the muscular contractions, which
lead to the orgasm as well as to the ejaculation, would occur in the form of
spasms. This results in intensely unpleasant sensations and occasionally leads
to pain in the pelvic floor and the lower back; in addition, as a result of the
spasm, ejaculation occurs earlier than in the case of an undisturbed rhythm.

With an increase in the frequency of the involuntary muscular contrac-
tions, the excitation increases rapidly and steeply up to the acme. Now occurs
a more or less intense clouding of consciousness. The frictions become spon-
taneously more intensive, after having subsided momentarily at the point of the
acme; the urge to “penetrate completely” increases with each ejaculatory
muscle contraction. In the woman, the muscle contractions take the same
course as in the man. Experientially, the difference is only that during and
immediately after the acme the healthy womans wants to “receive com-
pletely.”

The orgastic excitation takes hold of the entire body and results in lively
contractions of the whole body musculature. Self-observations of healthy in-
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dividuals of both sexes show that what is called the release of tension is
predominantly the result of a flowing back of the excitation from the genital
to the body. This flowing back is experienced as a sudden decrease of the
tension. The complete flowing back of the excitation toward the whole body
is what constitutes gratification. Gratification means two things: shift of the
direction of flow of excitation in the body, and unburdening of the genital
apparatus.

Then the excitation tapers off and is immediately replaced by a pleasant
bodily and psychic relaxation; usually, there is a strong desire for sleep. The
sensual relations have subsided. What continues is a grateful, tender attitude
toward the partner.

Reich contrasts this kind of sensation with those found in the orgastically
impotent: leaden exhaustion, disgust, repulsion, or indifference, and occasion-
ally hatred toward the partner. In other instances, such as satyriasis and
nymphomania, the sexual excitation does not subside. Often in these instances
insomnia and restlessness follow.

In reviewing orgastic potency, Reich sounded his dominant chords:

The involuntary contractions of the organism and the complete
discharge of the excitation are the most important criteria of orgastic
potency. . . . There are partial releases of tension which are similar
to an orgasm; they used to be taken for the actual release of tension.
Clinical experience shows that man—as a result of general sexual
repression—has lost the capacity for ultimate vegetatively involuntary
surrender. What I mean by “orgastic potency” is exactly this ulti-
mate, hitherto unrecognized portion of the capacity for excitation and
release of tension.

It has often been said of Reich that he emphasizes orgastic potency, but
does not speak of love. In fact, he is quite aware of the psychological aspects
of the experience:

.. . In both sexes, the orgasm is more intense if the peaks of
genital excitation coincide. This occurs frequently in individuals who
are able to concentrate their tender as well as their sensual feelings
on a partner; it is the rule when the relationship is undisturbed by
either internal or external factors. In such cases, at least conscious
fantasies are completely absent; the ego is undividedly absorbed in the
perception of pleasure. The ability to concentrate oneself with one’s
whole personality on the orgastic experience, in spite of possible con-
flicts, is a further criterion of orgastic potency.

With Reich’s description of orgastic potency we enter the specific Rei-
chian domain. The very silence of this world—a world of slow, frictional
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movement, of lapse of consciousness, of involuntary contractions—sets it apart

from the usual analytic concern with verbalization and cognitive mastery of _

the emotive and irrational. Indeed, there is irony in the fact that Reich chooses
as his criterion of mental health the individual’s capacity to go beyond mental
phenomena, to have no thought, no consciousness even, but to surrender
completely to the involuntary and to sensations of pleasure.

In this emphasis on the wordless, the ineffable, Reich revealed himself as
closer to the truths of certain philosophers and poets than to his fellow psy-
choanalysts. Nietzsche had written: “All the regulations of mankind are tuned
to the end that the intense sensation of life is lost in continual distractions.”!?
Wittgenstein asserted that the most important matters of life were essentially
not discussable; they were beyond words. And Conrad Aiken has described
how most of us reveal only little glimpses of our lives:

. .. All the while

Withholding what’s most precious to ourselves,—

Some sinister depth of lust or fear or hatred,

The somber note that gives the chord its power;

Or a white loveliness—if such we know—

Too much like fire to speak of without shame.!

—_—

Reich’s emphasis on the involuntary and nonverbal in orgastic experience later
earned him the criticism that he was anti-intellectual, a celebrater of the-
Lawrentian “pulling of the blood” at the expense of the ego, or of man’s
cognitive mode of functioning. The charge is unwarranted. Reich was in no
way opposed to clear, rational thinking. Character Analysis, for example,
represents a very high order of sustained, original, intricate conceptualization.
Indeed, Reich argued that nothing interfered with productive thinking more
than “sexual stasis,” since with it often went a nagging preoccupation with
sexual fantasies and a heavy investment of energy in quelling the inner turmoil.

Reich’s claims for the importance of orgastic potency left him open to
more specific criticisms than the accusation of romanticism. The charge has
been made that Reich’s evidence for his claims was slim. But as Charles
Rycroft has commented: “Whereas the typical civilized man with his inhibit-
ing character armor only experiences partial releases of tension which are
similar to orgasm, the genital character experiences an ultimate vegetatively
involuntary surrender of which lesser mortals have no inkling. . . . One is
. . . left wondering how Reich knew, from what experiences of his own or his
patients he derived this insight.”*

Since an important source for Reich’s concept of orgastic experience was
in fact his own life, let us turn again to the relationship between his ideas and
his personality in private life.

It is clear from the vicissitudes of Reich’s relationships with women that
his sex life varied considerably. When he was nineteen years old, Reich for the
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first time experienced “orgastic potency” in his relationship with an Italian
woman. This was different from his previous sexual affairs; it was also different
from many of his subsequent relationships. For example, in his disguised case
history, Reich wrote of a period during medical school when he “experienced
a restless quest for an ideal sexual partner, with feelings of disappointment
following any actual experience.”

In the next chapter, we shall see how his marriage deteriorated in the
mid-1920s, leading him to resume his relationship with Lia Laszky on a fuller
basis than when they were medical students. Throughout his life, Reich was
acutely aware of the inner and outer obstacles in his own sexual relations.
Psychological and physical compatibility, the degree of trust, social conditions,
outbreaks of jealousy—all these could and did affect his sexual experience.

Many factors were at work, it is clear, in Reich’s formulation of and
emphasis on orgastic potency. They included his personal problems in the
usual sense; the wide range in his functioning, which posed a challenge for him
to understand; and the opposition to his own intense feelings.

The same combination of factors emerges if we turn to the earlier determi-
nants of Reich’s interest in genitality. His later emphasis allowed his family
tragedy to been seen in a new light. In his first paper, Reich had focused on
the disruptive aspects of his mother’s affair on his own psychic development.
A few years later, he was able to look at his mother’s actions from her point
of view. Although his social criticism was still not highly developed in the early
1920s, he did comment on the “plight of the unhappily married woman who
is economically chained to her husband under irreconcilable, desolate circum-
stances.”” No longer is his mother’s affair with the tutor to be denounced.

The concept of orgastic potency provided Reich with a solution to a
general problem as well as to some of his own specific concerns. If genitality
had been understood and affirmed, his mother need not have died, his own
development would have been less riven by conflict, and his strengths might
have received a more nourishing response from the world.

Related concepts that Reich emphasized also seem to have been con-
nected with his own experiences, for example, the notion of “actual neuroses”
or “stasis neuroses.” Reich himself, especially as a young man, may have
suffered a good many somatic symptoms under conditions of sexual absti-
nence. He once told Richard Sterba that he experienced sharp feelings of
physical discomfort when deprived of sexual intercourse for any length of
time.'* During medical school his relationship with Lia, which stopped short
of intercourse, may well have led to actual-neurotic symptoms.

Reich’s discomfort with abstinence could also have been related to his
distaste for the concept of sublimation. In his early papers on genitality, Reich
maintained, in contrast to Freud and most analysts, that the capacity for
sublimation was insufficient as a criterion for therapeutic cure. “Clinical expe-
rience [shows] that the psyche cannot discharge the total libidinous excitation
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in the form of work for any length of time.” Reich went on to say that the
majority of patients were not scholars or artists whose work could, at least for
limited periods of time, absorb enormous amounts of energy. “They needed
direct and effective genital gratification.”"’

Reich was right, I believe, in his assertion that the best basis for solid,
pleasurable work was a fulfilled love life. However, I also believe that he
underestimated the capacity of many people to use work as an effective way
of binding sexual energy in the absence of direct genital gratification. His
adamant position on this issue stemmed in part from the fact that work, in the
absence of love, was difficult for him.

Reich’s sexual concepts also related to his preferred mode of investigation.
Reich was fascinated by the concrete and the tangible. The phenomena de-
scribed by Freud in connection with actual neuroses, such as anxiety attacks,
palpitations, and the like, had a direct physiological quality that greatly ap-
pealed to him. As he put it some years later: “It is not surprising that [Freud’s]
theory of the actual neuroses, struck me as more in keeping with natural
science than the ‘interpretation’ of the meaning of ‘symptoms’ in the psy-
choneuroses.”®

Again and again, Reich picks up on early Freudian notions that strike
some special resonance in him. Drawn to Freud’s early work on “catharsis,”
he made it a central part of his character-analytic endeavors. He was drawn
also to actual neuroses, which, in the form of stasis neuroses, were to become
linchpins in his theory building and clinical work.

It is interesting that the concept of “sexual stasis,” like the concept of
resistance, facilitated a very direct clinical approach. In analytic sessions,
Reich could note the rapid alternation between feelings of anxiety and genital
excitation:

It happens frequently that a patient becomes excited during the
analytic therapy session because of unconscious sexual fantasies re-
garding the transference situation. If the sexual repression has not as
yet been dissolved, one finds that they complain about fatigue, weak-
ness, faintness of the extremities, feelings of heat or cold, palpitations
of the heart, anxiety, etc. The symptoms of anxiety disappear and
genital pleasure sensations appear in their place, if one succeeds in
liberating the patient’s genital sensations, after the repressed fantasies
have been made conscious. . . . It is an analytic triumph if the therapy
succeeds in helping the patient to stop repressing the perception of the
newly emerging sexual excitement which causes powerful, growing
sexual feelings which often are extremely hard to tolerate.”

Reich was unusual, if not unique, among analysts in working so directly with
the patient’s genital sensations. Undoubtedly, the directness of his therapeutic
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approach (even before he moved to touching the patient’s body) strengthened
the conviction of some older analysts that Reich was an “immoral” therapist
as well as an “‘immoral” man.

Indeed, Reich’s penchant for the concrete, the physical, the tangible is no
more evident than in his description of orgastic potency. Reich, of course, did
not directly see orgastic potency in his patients. He had to rely on verbal
reports from his patients of their own sex lives. However, during analysis he
made a point of eliciting and observing bodily phenomena that were close to
the experience of “real-life” sexuality.

Which brings us back to the original question: On what evidence did
Reich base his concepts concerning orgastic potency? I have made clear my
belief that Reich started from his own sexual experiences. He then went on to
find corroborating and amplifying evidence from his clinical work and from
general social-cultural observations. Gradually, he wove an interlocking net-
work of evidence to support his sweeping hypotheses.

Freud utilized the same procedure when, on the basis of his own self-
analysis, limited clinical experience, and wide reading in anthropology and
literature, he proclaimed the universality of the Oedipus complex. That this
complex was not as universal as he assumed does not detract from the magnifi-
cence of the discovery. Nor do the possible qualifications regarding Reich’s
concept of orgastic potency substantially detract from its magnificence. Even
though the evidence for the degree of correctness of Reich’s sexual concepts
is far from conclusive, orgastic potency remains an immensely fruitful concept.

It takes an unusual kind of mind, an unusual courage, indeed, an unusual
narcissism, to say: What is true of me is true of all men. Emerson once wrote:
“In great writers we meet our own rejected thoughts.” This kind of approach
can lead to huge errors, if uncontrolled by objective research. But it can also
be the path to great discoveries. Throughout his life, an important ingredient
of Reich’s work method was to begin with feeling, with subjective experience,
and then move on to more controlled observation. I have emphasized here his
commitment to the first part of this method, a commitment that distinguishes
him from most contemporary scientists.

Reich was criticized for the content of his concepts, but equally for his manner
of presenting them. For example, Helena Deutsch, looking back to the 1920s,
speaks with distaste of Reich’s “aggressiveness” and “fanaticism” in advancing
his ideas on sexuality.?

A closer look at Reich’s presentation of his views on genitality yields a
more complex picture. If there is a note of fanaticism in the early papers on
genitality, Reich was also capable of going back to clinical issues and reviewing
them more carefully in response to criticism. Furthermore, there was a tenta-
tiveness that revealed itself less in his manner of presentation than in the
absence of any presentation at all. In the technical seminar, for instance, Reich
wrote that “the actual goal of therapy, that of making the patient capable of
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orgasm, was not mentioned in the first years of the seminar. I avoided the
subject instinctively. It was not liked and aroused animosity. Furthermore, I
was not too sure about it myself.”*!

In certain instances the opposition clearly stung Reich, perhaps even
inspired him, to pursue his efforts all the more vigorously, to state his conclu-
sions all the more sweepingly. But he could also complain about specific ill
treatment. For example, in the unsent letter to Paul Federn of February 12,
1926, Reich spoke of the “irrelevant personal criticism” Theodore Reik had
made of one of his papers. He also mentioned the “personal insults of Drs.
Hitschmann, Nunberg, and Hoffer.” He went on to write that he would not
even itemize all the instances of “needling” lest he appear foolish.?

Reich was perhaps needled for other aspects of his work besides his
formulations on genitality, although these seem to have been the main target.
And he appears to have been especially sensitive to any allusion that he
advocated promiscuity or lived a promiscuous life. An anecdote from around
1920 illustrates this sensitivity.

During his medical school days, Lia Laszky and Reich attended a party
given by Paul and Gisela Stein. Paul, it seems, had a sarcastic wit and was not
hesitant to use it even against friends. At the party, a game was played, a kind
of charade, in which one person would leave the room and an object would
be selected to represent the missing person. The person then returned, and he
or she would have to determine why the particular representation was chosen.
When Lia, who was Reich’s girlfriend at the time, left the room, Paul chose
a fruit bowl to represent her.”

The point of Stein’s little joke lies in the double meaning of the word
“fruit” in German, its second, slang meaning being “sexual philanderer.” Lia
was the “bowl” in whom the “fruit” Reich lay. Reich did not get the joke at
first, but when he did, he was furious—so furious he almost left the party.
Laszky commented ironically that he wasn’t angry because their relationship
had been joked about in so public a fashion. He was angry because ke had been
called a philanderer. Perhaps his chagrin was all the greater because, in fact,
his “philandering” with Laszky was quite limited at that time.

Whatever Reich’s sensitivities to the criticism from his analytic peers,
they were as nothing compared with his concern over Freud’s reactions. For
Reich kept arguing that just as his character-analytic concepts were the “logi-
cal” extension of Freud’s resistance analysis, so his concept of orgastic potency
was the “logical” amplification of Freud’s emphasis on freeing libido from its
pregenital fixations.

It mattered a great deal to Reich that Freud should endorse the legitimacy
of this view. Reich felt a strong sense of loyalty to Freud and certainly a strong
desire for his approval. Given the attacks from older analysts, Reich’s concepts
would have been utterly intolerable if he had not linked them so closely with
Freud’s.

Freud’s initial reaction to Reich’s work in the sphere of sexuality was
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positive. In reply to the 1925 paper Reich wrote on “actual neuroses,” Freud
commented in a letter to him:

I have known for a long time that my formulation of Aktual-
neurosen was superficial and in need of thorough-going correction.
... Clarification was to be expected from further, intelligent investiga-
tion. Your efforts seem to point a new and helpful way. Whether your
assumption really solves the problem I do not know. I still have
certain doubts. . . . However, I trust you will keep the problem in mind
and will arrive at a satisfactory solution.*

Given this encouraging response, Reich was quite upset when Freud
responded less warmly to a more systematic presentation of Reich’s views on
actual neuroses and the function of the orgasm. This elucidation occurred in
his book Die Funktion des Orgasmus, which Reich presented in manuscript
form to Freud on the occasion of the latter’s seventieth birthday on May 6,
1926. The manuscript was dedicated: “To my teacher, Professor Sigmund
Freud, with deep veneration.” When Freud saw it, he hesitated a moment, then
said, as if disturbed, “That thick?”’ Reich felt uneasy and thought that Freud
would not have made such a cutting remark without a basis.”

Worse still, Freud took more than two months to respond to the manu-
script, whereas his usual habit was to give a written opinion within a few days.
When he did respond, Freud wrote:

Dear Dr. Reich:
I took plenty of time, but finally I did read the manuscript which you
dedicated to me for my anniversary. I find the book valuable, rich in
observation and thought. As you know, I am in no way opposed to
your attempt to solve the problem of neurasthenia by explaining it on
the basis of the absence of genital primacy.*

Why Reich read this letter as a rejection is not clear since, on the surface,
it does not seem so. Perhaps it was its brevity. Probably Reich was also reacting
to the whole sequence of events. At any rate, Freud’s reaction was sufficient
for Reich to postpone sending the book to the publisher until January 1927.

Exactly what Freud thought about Reich’s orgasm theory is not clear on
the basis of evidence from those years. However, there are documented reac-
tions from a slightly later date that give some clues to what may have been
in Freud’s mind when he responded to the manuscript of Die Funktion des
Orgasmus.

In a letter dated May 9, 1928, to Lou Andreas-Salomé, friend of Nietzsche,
Rilke, and Freud, and a practicing psychoanalyst in the later years of her life,
Freud wrote: “We have here a Dr. Reich, a worthy but impetuous young man,
passionately devoted to his hobby horse, who now salutes in the genital orgasm
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the antidote to every neurosis. Perhaps he might learn from your analysis of
K. to feel some respect for the complicated nature of the psyche.””

Freud was responding to a description by Andreas-Salomé of a woman
(K.) who suffered from hysteria “with the typical father tie” but who nonethe-
less had sexual experiences that revealed a “capacity for enjoyment, a spon-
taneity and an inner psychical surrender such as in this combination of happi-
ness and seriousness is not often to be met with.”? It is clear from Freud’s
response that he shared the attitude of many analysts that there are sexually
healthy neurotics.

Freud’s emphasis on pregenital factors in the development of neuroses
was made even more explicit at an evening meeting held in his home in 1928
or 1929. When Reich presented his views on orgastic potency, Freud replied
that “complete orgasm” was not the answer. There were still pregenital drives
that could not be satisfied even with orgasm. “There is no single cause for the
neuroses” was his verdict.?

Thus, Reich was probably correct in sensing some coldness in Freud’s
response to his manuscript. The growing divergence between the two men
abounds in ironies. While Freud certainly stressed pregenital factors, initially
he had also been impressed by genital ones in the development of the neuroses.
In 1914, he wrote about the “bad reception accorded even among intimate
friends to my contention of a sexual etiology in the neuroses.””*® However, he
then recalled earlier conversations with the analysts Breuer, Charcot, and
Chrobak. Each had related rather casually anecdotes involving the sexual—
in the sense of the genital—causation of neuroses. Charcot’s example is the
most vivid, as related by Freud:

.. . At one of Charcot’s evening receptions, I happened to be
standing near the great teacher at a moment when he appeared to be
telling . . . [a friend] some very interesting story from the day’s work.

. . A young married couple from the Far East: the woman a
confirmed invalid; the man either impotent or exceedingly awkward.
... [His friend] must have expressed his astonishment that symptoms
such as the wife’s could have been produced in such circumstances.
For Charcot suddenly broke in with great animation, “Mais, dans des
cas pareils c’est toujours la chose genitale, toujours . . . toujours . . .
toujours”; and he crossed his arms over his stomach, hugging himself
and jumping up and down. . . . I know that for one second I was
almost paralyzed with amazement and said to myself: “Well, but if
he knows that, why does he never say so?”’*

Now Reich was expanding on the role of les choses genitales, yet Freud
was rejecting it. Whatever comfort Reich may have taken from the thought
that he, too, would have to endure the “splendid isolation” that Freud had
experienced in his fight for the “sexual etiology in the neuroses,” Freud’s
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coolness in 1926 was a severe blow. Although Freud’s overall attitude to Reich
remained positive, his lack of support for Reich’s most controversial contribu-
tions at this time made the latter’s position increasingly perilous within the
psychoanalytic organization.

Over the years, the most common criticism of Reich’s orgasm theory has
remained the argument that there are neurotic, even psychotic persons who
are orgastically potent. In 1960, the novelist James Baldwin expressed this
criticism quite succinctly: “There are no formulas for the improvement of the
private, or any other, life—certainly not the formula of more and better
orgasms. (Who decides?) The people I had been raised among had orgasms all
the time and still chopped each other up with razors on Saturday nights.”*

Considering how incisively Baldwin has written about sex on other occa-
sions, one would think he would know better than to speak so glibly about
having orgasms. However, Baldwin is answering Reich the same way analysts
in the 1920s (and many still today) answered him: people can “have orgasms”
and still be terribly disturbed. This may or may not be true, but in fairness to
Reich’s argument one should at least take into account his description of
orgasmic functioning, and demonstrate its presence in cases of neuroses.

The concept of orgastic potency met with some serious consideration,
starting around 1945. In that year, Otto Fenichel, Reich’s old friend but by that
time quite separated from him, wrote his celebrated book The Psychoanalytic
Theory of the Neuroses. In it, he commented: ‘“Persons in whom the genital
primacy is lacking, that is, orgastically impotent persons, are also incapable
of love. Warded-off pregenitality has resisted this primacy; after it is freed from
entanglements in the defense struggle, its forces are included into the genital
organization. It is primarily the experiences of satisfaction now made possible
that once and for all abolish the pathogenic damming-up.”’

Although Fenichel’s language is more Reichian than Freudian, this quote
is a good example of how Reich’s equation of orgastic satisfaction and emo-
tional health crept into some of the analytic literature, minus—indeed ignoring
—the stormy debates of the 1920s.

Another example is evident in Erik Erikson’s highly influential book
Childhood and Society. Without citing Reich, Erikson gives a key emphasis to
orgastic potency: “Genitality, then, consists in the unobstructed capacity to
develop an orgastic potency so free of pregenital interferences that the genital
libido (not just the sex products discharged in Kinsey’s outlets) is expressed
in heterosexual mutuality, with full sensitivity of both penis and vagina, and
with a convulsion-like discharge of tension from the whole body.”*

It has to be stressed that there are still no systematic studies, from Reich
or anyone else, comparing a large number of orgastically potent persons with
orgastically impotent ones. All we have are some studies relating aspects of
sexual responsiveness and overall psychological functioning. In a careful re-
view of the research literature correlating women’s reports of their degree of
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sexual responsiveness with their general psychological well-being, Seymour
Fisher concluded that no clear relationship could be established.*

Such research studies do not speak directly to Reich’s work. In my view,
the connection Reich made between sexual and emotional health is not espe-
cially valuable when presented as a question of degree—that the “better” the
sex life, the “better” the mental health. This is clearly simplistic. Far more
fundamental but much less testable is his assumption that orgastic potency
goes hand in hand with a kind of psychological functioning that is radically
different not only from neurotic or psychotic behavior, but also from much
that passes for “normal.”

As recent arguments over the “vaginal orgasm” make clear, it is easy to
be sidetracked from the significance of Reich’s central thesis. In discussing
female sexuality, Reich followed to a certain extent traditional psychoanalytic
thinking in giving favored status to vaginal over clitoral sensation. Indeed, in
agreement with Karen Horney, he stated that vaginal sensation existed in
childhood, and disputed the Freudian notion that the girl makes a transition
from a predominantly clitoral sensation in childhood to vaginal excitation after
puberty. However, for Reich the key point was not clitoral versus vaginal
orgasm. For him, orgasm could not be considered complete if it was only felt
in the genitals (vagina, clitoris, or both). Involuntary participation of the whole
organism was its indispensable attribute.

A related argument against Reich’s concept has been advanced by Her-
bert Marcuse and Norman O. Brown. They claim, essentially, that Reich
espoused the “tyranny of genitality.” Thus, Brown writes:

If the repression of sexuality is the cause of neuroses, what alter-
native to neuroses does mankind possess? Psychoanalytic therapy is
supposed to undo repressions and bring the hitherto repressed sexual
energy under the control of the patient’s ego. But what is the patient’s
ego going to do with his own sexuality, now brought under his con-
scious control?

... The crux of the problem is not the repression of normal adult
genital sexuality but what to do with infantile perverse pregenital
sexuality. For Reich . . . the pregenital stages would simply disappear
if full genitality were established. . . .*

Brown is incorrect. Reich emphasized that society represses pregenital as
well as genital sexuality, leading to the failure of some persons to reach the
genital level at all and the vulnerability of others to regress to pregenital levels.
And, according to Reich, given full genital expression, pregenital impulses and
conflicts do not ““disappear”; they simply lose their significance and their
power to disrupt healthy genitality. Unlike Brown and Marcuse, Reich did see
healthy psychosexual development culminating in genitality, just as walking
becomes the preferred mode of human locomotion.
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One final reaction is not so much to Reich’s work in particular as it is to
an entire cultural trend that he influenced—the increasing emphasis today on
sexual happiness in general and orgastic satisfaction in particular. Critics have
argued that to talk so much about “the orgasm” and to make qualitative
distinctions about orgasm renders people dissatisfied with what they do enjoy
and contributes to an endless quest for more intense and ecstatic experience;
it entails jumping from therapist to therapist, partner to partner, sex manual
to sex manual.

There is definite merit to this argument. Undoubtedly, many people today
have made an “ideal” of the orgasm. Reich was very cognizant and very
critical of this trend, even if his polemics against “armored man” and “orgastic
impotence” contributed to the cult of the orgasm. But the concept of orgastic
potency itself can no more be blamed for such distortions than Freud’s concept
of the unconscious can be blamed for empty party-talk about “motives” and
“complexes,” or Sartre’s existentialism for one or another mindless binge. As
Goethe said long ago: “The people must make a sport of the sublime. If they
saw it as it really is, they could not bear its aspect.”

Where does this review of both the skepticism and the enthusiasm greet-
ing Reich’s theories lead us? I do not believe there is any clear verdict. Reich’s
concepts and findings concerning the orgasm are testable, but they are not
easily verified or disproved.

There are three lines of evidence, however, that do seem to suggest Reich
was largely right. The first was the fruitfulness of the concept in terms of his
own work—clinically, socially, and experimentally. The second is the response
to the concept. In spite of all the ridicule, it did not die; on the contrary, it
has influenced a good deal of current thought and contemporary therapeutic
endeavors. This argument is not conclusive: wrong ideas have often been quite
influential. Nonetheless, it says something about the viability of Reich’s work.
Indeed, a good case can be made that much of the current sexual monomania
and obsession reflects a widespread and deep yearning for what Reich de-
scribed as orgastic potency.

The third factor is unabashedly personal. After all the arguments pro and
con, one comes back to one’s own experience. From my own, Reich’s argument
is convincing, though not in all details. When I experienced or believed I
experienced what Reich termed “‘orgastic potency,” the emotions and sensa-
tions were sufficiently different from other forms of eroticism that I can never
refer to the latter as “normal,” even though for me the orgastic experience
occurs quite rarely.

At the same time I believe that until his last years, Reich was overly
optimistic about people achieving orgastic potency through Reichian therapy
or through more sex-affirming social attitudes.

I also believe that Reich underemphasized the wide range of functioning
possible within what he termed the state of orgastic impotence. One can be
more or less productive, happy, loving under such conditions. To use an
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analogy, it was as though Reich had discovered that the overwhelming major-
ity of people were blind. He argued first for a treatment that would address
the blindness, then in later years for its prevention. He was not especially
concerned about the wide variation among blind people in their capacity to
work, be loving, hear, or taste. More, he saw in the general emphasis on this
variation an evasion of the issue of blindness.
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Reich’s initially successful psychoanalytic career was paralleled by several
developments in his personal life. Sometime in the early part of 1920, Reich
met Annie Pink, a seventeen-year-old girl who was about to enter medical
school at the University of Vienna. Reich knew her from the youth movement
and as a fellow medical student. However, he got to know Annie well when
she came to him for analytic treatment. She was referred by Otto Fenichel, a
good friend of Annie’s oldest brother, Fritz, who was killed in World War L.

Annie was an attractive, highly intelligent young woman. She was the
daughter of Alfred Pink, a successful Viennese exporter-importer, who was
well educated and cultured, a man who provided the best for his children. His
first wife, Annie’s mother, had died of influenza during World War I. Not long
afterward, Alfred married a woman named Malva, whom Annie and others
regarded as warm and kindly but very Victorian in outlook.!

Details of the relationship between Willy and Annie during their court-
ship and the early years of their marriage remain unclear. In later years, Reich
rarely talked about those days, and what remarks he did make about Annie
were embittered by the subsequent experiences and divorce. Those who knew
the couple during the first years of their romance made a good deal of the fact
that the relationship started in the context of Annie’s being a patient of
Reich’s. A mutual friend, the child analyst Edith Buxbaum, described the
Annie of that period as “spellbound” by Reich— “It would turn any patient’s
head to have her analyst fall in love with her.””

When Reich became aware of the strong feelings between them, he sug-
gested that they should discontinue the analysis and that Annie should see
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someone else for treatment. Reich was certainly aware of the transference and
counter-transference feelings involved in a love relationship between patient
and analyst. He advised a “cooling-off” period and a change in therapist to see
to what extent transference factors were determining the relationship. How-
ever, he also believed that there were “real” feelings possible between patient
and therapist, and that these could not be entirely ascribed to transference.

Annie went to another, older analyst, Hermann Nunberg, but Edith
Buxbaum believes that she was still so under Reich’s spell that this second
analysis could not proceed properly. Some years later, Annie entered analysis
with Anna Freud.

Thus, Reich’s relationship with Annie started under something of a cloud
concerning analytic practices, just as it was to end in part over disputes
between Reich and other analysts about the future direction of psychoanalysis.

It is probable that an element of defying taboos entered Reich’s relation-
ship with Annie. His first paper on “The Breakthrough of the Incest Taboo
in Puberty” had dealt with his mother’s violation of the taboo against ex-
tramarital sexuality and his own conscious incestuous wishes. In his behavior
toward Annie, Reich acted analogously to his mother, and also lived out his
own dangerous, unfulfilled adolescent wishes: he took the taboo object, defying
the father (the analytic community and its standards). It is not my intention
to reduce Reich’s attraction to Annie to her significance as a taboo object but,
rather, to call attention to his willingness, for rational and irrational reasons,
to violate taboos in his personal as well as his scientific life.

All sorts of complexities arise when personal analyses are combined with
professional relationships. Nunberg saw Annie as a patient at the same time
that he and Reich were professional colleagues. Disputes arose between them,
with Nunberg siding against the kind of resistance analysis Reich advocated.
How much the relationship between the two men was clouded by the fact that
Nunberg treated Annie, we cannot say. But it is worth noting that almost all
the younger analysts were in treatment with the relatively few senior analysts
then available in Vienna. These senior men treated not only the young candi-
dates but also often their mates, lovers, and friends. Undoubtedly, in discus-
sions among themselves and with Freud, the older men could preserve confi-
dentiality yet still transmit a nonverbal opinion derived from the analytic
situation by a shrug, an enthusiastic nod, a pained look. At least Paul Federn’s
son, Ernst, suggests that this subtle interplay between judgments from personal
analyses and evaluations of professional work often occurred.’

In Reich’s case, Federn, Sadger, and Nunberg—all older analysts—were
familiar not only with his clinical work but with the most intimate details of
his life.

An anecdote related by Lia Laszky further illustrates the complexities of
such interactions. During his analysis with Isidor Sadger around 1919, Reich
had talked about Lia and, it seems, had urged Sadger to take her free of charge
when Reich relinquished treatment. Sadger agreed. However, around the time
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that Laszky began her analysis, Sadger grew jealous of Freud’s approval of
Reich—a much younger man and a relative newcomer to the psychoanalytic
scene. Sadger would become irritated when Laszky talked positively about
Reich, thereby giving her a sure way to provoke her analyst’s anger.

On her side, Laszky was irritated by the fact that Sadger used the analytic
setting to fit her with a diaphragm. This step arose ostensibly through his
concern with “actual neurosis”: when Sadger heard that Lia practiced coitus
interruptus, he urged her to use a diaphragm and proceeded to fit her for one.*

In the context of defending his own behavior, Reich spoke critically of
Sadger and others. He said that under the guise of doing a medical examination
they would touch their patients genitally. On the other hand, when he was
strongly attracted to a patient he would stop the treatment and allow time for
the patient and himself to decide what they were going to do.’

Although it was certainly not uncommon for an analyst to marry a former
patient (Bernfeld and Fernchel, for example), the psychoanalytic community
disapproved Reich’s step in marrying his former patient.

One other aspect of Annie may have contributed to Reich’s sense of
conquest. Like Grete Bibring and Lia Laszky, Annie certainly belonged to the
educated, upper middle class of Vienna. Reich’s own social background was
impressive, but nevertheless he was raised in an outlying former province, and
in Vienna that was a stigma. Reich may well have wanted to win a woman from
the upper middle class; the same kind of ambition he showed in the profes-
sional world for the proper credentials could also at this time have affected his
choice of a partner. He had “lost” with Grete and Lia; now he won with Annie.
His choice was to cause problems later when Reich’s more radical sides
emerged fully, clashing with Annie’s more conventional, indeed, somewhat
snobbish characteristics.®

Not especially interested in psychoanalysis, Mr. Pink knew enough to be
suspicious about “transference”; but although he was hardly enthusiastic
about his daughter’s relationship with Reich, he posed no objections. However,
there was pressure from both Annie’s father and her stepmother against
premarital intercourse. In the early 1940s Reich with some bitterness told his
daughter Eva that Annie’s stepmother, Malva, had inadvertently run into
Annie and Willy while they were walking arm in arm. When they returned to
Annie’s house, she congratulated them on being engaged, a step they had no
intention of taking at that time. More seriously, on another occasion late at
night Malva opened the door of Annie’s room and found Annie and Willy in
a sexually compromising position. She told her husband, Annie’s father, about
her “discovery” and he in turn demanded that Willy marry Annie. The young
couple were very angry about his decree.”

How much the marriage was determined by the attitudes of Annie’s father
and stepmother is hard to say. Whatever Reich’s motives, he married Annie
on March 17, 1922, one week before his twenty-fifth birthday. If the act of legal
marriage reflected some capitulation to Victorian standards, the form of it did
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not. It was a simple secular service with only two other people in attendance:
Edith Buxbaum, Annie’s closest friend; and Otto Fenichel, Reich’s closest
friend and colleague.®

We must pause a moment here to see in Malva’s “discovery” one of the
emblematic events in Reich’s life. First, her behavior was strikingly similar to
that of the young Willy spying on his mother and tutor. Both Malva and Willy
report the “‘crime” to the father, who then imposes “law and order.” If the
effect of the early family tragedy was to weave its way into many of Reich’s
concepts, the result of Malva’s and Alfred’s intervention was to be apparent
in Reich’s later slashing critique of the social taboo against premarital inter-
course.

Although Reich was near the end of his medical studies when they
married, Annie still had several years to go. Briefly, she and Willy lived with
her parents, which indicates that the relationship with the Pinks could not
have been so bad at that time. Moreover, Annie’s father paid some of her
medical school expenses and was to be financially helpful throughout the
marriage.’

Annie and Willy moved into their own small apartment shortly after their
marriage. On April, 27, 1924, their first child, Eva, was bern. When Annie also
became a practicing analyst, the young family moved into a larger apartment
where both had their offices as well as their living quarters. Throughout his
life, Reich’s living and work settings were always closely connected.

In most ways the couple’s way of life was not so different from that of
many of their colleagues. It was quite common for analysts to have mates who
were also in the profession. It was also common to avoid a stereotypic division
of their roles with the husband as breadwinner and wife as homemaker.
However, the Reichs seemed to have carried the equal partnership further than
most, even though Reich was surely the dominant partner. For example, each
had a separate bank account, just as each had an independent career. Fairly
early in their marriage there seems to have been the understanding that ex-
tramarital relationships were not proscribed, although this particular alterna-
tive would have been more attractive to Reich than to Annie. Reich’s jealousy
in relationships does not seem to have been a factor with Annie, who described
herself as being the jealous one.*

In setting up the apartment, Reich made a point of obtaining good fur-
niture and other household items. An interesting contradiction should be
noted here, one that Ilse Ollendorff, his third wife and co-worker during the
1940s and early 1950s, also observed. Reich could be very generous to others
and very generous to himself. He usually wore good clothes, ate good food,
and, in general, enjoyed many of the conveniences and pleasures of fine
possessions. At the same time, he could often resent daily living expenses.
Moreover, when consumed by some cause that required a large financial
investment, he could at times skimp on all personal expenses in order to
dedicate most of his resources to his work. His fear of the “trivial” existence
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sometimes manifested itself as a dislike of domestic demands that drained
one’s energy and money.

Around 1926 or so, this financial conflict seems to have arisen in his
relationship with Annie. At that time, the “cause” that began to consume him
was political. Exactly when Reich’s strong social involvement originated is not
clear. My conjecture is that sometime in the mid-1920s Reich began to donate
money toward supporting the left-wing faction of the Social Democratic Party.
Then his commitment to social concerns and Annie’s focus on household needs
began to clash.

Intense as Reich was about his work, his early years as an analyst included
considerable socializing with his colleagues. There are photographs of Annie
and Willy from this period playing ball at the beach with friends, at parties,
on ski trips. Never again will we see photos of Reich so entirely at play. One
photograph shows Annie and Willy caught mid-air; another captures Willy
and some of his colleagues making teasing faces for the camera. These photos
of Reich contrast sharply with formal portraits taken during the same period.
One from 1921, when Reich was only twenty-four, reveals an extremely serious,
determined man, with a deep, penetrating, and somewhat hurt-angry look
around the eyes.

In the first half of the 1920s, too, Reich’s sense of personal mission was
somewhat subdued by his intellectual and organizational subordination to
Freud. He saw himself as working for psychoanalysis. He was to continue this
personal vision for several more years; only after 1927 would he fight the
psychoanalytic organization—and the older Freud—in the name of the
younger Freud. Until this time, he interacted with his young colleagues as one
of Freud’s children. Never again was Reich to enjoy the kind of social belong-
ing to a professional world that he experienced between 1921 and 1926.

Reich at this period could be a warm and generous friend. Richard Sterba,
then an analytic candidate, recalls how helpful Reich was to him around 1924.
He referred private patients to Sterba and also helped him to obtain his first
position at the psychoanalytic polyclinic. As good friends, the Reichs and the
Sterbas enjoyed skiing and summer outings together. The relationship was not
without friction—few relationships with Reich were. Sterba remembers how
competitive Reich could be, a competitiveness revealed once by Reich’s dismay
that, when skiing downhill, Sterba fell only three times whereas Reich took
six spills.

The relative harmony of those years also characterized Reich’s relation-
ship with his first daughter, Eva. Both he and Annie, very absorbed in her
upbringing, kept careful records of her development. Eva was not initially
brought up in accord with Reich’s later concepts of self-regulation. In the early
19208, Reich was imbued with many traditional psychoanalytic notions of child
rearing. He shared particularly the concern of many analysts about fixation at
a pregenital level of development, a fixation that presumably could result from
deprivation but also from overindulgence. Thus, as an infant Eva was raised
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on a fairly strict feeding schedule, with both Willy and Annie paying a good
deal of attention to the exact details."!

Although the couple were very much concerned in principle with Eva’s
upbringing, they delegated many of the daily tasks to nursemaids. They led
busy professional lives and did not have a great deal of time for their children.
(A second daughter, Lore, was born in 1928.) Nor was it a “child-oriented”
home in the American sense of the term. For example, the children ate sepa-
rately in European fashion; and Reich always expected them to behave prop-
erly when eating out or on public occasions.

The most traumatic personal event in Reich’s life at this time concerned
his brother, Robert. Robert had risen rapidly in the transportation firm he
joined after World War I, and in 1920 he was sent to Rumania to handle
shipping traffic on the Danube. In 1921 he married Ottilie, who, as noted
earlier, had been a friend of his and Willy’s for several years. Two years later
the young couple had a daughter, Sigrid. Then, in 1924, tragedy struck: Robert
contracted tuberculosis and the family returned to Vienna for expert diagnosis
and treatment."

Willy was at the station to meet them. He also arranged for Robert to be
checked by the best specialists in Vienna. The diagnosis of severe tuberculosis
was confirmed and a sanatarium in northern Italy was recommended for
treatment.

The family moved to Italy. Contrary to Ilse Ollendorff’s later report,”
Ottilie informed me that the move posed no special financial problem for
Robert and his family. Robert’s firm thought so much of him that they kept
him on the payroll during his illness. In addition, help was available from
Ottilie’s fairly affluent family. They therefore had no need to turn to Willy for
financial assistance, but he was helpful in terms of sending medicine, especially
morphine, to relieve the pain Robert suffered. He also sent detailed informa-
tion about a medical procedure to help with breathing—an interesting sidelight
in view of Reich’s later work on the relation between respiration and emotional
blocking.

The issues that arose between Willy, on the one hand, and Robert and
Ottilie, on the other, concerned more personal matters. The first quarrel
occurred when Reich wrote his sister-in-law’s parents urging them to persuade
Ottilie to take her daughter from the sanatarium lest they also become infected
with tuberculosis. Ottilie was outraged that Reich should have worried her
already anxious family. At the sanatarium she and her daughter lived in
separate quarters from Robert and took other precautions against infection.
In any case, she felt it was no business of his to interfere in this fashion,
especially without even notifying her.**

One can only speculate as to why Reich behaved thus. As a result of his
experiences with his own parents, he always had fears that one marital partner
could negatively affect the other. For example, in later years he would some-
times be concerned that a co-worker’s mate, if not interested in or even hostile
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to his work, would turn the partner against Reich. He spoke of the hostile
person’s attitudes “infecting” or changing the position of a sympathetic per-
son. In the case of his brother and sister-in-law, the danger of infection was
more literal.

Even more upsetting to both Ottilie and Robert was the fact that Willy
did not visit his brother during the many months of his terminal illness in Italy.
Reich wrote, he sent medicine, but he never came himself. Robert was deeply
hurt. Once he received a long, warm letter from Willy. He shook his head and
said something to the effect that his brother had a split personality. Ottilie
asked why he said such a thing and Robert replied: “Because he can write a
letter like that and still not visit me.”"

When Ottilie later asked Reich directly why he had not come to Italy,
Reich replied that he had been busy, and besides he had not felt like it.
Undoubtedly, Reich was busy and he was a careful custodian of his talent.
Often he took the stance that his dedication to work prevented his participa-
tion in a host of activities others deemed essential. He was not a man who
attended weddings, funerals, and the like. But equally clearly the roots of the
explanation lay much deeper. He may have felt guilt because Robert had
helped him during the difficult postwar years, perhaps at some sacrifice to
Robert’s own well-being. As Robert went on to a successful business career,
Reich had no occasion to repay this help. Yet other stories Ottilie tells suggest
a greater concern on Robert’s part about being fair to Willy in money matters
than Willy reciprocated.

One has to allow for the possibility tht Ottilie would like to paint Robert,
her first husband, in a more favorable light than her more famous brother-in-
law. Nonetheless, the hypothesis of guilt on Reich’s part seems reasonable.
Robert died in the sanatarium in April 1926. One can often infer Reich’s
experience of guilt from noting what he blames others for. In the case of
Robert’s death, he blamed his well-to-do relatives for not being more helpful
to Robert during the impoverished postwar years.*¢

Robert represented Reich’s last tie with his family of origin. Reich had
witnessed firsthand the painful deaths of his mother and father under condi-
tions where he felt some responsibility. Perhaps he was not up to witnessing
directly the fatal illness of his brother, to experiencing again the terrible
helplessness, for there was now nothing to be done to reverse the coming of
death. Perhaps, too, he feared that he would be infected by his diseased brother
—the last heir but one of a tragedy-ridden family.

Yet when all is explained or guessed at, the incident reflects the kind of
callousness Reich could sometimes show toward people once very close to him,
who had helped him, but who for one reason or another were no longer
relevant or for whom nothing could be done. This was particularly the case
when someone died. I recall his reaction to the death of a promising young
psychiatrist who had been in training with him and whom he had liked very
much. When Reich heard the news, he simply said grimly, “The best die
young,” and went on about his business.
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If Reich personally distanced himself from Robert during the illness, he
was close to Ottilie after Robert’s death. Ottilie was now in difficult straits: she
had no career, and there was a young child to care for. In the fall of 1926, she
moved in with the Reichs in order to pursue a professional training in Vienna.
At the time Ottilie was interested in becoming a nursery-school teacher, and
Reich helped her not only to obtain a formal education but also with various
extras that he was in a position to arrange, such as a psychoanalytic seminar
on adolescence given by August Aichorn. Ottilie was as grateful to him for this
attentive help as she had earlier been disappointed by his behavior."”

At the close of 1926, Reich’s personal life revealed a similar mixture of
success and storm clouds on the horizon as his professional life did. By 1926,
he had won considerable attention through his writings, his seminar, and his
clinical skills. At the same time, several influential analysts now disliked him
intensely and Freud himself was giving less than full support to the more
controversial aspects of Reich’s contributions. As far as the marriage was
concerned, Annie felt that until 1927 it was a happy one and their mutual life
together a satisfying existence. But for Reich, things were more complex. He
undoubtedly felt some dissatisfaction with his marriage. Annie was less than
enthusiastic about the direction his work was taking in emphasizing the func-
tion of the orgasm, though there is no evidence that she opposed it at that time.
And what ancient scars and griefs his brother’s death triggered can only be
imagined.
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Reich’s Illness and
Sanatarium Stay in Davos,
Switzerland: Winter 1927

The year 1926 had been a difficult one for Reich. It included Freud’s coolness
toward his orgasm theory and character-analytic technique, the death of his
brother, and incipient problems in his marriage. How much his emotional state
contributed to the tuberculosis that sent Reich for several months’ rest during
the winter of 1927 to a Swiss sanatarium we cannot say. There is evidence to
suggest that Reich thought it did, especially his depression over Freud’s reac-
tion to his work.! Whatever the role of Freud in precipitating the illness,
Reich’s relationship with his mentor was clearly much on his mind during his
sanatarium stay. A photo of Reich taken at the sanatarium in Davos in
February 1927 bears the inscription in Reich’s handwriting: “Conflict with
Freud.”

Reich’s sense of being rejected by Freud may not have been limited to
scientific disagreements. Ilse Ollendorff has reported that Annie Reich stated
Reich sought a personal analysis from Freud and was refused.? The implication
in this account is that Reich sought the analysis prior to his TB attack, but
Annie Reich is not quoted as specifically stating the time of the request.
Rather, she emphasized the heavy impact on Reich of Freud’s refusal.

My own conjecture is that both request and refusal occurred before the
illness, and that they were among the precipitants of the “conflict with Freud,”
together with the theoretical differences between the two men. This view is
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based in part upon the severity of Reich’s depressive reaction at the time of
his illness. Reich himself never mentioned his request to be analyzed by Freud
and Freud’s refusal to anyone that I knew. He much preferred to concentrate
on his scientific disagreements with Freud; it would be entirely characteristic
of him to keep silent about such a personal rejection.

Freud’s stated reason for refusing Reich’s request was his reluctance to
take Viennese colleagues into treatment, on the grounds that to do so would
complicate their work relationship. However, Freud was never hesitant to
break a rule when it suited him. He had analyzed Helena Deutsch and Heinz
Hartmann, for example, both of Reich’s generation and both resident in
Vienna. In short, we do not know Freud’s real reason for denying Reich’s
request.

One can infer the degree of rejection Reich suffered in 1926—27 from his
later remarks about his relationship with Freud. In the late 1930s, Ola Raknes,
a Norwegian psychoanalyst, was in treatment with Reich, well after Reich had
left the psychoanalytic movement. At one point Reich said to his patient that
when Raknes was through with his treatment, Reich would perhaps have some
sessions with him in order to deal with Reich’s own dependency on Freud.?
It speaks to the weight of pain Reich carried about the separation from Freud,
the seeds of which began around the Davos time, that he could consider
Raknes as his own future therapist. I know of no other occasion when he
mentioned the possibility of going into therapy with a former student.

Some ten years later, Reich would often refer to Freud and how much
Freud still meant to him. In 1948, when I knew Reich, he recalled Freud’s
pleasure in the early 19208 when Reich vigorously collected “dues” from his
fellow analysts in order to help defray the costs of the psychoanalytic poly-
clinic. More ruefully, Reich also recalled the time when, as a medical student
undergoing analysis, he had impetuously hidden a fellow student under the
couch so that he could learn what analysis was all about by overhearing a
session. “Freud was very angry when he heard about it,” Reich commented
with an embarrassed smile.

Significantly, Reich often compared his own work and life with Freud’s.
“Breuer first had the energy principle and he ran from it,” he said in 1948.
“Then Freud had it and he ran from it. Now I have it and I haven’t run yet.”
He was intent on avoiding the mistakes he thought Freud had made. He often
spoke of how Freud’s organization had “killed him’’—meaning pushed him in
a more conservative direction. But, as he saw it, Freud had permitted it to
happen. “Freud was interested in fame, I am not—that is the difference be-
tween us.” Reich could defend Freud and compete with him in the same
sentence. I once commented that Freud seemed to have been a very reserved
persen. Reich denied it: “No, he was very sparkling—not as sparkling as me,
though.”

Judging from how much Reich still thought of Freud in 1950, one has
some idea of how painful the conflict must have been in 1927 when Reich was

117



118

THE RADICALIZATION OF REICH: 1926-1930

thirty, even if one is surprised by his strong feelings to Freud’s reaction to the
orgasm theory. For the entire thrust of Freud’s thought at that time—for
example, his emphasis on the intricate balance between instinctual gratification
and repression necessary for psychological health, on the one hand, and “civili-
zation,” on the other—was moving in a direction quite different from Reich’s
work. Reich tried to solve this problem by returning to the early Freud, the
Freud who had emphasized the role of genital frustration in the development
of the neuroses, in particular, Freud’s paper “On the Most Prevalent Form of
Degradation in Erotic Life.”

However, I would suggest that Reich practiced a kind of self-deception
in not realizing the full extent to which he was challenging much that was dear
to Freud, at least to the Freud of the 1920s. Such self-deception seemed
necessary to preserve his image of himself as the “loyal son” of Freud, on the
one hand, and the fighter for genitality, on the other.

Nor is it hard to understand why this composite picture was so important.
For we recall what grief had befallen Reich the boy over the issue of genitality.

Now the issue between his mentor, Freud, and himself also concerned
genitality. Aside from this issue—and it is a big aside—the relationship be-
tween Freud and Reich could have continued very positively. It is true that
Freud had also been critical of Reich’s oral presentation of some character-
analytic principles. In general, however, he had responded very favorably to
those publications of Reich where the orgasm function and its affirmation were
not central; he had been especially positive about Reich’s monograph on The
Impulsive Character, where the few references to genitality were very much
in accord with psychoanalytic tradition.

Still, Reich could not be the “good son’ at the price of forgoing orgastic
potency. Nor was he prepared yet to stop being any kind of son and go his own
way. He wished to “undo” the bad relationship with his father and the trauma
of their joint complicity in the mother’s death. This time the good father and
the good son would unite together in support of their shared undertaking—
genitality. But Freud would not have it that way.

One must also pay attention to what Reich does not stress. Singularly
absent in Reich’s remarks to various people about this period was any mention
of the impact of his brother’s death. We cannot say for certain what that
impact was, but we can speculate that to his growing sense of his “different-
ness” within the psychoanalytic movement was also added his familial sense
of separateness. He alone was destined to survive the tragic family experiences
that had killed his mother, father, and brother. What “survivor guilt,” to use
Robert Lifton’s phrase, Reich experienced we do not know. Some of that guilt
was reflected in his conviction, expressed at various times, that he himself
would not die a “normal” death—that he would be killed or at least “die alone
like a dog.”’ Certainly, Robert’s fate increased his loneliness and his need to
repair the “wounds” to family and self by working all the more intensely and
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without regard to costs, by being all the more willing to bear whatever insults
might come his way because of his discoveries.

The time at the Davos sanatarium provided Reich with an enforced rest, a kind
of moratorium in which he could sort out his relationship with Freud, regroup
his energies, and plan for the future. This sabbatical followed eight years of
intense activity centered on psychoanalysis. Reich had taken vacations before
in Austria and Switzerland, but usually very active, social ones—skiing in the
winters, going to the lakes in the summer, and being with family and friends.
Now he was away from the normal work routine, family, and familiar sur-
roundings.

The Davos crisis came when Reich was turning thirty, a phase of life
Daniel J. Levinson has termed “the age thirty transition”—the time when a
man is likely to question and reappraise the previous years of establishing
himself in the world.® Reich had spent most of his twenties building a career.
Were it not for his “fanaticism” about his “hobby horse,” many associates said,
there was no telling how far he might go in contributing to psychoanalysis—
clinically, theoretically, and administratively. At this juncture, Reich had to
consider what would happen to his relationship with the psychoanalytic orga-
nization, his “second home,” as he once put it, if he persisted in following the
direction he believed his work was taking him.

His marriage was also running into trouble. Like his career, it was in
many respects quite successful; but Annie did not share Reich’s emphasis on
genitality, and it was characteristic of Reich to want those close to him to be
fully involved in whatever occupied him. Several years later, Reich was bitterly
critical of the institution of “lifelong, compulsive monogamy,” partly on the
grounds that a partner chosen in one’s twenties may be incompatible with one’s
psychic development at thirty.” It is clear that when he formulated this criti-
cism, he had his own experiences much in mind.

The weight of all these varied concerns is reflected in photos of Reich from
the time. The photo carrying the inscription “Conflict with Freud” shows a
brooding man—the depth of the hurt is striking. Another picture from Davos
shows him standing on the snowy steps in front of the sanatarium, his legs in
a wide stance, hands on hips, the look still hurt and angry but also determined,
as if to say: I will be my own man, no matter what.

It was during the sanatarium stay that Reich began a custom he was to
continue throughout his life—that of sending pictures of himself to absent
friends. In Vienna, Grete Bibring received one from Davos that bore the
inscription: “So that you will recognize me.” Reflecting on Reich many years
later, she saw a biblical reference in that inscription and cited it as evidence of
Reich’s incipient psychotic megalomania. A more benign interpretation might
regard it as a half-ironic reference to his literal absence and to their drifting
apart as friends, something that was indeed happening during this period.
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There is no doubt that at Davos Reich was taking himself more seriously
than ever. From that time on, he saw himself as living or wanting to live a
heroic destiny. And from that time omn, he had a sense of his remarkable
powers. He recorded his life in voluminous detail, keeping careful notes and
diaries of his intellectual and personal development. To a high degree he had
that “fierce love of one’s own personality” that Isak Dinesen noted as a
hallmark of the creative individual.

The sense of himself as a remarkable person, perhaps a historic figure, was
heightened—I am suggesting—during Reich’s stay at Davos. His daughter,
Eva, thought that this was the time he “found out who he was.”® Even those
who deplored the kind of person he found himself to be and the kind of person
he became saw the sanatarium period as critical. Annie Reich believed that
before Davos, Reich had been an essentially “normal” person, whatever diffi-
culties there may have been. After it, she felt he became a much angrier, more
suspicious individual, and, indeed, that a psychotic process dated from that
time.® Which of these two opinions—that of his daughter or his first wife—
one prefers, or which blend of the two, depends on how one views his later
development.

Reich rested at Davos, but he also worked. One task was going over the
proofs of Die Funktion des Orgasmus. The last chapter of the manuscript was
entitled “The Social Significance of Genital Strivings”—Reich’s last chapters
in books or last paragraphs in articles very often signaled upcoming concerns.'?
Here he argued that much sadistic destructiveness, as well as the anxiety states
of “actual neuroses,” stemmed from dammed-up sexual excitation. Here, too,
he began his critique of negative social attitudes toward genitality. In particu-
lar, he stressed the ways these attitudes destroyed erotic happiness. The split
between tender and sensual feelings in the male, the deep suppression and
repression of genital strivings in the female, made marriage a sexual misery.
The dogma of premarital chastity (with the proviso that men could sow their
oats with prostitutes and other “bad” women) ruined what it was alleged to
protect, happiness in marriage.

Reich’s social criticism was still embryonic at this stage. Lacking any
explicit social viewpoint, he made references to connections between sexual
suppression and “capitalist bourgeois morality,” but did not provide any de-
tails. Still, after Davos he would never again limit himself to the study of the
individual without regard for social factors as he had largely done earlier.

The social criticism of the book’s last chapter is undeveloped and strongly
mixed with more traditional Freudian notions that Reich would later abandon.
For example, Reich kept to certain Freudian concepts such as the death
instinct in part because he half-believed them, in part because he did not want
to step too far out of line from psychoanalytic doctrine as enunciated by Freud.
Reich himself was not clear in early 1927 as to what should be the stance of
the parent and educator toward the child’s pregenital impulses. For he shared
the prevailing analytic concern that undue gratification of these impulses
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would prevent the development of “genital primacy.” And he also shared the
view that “sublimations” of pregenital impulses were important for both the
individual and society. His focus at this time was on the kind of genital
fulfillment in early adulthood that would withdraw energy from the inevitable
conflicts between the pregenital and Oedipal phases of development.

In Die Funktion des Orgasmus he had said nothing about affirming child-
hood or adolescent heterosexuality, so this view represented a step toward a
rather different viewpoint.

In contrast, Reich appears to have been more outspoken in public lec-
tures. In the early 1920s, Ernst Papanek, who directed the Social Democratic
Party’s educational efforts for young workers and teachers, had invited Reich
as well as Otto Fenichel and Siegfried Bernfeld to speak on psychoanalytic
themes to young worker groups. Reich spoke weekly on “sex education” for
several years; then Papanek was forced to stop inviting him. Reich, he said,
was an extremely effective speaker: “He was too good to let him continue. If
he had been more mediocre, we would have carried him—he would not have
attracted so much attention.”! What concerned Papanek was that Reich’s
positive attitude toward premarital sexuality appealed to many young people
but made some quite anxious. In particular, he was concerned that Reich’s
lectures would alienate the parents of the young people. The Social Democratic
Party wished to increase its strength among Catholic voters and Reich’s posi-
tions were likely to frighten rather than attract them.

Sometime in the late spring of 1927, Reich left Davos cured of tuberculo-
sis. I believe he also left Davos more intent than ever on finding a way to make
genitality a matter of public concern, on changing the public attitudes toward
contraception, abortion, and premarital and extramarital love life. But further
influences and opportunities were necessary to convert this readiness into
practical endeavor, and to facilitate the development of his social position.
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July 15, 1927, and Its
Aftermath: 1927-1928

When Reich returned to Vienna from Davos in the late spring of 1927, there
were no radical changes in his routine. As in most people’s lives, these impor-
tant turns were gradual developments rather than rapid shifts in design or
structure. The significant points only become clear in retrospect.

Reich resumed his flourishing psychoanalytic practice, his position as
assistant chief of the Vienna Psychoanalytic Polyclinic, and his leadership of
the technical seminar for analytic candidates. Starting around this time, he
appears to have been one of the analysts most sought after by American
students visiting Vienna eager to learn the new discipline of analysis. During
the late 1920s, several future luminaries of American psychiatry became pa-
tients or students of Reich. Finally, whatever Reich’s inner conflicts with
Freud, Freud continued to endorse his work with the technical seminar and
to welcome his contributions to psychoanalytic theory and technique. Indeed,
it was in 1927 that Reich gained what he had long sought—a place on the
executive committee of the Vienna Psychoanalytic Society, now granted on the
basis of his leadership of the technical seminar.

Reich was also determined to continue his marriage. Soon after his return
from Davos, Annie and he decided to have another child, partly in an effort
to improve their relationship. Lore, born on March 13, 1928, was the fruit of
this decision. It is interesting that in his later clinical work Reich paid close
attention to the reasons why people have children. He specifically looked for
the desire to give fruit to sexual love through offspring, and was sharply critical
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of the kind of motivation he may well have experienced himself in 1927, the
desire to “make things better” in a marriage by having a child.

External events as well as Reich’s own inner disposition were, however,
to lead him in a different direction from that of the prominent analyst with
a growing family. Some years later, Reich was to review these political events
in an unusual book entitled People in Trouble.' A few words about this work
are in order first.

People in Trouble is a remarkable volume, not least because it is so highly
personal. It describes events that occurred largely between 1927 and 1934 when
Reich became an active participant in the impassioned, sometimes frenetic
political wars of Vienna and Berlin. More than in any other of his writings,
Reich gives a detailed description of his feelings about these experiences. But
historically, it is difficult to date what feelings occurred when. For example,
he described many events of 1927, but one cannot always be sure whether his
reflections and emotions about these events actually occurred in 1927 or later,
when he transmitted the narrative to paper.

People in Trouble was not in fact published until 1953, when Reich was
living in the relative social isolation of Rangeley, Maine, and long after his
radical political phase had ended. In his introduction, Reich wrote that “the
book is composed of different writings from the years between 1927 and 1945.”
However, a careful examination of the text suggests that most of it was written
between 1936 and 1940, although Reich drew heavily on notes written earlier.
It is hard to date different sections because Reich had the disconcerting habit
of adding material to suit his purposes. The bulk of a section might have been
written in 1936, but put aside. If Reich found a newspaper clipping in 1942 that
fitted his theme, he would then insert it into the text without necessarily
indicating that this material was added some years after the rest of the chapter
was written.

By 1927 the conservative Christian Socialist Party had gained national
leadership, although “Red Vienna” remained in the hands of the Social Demo-
crats. The bitter political polarization between the Christian Socialists with
their rural Catholic constituency, many still devoted to the monarchy, and the
urban, secularly oriented Social Democrats was more intense than ever. Like
Germany with its paramilitary factions, the Christian Socialist Party in
Austria was linked to an independent military group, the Heimwehr, which
received financial support from the Fascist Italian government. The Social
Democrats had their armed unit, the Schutzbund, which, unlike the Heim-
wehr, was clearly under civilian control. Individuals on both the right and left,
inside and outside the armed factions, participated in sporadic violence,
though rightists were the more frequent perpetrators. Moreover, conservative
judges often gave right-wing perpetrators light jail sentences, a policy that
further inflamed the Social Democrats and contributed to severe tension
throughout the country, but especially in Vienna.’

One terrorist attack that particularly enraged the political left occurred
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on January 30, 1927, in Schattendorf, a small Austrian town near the Hun-
garian border. A group of World War I veterans, all members of the Heim-
wehr, wantonly shot into a crowd of Social Democrats, killing 2 man and a
young child. The accused were brought to trial but acquitted on July 14.

Whatever the fairness or unfairness of the verdict—and historians to this
day debate what actually happened at Schattendorf—it enraged the workers
of Vienna. On July 15, a physician who had come to Reich for an analytic
session told him that there was a protest strike of Viennese workers, the police
were armed, workers were occupying the inner city, and several people had
been killed. Reich interrupted the session to join the crowd out in the streets.

The direct confrontation between police and crowd was limited to the area
in front of a courthouse, which the protestors had set fire to as a symbol of
fraudulent justice. Then they tried to block the firemen. With quick strokes
Reich paints a vivid word picture in the subsequent People in Trouble: the
excitement, the impulsive movements of the crowd, the mounted police riding
into the demonstrators, the ambulances with red flags coming to collect the
wounded.

Reich continued to mill about with the large crowd. He was struck by the
difference between Marxist descriptions of such clashes and what he witnessed.
The rhetoric had the “capitalists” fighting the “workers.” For Reich, on the
other hand, there were only workers in uniforms shooting at workers without
uniforms.*

Reich was exaggerating a little. Marxist theory did not say that capitalists
fought workers; rather, the agents of capitalists, e.g., the police, fought work-
ers. Reich’s very naiveté allowed him to be impressed by simple facts without
the distortion of a highly refined theoretical lens. Before July 15, Reich was a
man of the political left, although he had not carefully studied social theory
in general or Marxism in particular. His intense scrutiny of Marx and Engels
came after these events.

When Reich arrived home to tell his wife what was happening, she went
with him to see the events for herself. So Reich and Annie joined the crowd
still watching the courthouse fire. A police cordon started to move toward
them. When they were a short distance from the crowd, an officer gave the
command to fire. Reich jumped behind a tree and pulled his wife after him.

The shooting lasted three hours, and left eighty-nine people dead and over
a thousand wounded. Vienna had not seen such carnage in the streets since
the days of the 1848 revolution.

Reich then describes how it felt to be a demonstrator and how the various
factions looked to an involved and extremely curious participant. Most strik-
ing to Reich was his impression of the police. He emphasized not their brutal-
ity but their mechanicalness. Reich suddenly saw them as rigid automatons.
He, too, he realized, had been just such a robot when he fired on the enemy
in World War L.}

Even though Reich felt a strong desire to throw himself upon the police,
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he restrained it. At the time he believed that he had held back out of cowardice.
Reich’s attitudes toward the various political factions were charged with feel-
ing. He was indignant at the vacillation of the Social Democratic leadership,
particularly its failure to have the Schutzbund participate in the demonstra-
tion. He was enraged by the Christian Socialist Party, which he saw as trigger-
ing the events through the orders to the police. At the time he was quite
sympathetic to the Communist Party, then a minuscule group with only
several thousand members throughout Austria. He expected the leaders of the
party to take an active role in “leading and organizing” the spontaneous
demonstrations of July 15; he excused their absence from events on the grounds
that they were “still preparing themselves.” And on the same day, Reich
enrolled in a medical group affiliated with the Communist Party.¢

Reich came to recognize that the Communists were far too few to be an
effective lever for change, and placed his more realistic hopes on the “left
opposition” group within the Social Democratic Party, which shared Reich’s
views of its weak and vacillating party leaders. But he did not allow this Social
Democratic commitment to stop him from participating in the Communist
Party, even though such action could be grounds for censure, and possibly
expulsion, by the Social Democrats. So, too, could the stringent criticisms
Reich began to make of the party leadership. However much he may have
regretted or downplayed it later, his strongest political sympathies in the late
19208 lay with the Communist Party’s ideology. One must bear in mind that
being a Communist in Vienna at that time did not signify a commitment to
violent revolution, as communism had in czarist Russia in 1917. On the other
hand, Reich and the Communists believed in principle that violence from the
right should be met with equal force.

We have seen Reich’s impressions of July 15. Now the significance of that
day as he experienced it at the time and from his later insights should be dealt
with.

The reader of People in Trouble, written nearly ten years after the event,
cannot but be impressed simply by how important that day was for Reich.
Throughout his life there were benchmark experiences in which the broodings
of earlier days, months, and years coalesced and sharpened. These crucial
happenings in turn led to new experiences, to new “life structures” (in Daniel
J. Levinson’s phrase), and to the selection of still different experiences. The
events surrounding his mother’s death were one such set of experiences; his
meeting with Freud another.

Now he had partaken in an experience not just crucial to himself but to
an entire nation, for the events of July 15 seared the Austrian consciousness.
The Vienna uprising presaged many later political events of the 1930s in
Europe: initial sporadic violence by extreme right-wing individuals or groups,
supported by the silent sympathy and protection of a conservative government
or party; hesitancy and striving to avoid civil war by the Socialist government
or party; the growing strength of increasingly repressive right-wing forces;
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dissension on the left (especially between Socialists and Communists); and the
final victory of a reactionary regime.

The events of July 15 drastically increased Reich’s sense of political ur-
gency. He sought a way to stem the conservative tide, a tide he felt the Social
Democrats should have vigorously and courageously opposed.

Just as character analysis could free the individual from inner oppression
and release the flow of natural energies, so—Reich hoped—radical Socialists
and Communists would rescue the masses from external oppression and re-
lease a natural social harmony, a “classless’ society. Put somewhat differently,
Reich’s desire for strong action on the political left paralleled his clinical
search for measures that would bring about rapid individual change. Thus,
genital breakthroughs might liberate the patient, in spite of unresolved psychic
conflicts and without prolonged analysis. Social revolution led by decisive
leaders might lead to social breakthroughs in spite of all the fears and contra-
dictions among the citizens. Reich’s attempt to integrate his clinical and social
hopes would form the crux of his endeavors between 1927 and 1934.

The next point concerns the interaction between his more established
clinical work and his embryonic social endeavors. In his clinical work, Reich
had been increasingly impressed by “character armor”’—the automaton-like
quality of patients, their lack of spontaneous feeling. Undoubtedly, his clinical
observations alerted Reich to the same kind of armored, affect-lame behavior
on the public scene. At the same time, his immersion in the political arena
broadened his approach to his patients. Prior to 1927, Reich’s analytic writings
had not dealt with social issues, with the exception of his criticism of conven-
tional sexual standards. Like most analysts, Reich emphasized the patient’s
inner difficulties in coping with reality. But the Vienna demonstrations made
Reich more aware of the way destructive social factors interfered with the
treatment of emotional disturbances as well as the way they contributed to
their development.

Finally, what about our own reactions to Reich’s account of the events
of July 15? How contemporary it all sounds! Just as Reich’s case histories in
Character Analysis make us feel that we know these people, that they are not
merely relics from the 1920s, so his description of July 15 reminds us of what
the United States experienced in the 1960s and early 1970s. Reich’s method of
social investigation, his deep immersion in the day-by-day happenings, and his
method of reporting—including his own feelings and reactions—all remind us
of the “new journalism.” He was not the cold, objective historian; he was the
man, he was there, he suffered.

As the political situation steadily deteriorated from the viewpoint of the left,
Reich worked with both the radical left of the Social Democrats and the
Communist Party. On one level, he was involved in immediate political issues,
the tactics and strategy of social struggle. On another, he was asking deeper
questions about the psychological receptivity of the average individual to one
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or another political outlook. He termed this focus “mass psychology.” In 1927//
his insights were only dimly formulated, if at all; but over the next ten years
they would far exceed in significance his immediate concern with political
tactics.

From this perspective, Reich gradually came to realize that the main
problem lay in the character structure of the masses themselves, especially
their fear of freedom and responsibility.” However, in 1927, as I have suggested,
this view did not dominate his thinking. Reich began to take part in demon-
strations of the unemployed. He shared the communist illusion that the work-
ing class would soon overthrow the yoke of capitalism and build a new socialist
order.®

He was to experience keenly the futility of such demonstrations. The
police cooperated to the extent of permitting small gatherings. If the meeting
looked as though it might become troublesome, they would quietly disperse
the “illegal” demonstrators. Even more significantly, workers with jobs did not
take part in the demonstrations for fear of losing their employment. Nor did
marches of the unemployed impress the onlookers. Reich’s hope that the
unemployed would move the people on the street into action did not material-
ize. Occasionally, the marchers would shout “Down with Capitalism!” or
“Freedom and bread!”, but the people on the sidewalk were soon used to that
and hardly paid any attention.

Dismal as these demonstrations were, Reich continued to take part in
them, first because of his concern for the unemployed and his political convic-
tion at that time that somehow, some way, radical change could develop, but
also because he learned so much from the demonstrations. Once again we can
note Reich’s love of the concrete and the practical. He immersed himself in
these first sociological endeavors much as he had earlier thrown himself into
psychoanalytic practice—with some guiding theoretical formulations, but with
a hunger for direct experience.

Reich’s political commitments as well as his eagerness to learn are well
illustrated by his involvement in one demonstration that had farcical over-
tones.

In the midst of the growing civil unrest, the leaders of the Heimwehr
scheduled a large march for October 7, 1928, in Wiener-Neustadt. The leaders
of the Social Democratic Party felt that they, too, had to act lest their restive
membership become even more embittered. So they scheduled a counter-
march in the same city and on the same date.

The small Communist group had decided that it should participate in
the demonstration with the express purpose of disrupting the marches of the
other groups. As Reich put it: “They ‘mobilized’ their workers® defense for
October 7 . . . with all the earnestness of revolutionary courage—I do not say
this mockingly—an organization of about two hundred and fifty unarmed
men undertook to fight armed and organized groups of a combined force of
about forty thousand men; that is ‘to prevent their march.” I can bear wit-
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ness, for I was among those two hundred and fifty men.”

Reich’s capacity for humor and self-irony is evident in the descriptions
of his adventures in Wiener-Neustadt. Along with two other physicians, he
was supposed to carry knapsacks containing bandages; this little band formed
the “medical wing” of the Communists’ “fighting troops.” Proceeding “incon-
spicuously,” the Communist phalanx was to form the “spearhead” of a revolu-
tionary movement to disrupt the proceedings—exactly how, no one knew. To
increase its camouflage, the 250-man army got off the train one stop before
Wiener-Neustadt. At the nearby village they were greeted by a party function-
ary also trying to look “inconspicuous,” and taken to the local inn, owned by
the Social Democratic mayor of the village.

Early the next morning, the little band was betrayed by the mayor: they
awoke to find the inn surrounded by police. Thereupon the “phalanx” divided
into two factions—one in favor of immediately fighting the police, the other
in favor of withdrawing to fight another day. Reich, disliking surrender but
fearing some senseless bloodshed, was chosen as moderator for the militants.
The majority voted to withdraw. So, flanked by the police, they all marched
back to the village station and Reich noticed the indifferent faces peering from
the windows of working-class homes. “ ‘They are only taking away some
Communists,” we could almost hear them say.”

The band of Communists managed to get off the train before it arrived
in Vienna’s Central Station, so they walked home without police escort. But
that was small consolation, especially for Reich, who would long wonder how
he could ever have participated in such a crazy venture. At the time one of
his explanations for his actions that day was that if the Communists were
“right” and “set an example,” others would “have to recognize it.”*° To a
marked degree Reich’s expectation that people would recognize what he recog-
nized was based on his conviction that what should happen would happen.
Again and again this characteristic was to emerge, in spite of his deep aware-
ness of why people could not recognize what he did.

One also has to be aware of Reich’s tendency, as he recalled the late 1920s,
to mix his insights and awareness of a later period with his contemporary
attitudes. Immediately after the fiasco of October 7, it seems likely that the
perfidy of the Social Democratic mayor and of the Social Democratic leader-
ship in general was more on his mind than the “indifferent faces” he met on
his way home, though the latter image had planted itself in Reich’s thought,
to grow in significance just as the significance of the mayor’s actions would
wane. But in the context of 1928, Reich’s own injured pride required a more
tangible target than the “indifference” of the masses.

Reich’s involvement in the events of 1927-28 highlights his steadily in-
creasing commitment to radical politics. However, he was to shape his own
contribution to fit his unique gifts.



IX

The Application of
Sex-economic Concepts on
the Social Scene—The
Sex-pol: 1927-1930

In addition to joining political demonstrations, Reich felt he could serve a
specific function within the revolutionary social movement—a function deter-
mined by his psychoanalytic orientation.

From the early 1920s, Reich had given talks on psychoanalytic subjects
to various lay groups. By 1927, however, he felt dissatisfied with this effort.
People did not understand complex psychological issues, such as the castration
complex.

If working people did not respond to psychoanalysis as usually presented,
they were also turned off by the purely economic analyses presented by the
leftist political parties. To capture their interest, Reich sought a perspective
that would stimulate them to look at what was relevant to their own emotional
needs.

One way he did this was to shift the subject matter of his talks from the
more theoretical aspects of psychoanalysis to the concrete problems of people’s
sex lives. Here Reich began what he was to call the “sex-pol” movement: a
complex theoretical and practical effort—first, to help the masses with their
sexual problems; and second, to render the sexual needs of normal love life
relevant political issues within the framework of the larger revolutionary
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movement.! Questions of sexual life and child upbringing aroused burning
interest among the public.

Reich wished to take other steps, besides public speaking, to reach the
public. He drew considerable support from his friendship with working men,
especially a man named Zadniker. On the basis of his experiences with Zad-
niker and others like him, Reich evolved the idea, later to be abandoned, that
industrial workers were sexually healthier than middle-class persons. Clearly
Reich felt Zadniker to be an open, genuine person, with an objective, natural
attitude toward sexuality. Indeed, Zadniker must have struck Reich as more
like himself than many of his professional colleagues, with their emotional
reserve and subtle moralisms.

Parenthetically, we should note Reich’s gift for finding the kinds of intel-
lectual and emotional support that he most needed. In the early 1920s there
had been Freud, the youth movement, and his analytic colleagues, who gave
direction to his burgeoning interest in psychology, especially the psychology
of sex. In the late 19208, when Reich’s elucidation of the orgasm function,
combined with the general political unrest, was leading him toward a wider
social orientation, he discovered the social sweep and revolutionary hopes of
Marxism. Emotionally and socially, he found in many working people an
openness and simplicity he sorely missed among his more “cultivated” friends
and colleagues.

Zadniker strongly supported Reich’s view that he should work as a physi-
cian rather than as a politician within the leftist movement. Reich should help
the people medically and educationally. Accordingly, during the spring and
summer of both 1928 and 1929, Reich engaged in a kind of “community
psychiatry,” or at least his version of it. Reich, together with a pediatrician,
a gynecologist, and his friend Lia Laszky (who had become a nursery-school
teacher), would go out several days a week into the suburbs and rural areas
around Vienna. They would drive in a van, announcing their visits in advance.
Interested persons gathered at a local park and Reich’s group spoke to them
about sexual matters. Reich would talk with the adolescents and men, the
gynecologist with the women, and Lia with the children. Upon request, the
gynecologist would also prescribe and fit contraceptive devices.?

Sometimes the group would go door to door distributing pamphlets with
sexual information. Most of these activities were of course illegal. More than
once the group was chased away by the police, and on a few occasions members
of the “team” were arrested on spurious charges. One of these was that the
children, who enjoyed exploring the van, were “corrupted” by contact with sex
information and devices. However, charges against the group were usually
dismissed. They were just “nuisances.”

In addition to the sex counseling, Reich would also give political talks in
the evening. He began with questions or problems people had raised in smaller
discussions with the team during the day. For example, young men and women
complained about how the lack of money forced them to live at home, hamper-
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ing their sexual freedom. Others spoke of their fear of unwanted pregnancies.
Reich would deal with some of the personal aspects of these problems. How-
ever, at some point he would invariably connect them with larger political
issues. People could not have a satisfying sexual life without adequate housing
for all; hence this kind of public policy required a truly Socialist society. The
problem of unwanted pregnancies could only be met by progressive sex legisla-
tion, in other words, the legalization of birth control and abortion, the kind
of legislation the Christian Socialists always opposed. In their turn, the Social
Democratic leaders avoided these issues; the public should pressure them to
take a strong positive stand.

Reich had an unusual ability to start with a concrete example and then
find the larger concepts and implications contained in that example. This
ability was important in all his teaching, but it especially facilitated his contact
with nonprofessional audiences. While he was frank in answering questions,
he had considerable sensitivity to the “touchy” issues for any given audience
or individual questioner, and he would approach them with care. In simple
language he could appeal to people’s longing for a richer sexual-emotional life,
while recognizing the fears and guilts they experienced at the idea of such an
existence. This was true of the audiences that attended sex-political meetings.
With professionals, Reich could use the same kind of sensitivity to highlight
the differences between his position and that of others in a way that often was
abrasive.

Reich had a superb speaking style. Dr. Kurt Eissler, a prominent psy-
choanalyst and Freudian scholar, heard Reich give a few political talks in
Vienna in the late 1920s. He found him to be a “marvelous” speaker, eloquent
and forceful.> A Danish newspaper reporter who heard Reich speak in 1934
wrote: “He is a phenomenon. . . . The moment he starts to speak, not at the
lectern, but walking around it on cat’s paws, he is simply enchanting. In the
Middle Ages, this man would have been sent into exile. He is not only eloquent,
he also keeps his listeners spellbound by his sparkling personality, reflected in
his small, dark eyes.”**

Reich’s political speech always concluded the evening. Before it, there
would be various kinds of entertainments studded with “messages.” For exam-
ple, the team wrote new lyrics, with sex-political themes, set to the music of
Marlene Dietrich’s popular song from The Blue Angel, “Falling in Love
Again,” which Lia Laszky was called upon to sing. And the audience par-
ticipated in group singing to guitar accompaniment.’

*The same characteristics were apparent when I heard him speak before small profes-
sional groups in the 1940s and 1950s. He usually spoke from a very few notes, which
permitted him to look directly at his audience, and spoke very fluently. He had a way
of emphasizing key points through added vocal force, which, combined with his wit
and directness, kept audience interest high. The repetitions and variations, combined
with the inflections and cadences of his voice, gave a musical quality to his speech. He
was the most charismatic speaker I have ever heard.
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Once again, one has the uncanny sense of Reich’s anticipation of later
political developments on the left. He was well aware that the average citizen
was bored to death by the usual approaches of the left—the long speeches on
economic policy, foreign affairs, and the like. In his practical sex-political
work, everything he did was geared to involving people.

In 1928, Reich dreamed that within a short time many teams would be
going out with vans and offering the people sexual information and counseling,
together with a more socialist political orientation. But this plan never materi-
alized, partly because others did not share his commitment, partly because his
own modus operandi changed. Reich was providing most of the driving force
behind the enterprise and almost all the finances (the van, the cost of printing
pamphlets and announcements, etc.). He threw himself into the sex-pol work
with all his usual gusto. As Laszky remarked: “He loved it—it was meat and
potatoes to him.”

A further characteristic of Reich’s style was that while he was the recog-
nized leader of the enterprise, the team atmosphere was open, frank, and
collegial. In all the sex-political work, as in the technical seminar, Reich
encouraged the open acknowledgment of mistakes, taking the lead himself in
describing his errors; each day’s activities would be scrutinized afterward.

Laszky did not continue to be so enthusiastic about the sex-political work.
After the initial excitement, she was disappointed. In her view, the expected
movement of people toward a more radical political stance did not occur. Some
were very interested in the sexual information and in obtaining contraception;
others were quiet and just listened. But few made the connection between the
issues of personal sexual life and larger political concerns.

Such a connection was essential to Reich. The concepts he was formulat-
ing during these years and was to detail in The Mass Psychology of Fascism
some years later may be briefly summarized:

Sexual suppression and repression made the masses of people cowed and
uncritical. The energies congealed in the character defenses, the “armor,”
were unavailable for rational social criticism. Preoccupation with emotional
problems in general and sexual conflicts in particular led to political apathy.
Lack of clarity about sexual issues and, worse, lies and deceit regarding
human love life undermined the capacity of people to see through political
chicanery.

Conversely, if people were more in touch with their sexual desires, their
way would be paved for closer contact with larger social issues. As the

?women’s movement in the United States was to emphasize many years later,
it was necessary to begin with the personal, to politicize the personal. The
political right—especially Nazism, as we shall see—was well aware of this. Its
leaders constantly used sex-political propaganda, but of a negative kind. They
played on people’s fear of their own impulses and their fear of chaos by calling
upon the need for moralistic defenses, for “law and order,” for protection
against the “Bolshevik menace” to the family. In this sense, Reich wrote, the
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Catholic Church was the most powerful sex-political organization in the
world.®

Reich was not so naive as to believe that simply informing people about
their sexual needs would necessarily lead to changes either in their capacity
for sexual fulfillment or in their political ideology. From his character-analytic
work he knew too well the strength of the defenses, the anxieties and guilts
that surround man’s impulsive life. In this period of his work, Reich dealt with
sexual need in a way similar to the Marxists’ handling of economic want. That
is, one heightened awareness, one “raised consciousness’ about the problem.
It could only be out of a concern with the problem that solutions would follow.
To the criticism that his sex-politics merely heightened the awareness of sexual
need without heightening the capacity for gratification, thereby rendering the
suffering more acute, Reich answered:

.. . The same objection holds with regard to hunger. . . .

We admit: consistent [sex-political] work brings silent sufferings
to the surface, it accentuates existing conflicts and creates new ones,
it makes people incapable of tolerating their situation any longer. But
at the same time it provides liberation: the possibility of fighting
against the social causes of the suffering. True, sex-political work
touches upon the most difficult, most exciting and most personal
aspects of human living. But does not the mystical infestation of the
masses do the same thing? What matters is, to what purpose one or
the other is being done. He who has seen light in the eyes of the people
in [sex-political] meetings; he who has listened to and had to answer
thousands of questions of a most personal nature, knows that here is
social dynamite which can make this world of self-destruction stop
and think.’

Everywhere he went, Reich was impressed with the people’s need for
emotional help. And he strove to find some solution between the very brief
contact of van missions and the long-term psychoanalysis of the individual, a
socially useless endeavor because of the time it took and the small number of
available therapists.

In January 1929, Vienna newspapers carried notices about new sexual
hygiene clinics for workers and employees, opened by the Socialist Association
for Sex Hygiene and Sexological Research, which Reich had founded. Four
psychoanalytic colleagues and three obstetricians joined Reich in starting the
organization.®

The sex hygiene clinics were opened in different districts of Vienna, each
one directed by a physician. As the clinics were extremely busy, the lack of
time on the part of the staff became a painful reality. Each case required about
half an hour to be diagnosed conscientiously, and many persons who came
needed considerable help. What exactly Reich and his associates did in these
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consultations is not clear. His sex-political writings are not as rich in case
examples as are his psychoanalytic papers. However, we know that he gave
prominence in his early clinical experiences to the problems of abortion, con-
traception, and adolescent sexuality.

Abortion was the most immediate problem because the first patients
tended to be women wishing to terminate unwanted pregnancies. Reich’s
approach to this issue was amazingly advanced. He was impatient with, indeed
outraged by, current debates about restricting or enlarging the categories of
“medical indications” that would permit the interruption of pregnancy. For
him the outstanding fact was that the women didn’t want children and that
they were incapable of bringing them up in a healthy way. Reich also stressed
the terrible economic and social conditions under which many of these expect-
ant mothers lived.

Using emotional and economic factors as legitimations for abortion did
not satisfy Reich at all. The essential point was that women should have the
right to terminate their pregnancies, regardless of their medical condition or
social-economic situation. Nor should this position be justified on the grounds
that, with this right, women would have just as many children as before, but
“under joyful conditions.” Reich was not concerned whether or not the popu-
lation declined because of legalized abortion. In his own work he did every-
thing he could to arrange illegal abortions, where necessary, for women who
sought to end their pregnancies but who did not have the “proper” indications.
In so doing, he often took grave legal risks.

Reich met with little success in seeking any political support for the
legalization of abortion. Social Democratic leaders who privately were in favor
of legalized abortion refused to take a public position for fear of alienating the
Catholic vote. The Communist Party avoided the issue, in part because Marx
had rejected the Malthusian position that the number of births should be
restricted if social misery was to be eliminated. Marx argued that this stance
diverted people from the “real” problem of radically changing the social order.

Thus, the whole issue of abortion languished in terms of direct political
action. If the masses were unwilling to politicize the personal, the parties were
unwilling to personalize the political.

The liberal position in Europe on contraception in the late 1920s was
primarily to fight for it within the context of marriage. A more radical position
was to advocate the right of unmarried adults to obtain contraceptive devices.

Yet by 1929 Reich was affirming the right of adolescents to learn about
and to obtain contraceptives. His path to this position was somewhat more
gradual than his advocacy of abortion and contraception for adults. For, of
course, the issue of contraception for adolescents was inextricably linked to
adolescent sexuality.

The question posed itself in practical terms when young people came to
the sex hygiene clinics and asked not only for help with sexual problems per
se but for advice about contraception. Since these young people ranged in age
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from fourteen to twenty, Reich found himself wondering: Should one give
contraceptives to young people fourteen or fifteen years old?

Reich was not to answer this question in print with a clear-cut affirmation
until 1929, but he was grappling with the answer from at least 1927 on. His
advocacy of adolescent sexuality was a more radical and also a lonelier position
than, say, his support for “abortion on demand.” Since it was also extremely
controversial, it was not something he embarked upon lightly.

That he could not evade the issue seemed clear to him, “if one wished to
stick to the problem of the prevention of the neuroses.” Reich began to study
adolescents more closely, in terms of their psychodynamics and in their social
milieu. He got to know those who came to the clinics as well as those he met
in various leftist youth meetings—his conclusions about adolescent problems
were not based simply on a subsample of youth who might be termed “dis-
turbed” because they attended the clinics.

Reich noted that some young people had sexual partners, while others
wished to find one. In both instances, problems occurred: internal ones such
as premature ejaculation, frigidity, shyness, depression, and nervousness; so-
cial ones such as the lack of contraception, inadequate space to be with a
partner, and parental disapproval. Stressing the interaction between internal
and external factors, Reich would say, for example, that premature ejaculation
was based on Oedipal conflicts but it was also more likely to occur when genital
intercourse was carried out in one’s clothes and hastily."

In his counseling work in clinics and youth organizations, Reich felt the
need for a practical position. He had to reject the choice of abstinence, if for
no other reason than that it was totally unrealistic. Most adolescents (espe-
cially males) masturbated. Even among those who did not, sexual daydream-
ing was common, a form of psychic masturbation that is stimulating though
not gratifying. Reich also rejected masturbation, that “pale substitute of love,”
in D. H. Lawrence’s phrase. He held that guilt feelings with masturbation are
much more intense than with sexual intercourse because it is more heavily
burdened with incest fantasies (conscious or unconscious). Incidentally, the
prevalence of masturbation rendered suspect one psychoanalytic argument
against adolescent intercourse, namely, that intercourse would decrease the
cultural achievements of youth by weakening “sublimation.”'* Why should
one assume that sexual intercourse interferes with achievement while mastur-
bation does not?

Reich was initially optimistic about the number of adolescents who could
be helped if they were exposed to sexual enlightenment, given some counseling,
and provided with contraceptive aids. As he put it, “The younger the boy or
girl concerned was, the more quickly and more fully they swung around after
listening to only a few clarifying sentences.”'?

This implies a change in functioning as well as intellectual orientation.
Yet Reich was also aware that deep-rooted adolescent problems would not be
altered simply by intellectual change. Some years later, reporting on a success-
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ful, brief consultation with an adolescent couple, Reich noted that such suc-
cesses of simple counseling were unusual, due to the depth of the neuroses in
most of the young people who came to the clinics.

The truth probably lies somewhere between the two quotations. Edith
Jacobson, a prominent psychoanalyst when I interviewed her in the 1970s,
worked with Reich in a sex-political clinic in the early 1930s. I asked how much
such counseling could accomplish with adolescents. She replied succinctly:
“Surprisingly much.”*?

Two further central interests in sex-political work developed for Reich in this
period: the issue of childhood sexuality and the problem of marriage.

The depth and extent of sexual problems in adults and adolescents led
Reich to stress prevention rather than treatment. By 1929, he was referring to
sexual disturbances as an epidemic among the masses, and counseling as being
only of very limited value.

In 1930, in a speech before the World League for Sexual Reform (WLSR),
Reich reported that over a period of eighteen months his centers for sexual
counseling had seen seven hundred cases.!* Of those seeking help, approxi-
mately 30 percent could be successfully advised, while the remaining 70 per-
cent had problems of such severity that they could not be treated by short-term
counseling. Nor were there other available resources to help them. Most
existing public health programs either totally ignored neuroses or prescribed
bromides. While a few public programs offered psychotherapeutic treatment,
the permitted length of treatment was entirely inadequate.

Such figures strengthened Reich’s conviction that the neuroses could only
be attacked prophylactically. In his WLSR speech he vehemently insisted on
certain social measures: adequate housing and nourishment; availability of
contraceptives and abortion; social support for the care and education of
children; and a change in the marriage and divorce laws. These changes could
only be implemented, Reich believed, in a socialist economy. But even if they
were realized, a large number of adults and adolescents would still remain
sexually crippled because of irreversible pathology generated during childhood
—irreversible, that is, without long-term individual treatment.

The logic of this reasoning led to an exploration of childhood factors that
contributed to neuroses. In keeping with the Freudian tradition, which empha-
sized the Oedipal period of development (ages four to about six), Reich began
by analyzing social attitudes toward the child’s genital impulses. Punishment
and threats of punishment by parents and educators toward the child’s mastur-
bation were still common (as, indeed, they still are in many circles). However,
the more progressive attitude, especially among the psychoanalytically ori-
ented, consisted in ignoring masturbation or gently distracting the child from
it.

Reich opposed both attitudes. In counseling parents, he stressed the need
for affirming childhood masturbation. Throughout his life, Reich put consider-
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able emphasis on the distinction between affirming childhood sexuality and
tolerating it. Toleration was insufficient to counteract a generally sex-negative
culture. Moreover, if sexual behavior is distracted, the child cannot help but
feel that he or she is doing something wrong in masturbating.”

Toleration also contributed to the mystification of sex—surrounding it
with silence, the mysterious distractions when the child touches its genital. For
Reich this was in some ways more dangerous than direct suppression. Authori-
tarian education was at least clear: Sex outside marriage was sinful. In much
permissive education, sex simply did not exist; the child had to deal not with
thunderbolts of punishment but with a secretive fog.

Reich distinguished between two kinds of childhood masturbation. One
type expressed the natural urge for genital pleasure. The second was connected
with anxiety and anger: the child used auto-eroticism not primarily for genital
pleasure but as a way of discharging fear and rage. Reich affirmed the first kind
of masturbation; the second already indicated some degree of emotional distur-
bance in the child.

Reich took the same basically affirmative stance toward heterosexual play
in children. Indeed, over the years he came to stress the importance of this
activity even more than he did masturbation.

Reich’s daring in affirming heterosexual play in the 1920s is highlighted
if we compare his position on the subject to that of Dr. Benjamin Spock in the
1950s. Spock is rightly considered permissive toward the emotional expressions
of the infant and child. However, of sexual play, he wrote:

If you discover your small child in some sort of sex play alone
or with others, you’ll probably be at least a little bit surprised and
shocked. In expressing your disapproval it’s better to be firmly matter-
of-fact rather than very shocked or angry. You want him to know that
you don’t want him to feel that he’s a criminal. You can say, for
instance, “Mother doesn’t want you to do that again,” or “That isn’t
polite,” and shoo the children off to some other activity. That’s usu-
ally enough to stop sex play for a long time in normal children.*

In discussing masturbation, Spock warns against making threats or dispensing
severe punishment. He goes on to say that even if we magically could rid
ourselves of our discomfort at masturbation, he doubts that it would be in the
best interests of the child: “There is lots of evidence that all children feel guilty
about masturbation whether or not their parents have found out about it or
said anything about it.””"

I do not know the evidence that Spock is drawing upon. But one line of
theorizing, forcefully advanced by Anna Freud, posits that “there is in human
nature a disposition to repudiate certain instincts, in particular the sexual
instincts, indiscriminately and independently of individual experience. This
disposition appears to be a phylogenetic inheritance, a kind of deposit ac-
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cumulated from acts of repression practiced by many generations, and merely
continued, not initiated, by individuals.”!®

This kind of genetic speculation concerning an “‘archaic unconscious”
stands in sharp contrast to Reich’s emphasis on social factors determining the
anxiety and guilt that so often surround genital impulses.

Reich emphasized that one benefit of masturbation and particularly of
heterosexual play was to mitigate the intensity of the Oedipal configuration—
the child’s passionate love for the parent of the opposite sex and his equally
strong hatred and fear of the parent of the same sex. He argued that the
complex would be less charged if the child had a sensual outlet with peers.

It would also be less intense if there were considerable communal involve-
ment in the care and education of children. And it would be less intense if the
parents, particularly the father, were generally less authoritarian, if they in-
teracted with their children in a more human, fallible way.

All of these conditions Reich found in Bronislaw Malinowski’s report on
the sexual life of the Trobriand Islanders,'® which he first read in 1930. Indeed,
Malinowski argued that the presumed “universal” Oedipus complex was ab-
sent among this people, an absence he attributed to the matrilineal organiza-
tion of the family. Yet the findings permitted Reich to make somewhat differ-
ent emphases, namely, on the affirmation of both childhood and adolescent
sexuality among the Trobrianders. It further fitted Reich’s theoretical frame-
work that Malinowski found the Trobrianders to be a warm, open people,
relatively free of the neuroses, perversions, and sadism so common in the
“civilized”” world. Malinowski became one of the few authors Reich would cite
frequently.

Further stressing the demystification of sexuality during childhood, Reich
argued that nakedness among children and between adults and children should
be accepted as matter-of-fact. His rationale was as follows:

Among the infantile sexual impulses, those aiming at the obser-
vation and the display of the genitals are particularly well known.
Under present educational conditions, these impulses are usually re-
pressed at a very early time. As a result of this repression, children
develop two different feelings: first, they develop guilt feelings because
they know that they are doing something strictly forbidden if they give
in to their impulses. Second, the fact that the genitals are covered up
and “taboo” gives a mystical air to everything sexual. Consequently,
the natural impulse to look at things changes into lascivious curios-
ity.?

Reich’s main point was that educators and pupils, parents and children,
when bathing and swimming, should feel free to appear naked before each
other when it was natural to do so.

Not surprisingly, Reich felt that the child’s questions about sex should be
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answered frankly. But even to this he added a novel provocative twist: How
should we answer a child who asks if he or she can witness parental inter-
course? Reich dismissed the argument that watching parental intercourse was
harmful. After all, analytic experience showed that practically every child
listened anyway, and many children observed intercourse between animals.
Reich concluded that the only valid argument against the child’s witnessing
parental intercourse did not concern the child but the parents: it would inter-
fere with their pleasure.?

Reich’s position on this issue was distorted by his opponents, including
many analysts. He was accused of advocating that children should watch
intercourse and that his children did. Neither accusation was true. His point
about the right argument—the argument for adult privacy—against such ob-
servation was lost.

Reich’s emphasis on nudity and the question of the child’s observation of
parental intercourse diminished over the years. Indeed, it is interesting to
speculate why he had emphasized these as much as he did. In The Impulsive
Character, published in 1925, Reich after all had stressed the dangers of
overstimulation to the child. He noted how often impulsive patients expressed
“precocious sexuality” in childhood, witnessed the “primal scene” in a blatant
form, and so on. From his disguised self-history, we know Reich himself felt
he had suffered severely from having overheard sexual intercourse between his
mother and tutor.

By the late 1920s, I believe that Reich was reviewing his own sexual
history and coming to rather different conclusions from those of the early
1920s. Some of his early experiences were certainly provocative and over-
stimulating. But Reich saw the problem as stemming less from his “precocious
sexuality” than from its context, the repressive and sex-negative atmosphere
of his father’s house.

If his desire as a child to witness forbidden things had led to such devastat-
ing consequences, it also led to a characteristic that became one of his chief
virtues in adult life: his ability to see beneath the surface or “clothing” of
things, to explore what the general consensus deemed “off limits.”

By the late 1920s, Reich was struggling to maintain his own line of thought
and investigation against considerable criticism. As we shall see in the next
chapter, many of his analytic colleagues became hostile to his sex-political
work. Characteristically, Reich reacted strongly. If his colleagues disliked the
affirmation of adolescent and childhood heterosexuality, let them think about
nudity between parents and children; let them consider the rational arguments
for preventing children from witnessing parental intercourse. After the heat
of battle, Reich was better placed emotionally to qualify his views and to take
into account some of the criticisms of his opponents. Thus, after 1935 or so,
Reich stressed once again that adults could be destructively provocative as well
as suppressive in dealing with children.

Persons critical of permissive attitudes toward the sexual life of children
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and adolescents often charged that such attitudes would undermine marriage
and the family. The reaction of many liberal sex reformers was to attempt to
reassure these critics. Even today, the American organization SIECUS (Sex
Information and Educational Council of the United States) argues that sexual
enlightenment will improve marriage. Dr. Mary Calderone, the leading
spokesperson for the organization, makes a point of not advocating premarital
intercourse.?

Reich, of course, was scornful of such evasion. He agreed in part with his
conservative critics: the affirmation of childhood and adolescent sexuality
would indeed undermine the institution of marriage—in the sense of the
traditional concept of marriage or what he termed “life-long, compulsive
monogamy.”? Conversely, the denial of sexuality in childhood and adoles-
cence prepared the way for this kind of marriage precisely because it helped
to flatten the emotional vitality of people, thereby making them more resigned
to a dull relationship. At the same time, Reich emphasized—as his critics did
not—that such an upbringing also destroyed marriage, robbing it of its joys
and contributing to myriad marital problems.

What did Reich foresee as replacing the institution of “life-long, compul-
sive monogamy”’? He disagreed with many conservative critics of sex reform
who claimed that promiscuity in adulthood resulted from the relaxation of
“proper” sexual standards in childhood and adolescence. In his view, tradi-
tional marriage would be replaced by something like what in fact seems to be
happening today—serial monogamy. Reich termed this kind of marriage “the
lasting love relationship,” and saw the capacity for it as the hallmark of the
healthy adult.* The “lasting love relationship” also had a strong component
of tenderness, based in part on gratitude for sexual pleasure in the past and
anticipation of pleasure in the future. Reich sharply distinguished this kind of
tenderness from the sticky, clinging affection often shown between spouses in
compulsive monogamy. In the latter instance, frequent “honeys” or “dears”
cannot conceal an underlying sense of frustration and rage.

Why did the ties that make the healthy love relationship lasting not also
make it permanent and exclusive? For several reasons: first, the interests of the
two partners might diverge over time. The couple who entered a relationship
in their twenties might be quite different people in their thirties. More impor-
tantly, Reich coined the term “sexual dulling” to describe what happened over
time between even the most passionate couple. He viewed “sexual dulling” as
the inevitable result of close physical proximity to one partner, and the simul-
taneous exposure to new sexual stimuli emanating from others. When the
relationship between two people is at its height, the desire for others has little
effect. The healthier the individual, the more conscious is the attraction to
others and hence the easier to control, so long as the original relationship is
basically satisfying and the desire for others not too strong.

Several factors ensue from this “sexual dulling,” which make it extremely
difficult to deal with. The dulling may occur in one partner and not the other.
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If the partner whose interest has flagged enters another relationship, the still
attached partner may experience acute jealousy. Reich did not agree with some
extreme radicals who dismissed all jealousy as a sign of neurosis, but.he did
distinguish between normal jealousy and possessiveness. In the presence of the
former, the painful feelings created by one’s partner having an affair with
another can be worked through and mastered.

Reich made a point of characterizing the “love relationship” in terms of
its quality rather than its length. It might last for months, a few years, or many
years; but the qualities of sharing, tenderness, and development over time
distinguished it from a more purely sensual temporary relationship. It was not
monogamous in the sense that there might be experimental affairs, especially
during periods of sexual dulling with the original partner.

Reich stressed that this kind of solution to the problem of dulling—the
experimental affair, the openness of the ultimate solution—required personal-
ity structures and social conditions that applied only to a minuscule minority
of the population. Social-economic factors also militated against the kind of
solutions he proposed. The economic dependence prevalent for so long often
made it difficult for a woman to leave a relationship. Throughout his adult life,
Reich adamantly opposed such economic dependence for women. He strongly
believed that women should have their own careers and manage their own
finances. In this way, the link between love and economic need could be
broken: people could stay together because they chose to, not because they
were forced to do so. If they separated and there were children from the
relationship, each should contribute to child support.

During the late 1920s, Reich was as concerned with the economic depen-
dence of women as he was with a variety of other “patriarchal” attitudes. In
particular, he inveighed against the sexual double standard that permitted
male youth to sow wild oats yet punished “bad girls” who did the same; against
the notion that women were “naturally” passive sexually; against “machismo”
attitudes that regarded male infidelity as something the woman should tolerate
but female infidelity a terrible blow to the man’s pride; and against education
for the supremacy of man which makes fully mutual mental companionship
with the woman impossible.*

Reich also called attention to the way in which traditional marriage, while
providing support and protection for women and children, also exploited the
woman. She was not only the sexual object of the man but her unpaid work
in the household indirectly increased the profit of the employer. The man could
work at low wages because women did work in the home without pay. If the
wife was also employed, she had to work overtime, without pay, to keep her
home in order.

Reich’s position on the raising of children varied. In the late 1920s and
early 1930s, he stressed the importance of social care and communal upbring-
ing for children, though he never went into detail as to how this should be
arranged or its combination with parental involvement. He sometimes called
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for increased but limited state participation in child rearing, through laws
concerning maternity leave, child support, and the provision of day-care facili-
ties. At other times he called for something like the abolition of the family:

The prevention of neuroses is inconceivable as long as there continues
to be family upbringing and, with it, Oedipal conflicts. We regret, of
course, the complexity of this problem, but it cannot be helped: the
prevention of neuroses begins by excluding from the education of the
child his or her own parents, who have proven themselves to be the
most unqualified educators. The sexual education of the small child
will be put instead into the hands of specially trained personnel who
will be less biased. This, however, presupposes the education of society
in general.?®

By 1935 or so, Reich was no longer speaking of “excluding” the parents
from their children’s education. He continued to emphasize the need for social
support and an involvement in their upbringing far beyond the existing struc-
ture. But over the years he made much more of the contrast between the
“natural family” and the “compulsive family” than he did of the contrast
between the family as educator and the state as educator. The “natural family”
was nothing more (or less) than the “lasting love relationship,” where the
partners had children and were responsible for them in some not too clear
combination with social facilities such as day-care centers.

However, the fate of the children, if the relationship between the parents
dissolved, was a question Reich never discussed in detail. And, as we shall see
subsequently, his relationship with his own children after his marriage with
Annie dissolved was a source of great anguish to him.

It is interesting to speculate why Reich maintained for a period so ex-
treme, so dubious a view as the exclusion of parents from the education of their
own children. It would seem, again, as if the pressures from his own unhappy
childhood and from his increasingly unhappy marriage in the late 1920s con-
tributed to his bold formulation: abolition of the family.

The question arises: How original were Reich’s concepts concerning the
affirmation of genital love life for adults, adolescents, and children? Certainly
many aspects of his criticism of Babbitt-like marriage, of attitudes toward
women, of repressive laws concerning marriage, divorce, contraception, abor-
tion, premarital and extramarital sexuality, were very much “in the air” and
part of the intellectual climate in progressive European circles. Havelock Ellis,
Bertrand Russell, Max Hodann, Ellen Key, Fritz Brupbacher, Helena Stocker,
and a host of others were fighting for a revision of conventional sexual mores
at the time.

Reich was clearly influenced by the liberal policy of the Soviet Union
toward sexual issues. He had read much about what was going on in the “first
socialist society.” Then, in the summer of 1929, he and Annie visited Russia
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for a few weeks, where Reich gave some lectures. He came back more con-
vinced than ever that sexual misery and economic exploitation were inextrica-
bly linked and that a solution to the sexual question could not take place
without a social revolution. His trip also convinced him that certain measures
then being taken in the Soviet Union—simple divorce, legalized abortion,
attempts to break down the economic dependence of women, and some sexu-
ally permissive “children’s collectives” (especially the one run by the psy-
choanalytically oriented educator Vera Schmidt)—were only possible in a
Communist society. He noted the signs indicating that by 1929 the Soviet
Union was already beginning to retreat from this kind of revolutionary policy,
although formal reactionary measures would not fully emerge until the 1930s.

Even more important was the influence of Marx on Reich’s thinking.
From Freud, Reich had received the beginnings of a truly dynamic psychology
of individual development within one particular form of family life—the nu-
clear, patriarchal family. For Marx, family form was itself dependent upon
socioeconomic conditions, which were in a process of continuous change based
on the class struggle. Marx and Engels at times had spoken of the “abolition
of the family”” under communism, but they had no clear sexual theory. Still,
their prediction of “unalienated” Communist men and women fulfilling all
their potentialities without economic or sexist exploitation was undoubtedly
an important influence on Reich’s own social vision.

I would like to note here that my method of presenting different aspects
of Reich’s work in separate chapters has the disadvantage of obscuring just
how much Reich was involved with at any given time. Thus, from 1927 until
1934, Reich was pursuing his character-analytic studies with even greater vigor
than in preceding years (Chapter 14). He also devoted considerable time and
energy to his practical sex-politics (this chapter and Chapter 13). Finally, he
was making a major conceptual effort to integrate Freud and Marx, to bring
social theory to Freud’s work on the individual and a dynamic psychology to
Marxist theory and practice.?” In recalling her association with Reich, Grete
Bibring shook her head and said that Reich’s evening technical seminar would
often last until one in the morning. Frequently she was tired and would have
liked to stop earlier, “but no work was too much for Willy.”

Reich was more original in his clear-cut affirmation of adolescent and
child genitality. However, what really distinguished his position was not the
advocacy of one or another specific viewpoint: it was the way he formulated
a syndrome of concepts. In this sense, Reich’s contribution in the social field
was similar to his clinical contribution. In his character-analytic work he wove
together existing concepts such as latent negative transference, defensive char-
acter traits, nonverbal communication, and “actual neuroses.” These linkages
of existing clinical concepts were made in the service of a new therapeutic goal
—the establishment of orgastic potency.

Similarly, in his social concepts Reich interwove a series of affirmations
of genital life, connecting them with a psychiatric theory that provided distinc-
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tions many libertarians were unable to perceive. That is, it made all the
difference in the world not just whether the child masturbated, but whether
the masturbation was motivated by genital pleasure or as a means of discharg-
ing anger and anxiety. It made all the difference in the world whether a person,
in rejecting compulsive monogamy, moved on to a “lasting love relationship”
or, incapable of that kind of closeness, was promiscuous. Without such precise
distinctions, conservatives could cite (as they still do) the unhappily mastur-
bating child or the compulsively driven Don Juan as proof that the “living out”
of sexual impulses led to misery and chaos.

As usual, Reich sought support for his social concepts just as he had for
his clinical ones. Yet his sex-political work aroused considerable opposition,
especially among psychoanalytic colleagues. And it contributed to the deterio-
ration of his marriage to Annie.



I2

Personal Life and Relations
with Colleagues: 1927-1930

When Reich was reunited with his family after his stay in Davos, he was intent
upon saving his marriage. Yet new strains appeared in his complex relationship
with Annie. For one thing, after the incidents of July 15, 1927, direct contact
with the poor and unemployed heightened his sense of guilt about his own
economically privileged position, a guilt he partially assuaged by contributing
money to the Communist Party, to the “left opposition” within the Social
Democratic Party, and to his sex-political efforts.! In addition, he gave money
directly to fund-raising efforts for the unemployed.

These heavy financial commitments led to friction with Annie, who, while
not hostile, was by no means passionately devoted to his political causes. She
participated by working as a psychoanalyst at his counseling centers, but
without the genuine enthusiasm she brought to her private practice. There
were quarrels between the two of them about household expenses. From the
beginning of their marriage, Reich was determined that each would be
economically independent. However, according to Annie, Reich was often
insufficiently aware of or concerned about the difficulties in the way of her
contributing financially, especially when she was pregnant or had a small baby
to care for.

Then, after the Vienna uprising, Reich’s relentless concern for raising
money clashed with Annie’s interest in continuing their comfortable life to-
gether. There were quarrels as to whether money should be spent for new
curtains or pamphlets on sex information. Annie’s father, Alfred Pink, seems
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to have helped out financially. Most of the time, Annie herself was earning a
good income so that, to some extent at least, both curtains and pamphlets were
feasible.

From his side, by 1927, Reich was determined more than ever to live that
heroic existence he had envisioned in the Army and feared would be under-
mined in the trivialities of peacetime. Money and its disposition was always
one of the chief battlegrounds on which Reich fought out his war against the
quotidian.

But, I believe, the financial arguments were symptoms of a deeper distur-
bance on Reich’s part. So long as he was involved with more traditional aspects
of psychoanalysis, such as the impulsive character, the relationship with Annie
seems to have been fairly stable. However, the more his own direction became
manifest, as in his clinical work on the function of the orgasm and in his
sex-politics, the worse the relationship between them became. Reich expected
a full response to and affirmation of his work from his mates; he had done so
with Lia in the medical school days and would do so again later in other
relationships. When that support was lacking, he became angry and embit-
tered.

A further complicating factor was the entanglement of analytic relation-
ships. Around 1928, Annie went into analysis with Anna Freud, at that time
a young analyst. Miss Freud attended Reich’s technical seminar and had a
high regard for his contributions to analytic theory and technique. However,
she had a much more conservative sexual orientation than Reich, and he feared
that she might influence Annie against his work. There is no evidence that he
ever opposed the analysis, but he was not happy about it.>

Another source of friction was the fact that in 1927 Reich again began to
see a good deal of Lia Laszky, who was now divorced. Laszky was very much
involved in the study of psychoanalysis, but, unlike Annie, she had an intense
commitment to radical politics. Indeed, she had joined the Communist Party
earlier than Reich. Her life crossed his at still another point: she taught at the
Montessori nursery school attended by the three-year-old Eva.

Reich found the vivacious Laszky a stimulating companion with whom
to share his sex-political work as well as his clinical writings. In addition, Lia
Laszky had become a beautiful, mature woman with considerable piquancy.
Given his marital difficulties, including Annie’s ambivalence and attitude to-
ward his work, he was very receptive to Lia’s sexual charms. On her side, Lia
found the vibrant thirty-year-old Willy a much more secure person than the
volatile youth she had known in medical school. His stature as an analyst,
combined with his political radicalism, exerted a strong appeal. Finally, she
was much less the reluctant virgin she had been in medical school, although
Reich remained the pursuer in the developing relationship.

Their affair seems to have been more than casual but less than deeply
involved. Each was very busy and their times spent together, aside from work,
were sporadic. There was no talk of marriage. As Laszky’s interest in Reich’s
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social work waned during 1929, so did their sexual relationship. It ended
cleanly, and they remained good friends for years after. Unlike so many others,
Lia Laszky never blamed Reich for either their personal or professional in-
volvements. For a time she had been excited by him and by sex-politics; and
that was that. She also tended to look back on both the affair and her work
participation as somewhat illicit: the first violated her feelings for Annie Reich,
the second her lifelong commitment to psychoanalysis.®

On Reich’s side, the feelings may well have run deeper. Reich slept with
many women, but Lia was one of the few he would mention frequently and
warmly long after the liaison had ended. It says a good deal that when he was
isolated in Rangeley, Maine, in the 1950s, (see Chapter 30), under attack from
all sides and seeing only those who were “in the work,” he permitted Laszky
to visit and give him some frank advice “out of our old friendship,” in her own
words. For a period in the 1920s, Lia Laszky, with her interests, her verve, and
her candor, had been able to embody a sexual-emotional-intellectual excite-
ment for Reich that complemented his enthusiasm for Marxism, sex-politics,
and “the function of the orgasm”—the book of that title published in the same
year his affair with Lia began.

Exactly how Annie felt about the affair we do not know. Ottilie, Robert’s
widow, who lived with the Reichs from September 1926 to June 1927, felt that
Annie “shut her eyes” to the relationship.* However, it cannot have been easy
for her to know that Reich was involved with a woman who was also her
friend. Annie appears to have had the habit of blunting her own anger, but
presenting her situation in a way that stirred up the anger of others on her
behalf.’

Reich was also having trouble with analytic colleagues. Many had re-
garded him as intense and “fanatical” even before his radical political involve-
ment. After it, the number who took this view sharply increased. Richard
Sterba, Reich’s friend during the early and mid-twenties, found that after 19277
Reich was far more “belligerent” than he had been earlier. The two men
argued about Reich’s professional direction until an increasing coldness set in
between them and there was little further contact.®

Reich had always shown a tendency to meet opposition with indignation
and belligerence. This disposition undoubtedly contributed to the growing
conviction on the part of many analysts that from 1927 on, Reich exhibited
“paranoid” trends. At least, Sterba, Grete Bibring, and—in retrospect—Annie
Reich felt that this was the period when Reich “‘changed.”

Other observers felt differently. Lia did not perceive the Reich of the late
19208 as “paranoid”; on the contrary, she described a much less “touchy”
person than the youth she knew at medical school. Yet her description has one
element in common with those more antagonistic to Reich. When criticized,
she said, Reich in certain moods “could take anything” with equanimity. But
in other moods he could take nothing without flaring up.

If some of his colleagues found Reich belligerent, he found many of them

147



48

THE RADICALIZATION OF REICH: 1926-1930

infuriatingly remote from the turmoil of the times. If they found him fanatical,
he saw them as lacking either conviction or the capacity to apply their psy-
choanalytic knowledge to the social scene.

Reich could still be a delightful companion, participating in a variety of
social gatherings. Ottilie has described how sparkling and winning he could
be at parties: “I never knew anyone who could be so seductive—not sexually
seductive, but charming. That smile!” However, increasingly the social even-
ings were mixed with work discussions. As Grete Bibring put it, “One could
not be around Reich long without the discussion turning to work.” Bibring
interpreted it as another sign of Reich’s taking himself too seriously when in
1928 he sent her a photo of himself at his desk with an inscription on the back:
“The researcher at work.”

Reich experienced the same mixed attitudes from his colleagues that he
had experienced earlier, only now in more intensified form. Most of his associ-
ates liked his work on character defenses but disliked his views on genitality.
By 1927, his sex-political work combined with his ardent Marxism added to
the widespread criticism that he was advocating a “genital utopia.” It should
also be stressed that in the 1920s psychoanalysis as a profession was entering
a more respectable and settled phase. With his affirmation—among other
things—of adolescent and childhood sexuality, Reich threatened to provoke
anew the anger of society.

If Reich found many of his colleagues turning against him, he received
a warmer response from the poor, who had to deal with the harsh economic
reality of post-imperial Vienna of the late 1920s, and he felt more at home
among them. There is a fascinating picture taken of Reich in 1927 or 1928 that
highlights his increasing identification with the working class. The photo
shows him standing with a group of twenty or so other people in front of a
building with signs posted up saying: “Mit den Kommunisten gegen die Fas-
chisten” (With the Communists against the Fascists) and “Wahlt Kommunis-
ten!” (Vote Communist!). Reich stands at the edge of the group, wearing a tie
but also a leather jacket, a frequent part of his dress during this period. The
picture is in sharp contrast to photos taken of Reich with his analytic col-
leagues. The latter, in other photos, are clearly middle class and professional,
and dressed accordingly. In the political photo Reich is with simple people,
some of the working class, all very nonacademic in appearance. There is a man
in some kind of uniform standing in the front of the group, straddling a bicycle.
A boy in a knit cap watches the scene. The photo is haunting, bringing to mind
the Depression years, the rise of fascism, and the searing political struggles of
the late 1920s and early 1930s.

In these years Reich was still trying to combine different milieus—the
world of the poor and the world of his professional colleagues, the world of
marriage and the world of his political relationships. Ottilie, for example,
recalled Reich reading to her one night from something he had just written:
“He was so warm, so full of compassion for people that I loved him at that
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moment. And then the next day he could be cold and callous to the people
around him.” She also contrasted the different ways he could look—his dark
brown eyes sparkling with that “wonderful smile” when he was happy, then
the angry look, when his eyes became smaller, his mouth tightened, and the
redness of his skin was accentuated.

Ottilie also described a trait of Reich’s that was a characteristic through-
out his life. At times he could exert a heavy-handed pressure on people around
him, not only to follow his work but also to be guided by him in personal
matters. For example, after Robert’s death Ottilie was not interested in other
men for some time. Reich frequently urged her to have a sexual relationship,
to overcome her “genital anxiety.” He also diagnosed her as having a “martyr
complex.” He combined these two notions into an informal “character analy-
sis,” which Ottilie sometimes found helpful, at other times very annoying.
When she expressed her irritation, Reich apologized and stopped.

Reich’s diagnosing of Ottilie is a good example of how he interwove
professional and personal concerns. The same kind of interlacing was apparent
in his relations with his children. Both in his writings and in his rearing of
Lore, Reich began to emphasize “self-regulation” for anal as well as genital
life. He no longer feared that an absence of strictness would lead to a fixation
through over-indulgence. Rather, there was a maturational progress toward
the genital stage, just as there was a natural progression from sitting to walk-
ing. However, it was not until some years later that Reich would stress the
negative consequences of a strict feeding schedule during the oral phase of
development.

Reich’s upbringing of his daughters was most influenced by his concepts
concerning genitality. Eva was early told the “facts of life,” and as a youngster
of four or five (in 1928 or 1929) she took some pride in the fact that older
children would come to her for sex information. Probably under Reich’s
influence, Annie kept a diary of Eva’s sex education. The parents seem to have
shared a concern about finding ways to enlighten their children without being
“seductive.”

It should not be construed that the children’s sexual education occurred
in a cold, intellectual atmosphere. On the contrary, Reich was sometimes
criticized for being overly affectionate with Eva. (Eva seems always to have
been his favorite. Lore’s birth in 1928 took place as the relationship between
Reich and Annie was deteriorating.) Lia Laszky recalls leaving her son Tony,
then three or four, with the Reichs for a week or so while she took a vacation.
Visiting briefly at the Reichs’ summer home, she commented to Reich that he
cuddled with Eva too much; it would prevent her from having a good relation-
ship later with a man. Reich became annoyed. Laszky reminded him that she
was his expert on children so he should listen to her. He replied that she wasn’t
the expert on raising his children.

On a theoretical level, Reich believed in the affirmation of genital play
among peers during childhood. And he was curious as to what such play was
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like in the “natural” situation. Just how curious is well illustrated by a story
Ottilie relates. Tony had come over to play with Eva. At nap time, Eva and
Tony undressed and lay down to rest. Ottilie reports that R_elch Watched them
through the keyhole. He told Ottilie that he was interested in not.lng. who took
the initiative for sexual play—the boy or the girl. Although he invited her to
observe, Ottilie was not interested. She was amused at Reich’s disappointment
when the children just giggled and then fell asleep.

Ottilie related this story in a way which suggested that, in her opinion,
Reich behaved quite foolishly. From one viewpoint, he did. One can also read
into the incident, I think justly, an obsessive curiosity about his children’s sex
lives, a theme to be repeated many years later with his only son, Peter, born
in 1944. One might see in it, too, the same voyeuristic trait that had led Reich
to observe his mother and tutor.

Over and beyond Reich’s psychodynamics, the incident is a nice illustra-
tion of Reich’s commitment to the study of genitality, his interweaving of the
personal with the scientific, and his method of naturalistic “field research.” As
a researcher, he preferred to observe phenomena in vivo. If the observation of
childhood genitality without altering the phenomena required looking through
a keyhole, so be it.

Whatever Ottilie’s impatience with Reich’s insistence on genitality, it did
not impair their good relationship. What did lead to its disruption had to do
with money.

Ottilie left the Reich home in 1927, after completing her training as a
nursery-school teacher. She was now in a position to support herself and her
child, and was also eager to leave because she disliked Reich’s affairs, his
periodic coldness toward Annie, and his occasional cuttingly critical remarks,
which could demolish Annie or any other target around him.

In 1929, Ottilie turned to Reich for help, this time for his maternal
grandmother. Grandmother Roniger was a person Reich never liked: he con-
sidered her vain and meddlesome.” However, both she and her wealthy brother
Josef Blum, for whom she kept house, had been bankrupted in the severe
Depression of 1929. Josef was accepted into one of the B’nai Brith homes for
the elderly, but Josephine had no such recourse. Ottilie asked Reich for a
contribution to the relatives’ fund so that his grandmother would not have to
depend on public charity. Ottilie became incensed when Reich not only refused
help but couched his refusal in callous terms. He said his grandmother could
live in a poorhouse as far as he was concerned. He would have been happy to
help support the old family cook, a working woman, but he would not give
a penny to help such a “meddlesome parasite’” as Josephine. Ottilie appealed
again on the grounds of his contributing in memory of his mother, but to no
avail.

Immensely upset, Ottilie vowed never to see him again. Four years later,
Reich had to flee Berlin when Hitler came to power in March 1933. While
passing through Vienna, he got in touch with Ottilie. She agreed to see him
and they had a generally cordial meeting. She told him his grandmother had
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died in the intervening years, and that she had not had to live out the remain-
der of her life in a poorhouse. Ottilie’s relatives had managed to support her
without her ever knowing that she was dependent on the generosity of others.
When Reich heard the story, he shook his head and said: “Sentimental fools!”
Ottilie replied: “We may have been sentimental fools but you are a pig so it’s
a good combination.” Not long after this meeting, Reich gave her a copy of
his new book, The Mass Psychology of Fascism, with the inscription: “To my
beloved sister-in-law.”®

Why did Ottilie remain angry with Reich over a period of years? There
seems to have been something more at work in the intensity of her reactions
than the particular incidents she cites. Yet Reich was to be accused many times
of breaking off relations with people he knew well. The completeness of their
rupture was also so characteristic of Reich’s personal relations that I shall
postpone a fuller analysis until later; but two aspects deserve some discussion
here.

The first concerns the way Reich insisted on making a principle out of
what others considered a “failing.” To have an affair was one thing; to make
a principle of it another. Not to help out a relative was one thing; to assert that
it would be wrong to help a “parasite,” that one’s money was better spent
elsewhere, was different. Then there was Reich’s anger toward the target of his
disapproval. Not only did the grandmother not deserve his support; she mer-
ited the “poorhouse.”

The second factor, associated with the first, concerns the lack of empathy
most of Reich’s friends felt for his principles, or what he called the “red line”
of his life and work. Even when, like Ottilie, they did not actively oppose his
interests, they often felt he made too much of them. This, in turn, made them
less sympathetic to the ways he implemented his “mission’” and the people he
hurt along the route.

Reich himself was not always aware of just how limited was the support
he received for his concepts. In his polarizing way, he tended to regard his
associates as either against his work or for it. He was usually right about those
he labeled against it. Analysts like Paul Federn, in fact, thoroughly opposed
him. However, his friends often liked him and even parts of his work, without
fully sharing in what he regarded as his central concerns.

Lia Laszky, for example, participated closely in Reich’s sex-political
work. Yet, in addition to doubting how much sex education and counseling
would influence the masses politically, she was far from committed to the
affirmation of childhood and adolescent genitality. Undoubtedly, Reich’s per-
sonal influence, his charisma, and the desire of those close to him to win his
approval pushed some of them to go along with his work more than they
actually believed in it. Edith Buxbaum, one of Annie’s university friends,
participated in Reich’s sex-counseling centers; she also tried to “enlighten” the
students at the high school where she taught, an effort not appreciated by the
school officials.

In looking back on her relationship with Reich, Buxbaum underscored his
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personal influence on her and her admiration of him as a bfilliant young
analyst and as first the lover, then the husband, of her closest friend. She also
stressed how much she learned by attending his technical seminar and being
supervised by him. However, she looked back on her sex-political activity as
foolishness done under Reich’s influence.’

Even the “younger generation” of analysts and analytic candidates, whom
Reich viewed as sympathetic in contrast to the older, more hostile analysts,
went only a part of the way with him and seldom on the aspects he valued
most: his clinical concept of orgastic potency and his social, mass-psychologi-
cal work. Richard Sterba and Grete Bibring, both very positive members of
the technical seminar, were after 1927 joining those like Helena Deutsch who
had early regarded Reich as a “fanatic,” although they still considered him an
excellent analyst and teacher.

Many of the personal characteristics mentioned—Reich’s principles that
violated the general consensus, his passionate determination to live by those
principles, his tendency to badger others into following his beliefs, his polariza-
tion of colleagues, his blindness to friends’ criticism unless such criticism was
clearly stated—remind us of intellectual adolescents. So, too, does Reich’s
desire to work in a variety of fields and not “settle down” to one thing.

Goethe has said that the genius periodically re-experiences all the expan-
sion of adolescence, the excitement of new intense emotions, concepts, and
creations. What the adolescent—or genius—discovers seems so self-evident, so
important, and so enchanting that he or she cannot believe others will not
share the excitement once they are exposed to it.

The difference between the truly creative adult and the adolescent is that
the former is repeatedly able to channel his or her excitement into enduring
accomplishments, however many realms of creation are involved. However, it
often takes time for the creator’s discoveries to be seen in their fullness.
Meanwhile it is the adolescent aspects of the personality—the storms and
demands rather than the achievements—that most impress and depress his or
her family and friends.

In September 1930, Reich decided to move from Vienna to Berlin. Despite his
marital difficulties and the worsening of his collegial relationships, it is my
guess that Reich might well have remained in Vienna had it not been for two
factors: Freud’s attitude toward his sex-political work and his own conflict
with the Social Democratic Party.

When Reich began his sex-political counseling, he felt he had Freud’s
support. Freud was generally encouraging toward diverse enterprises along
analytic lines even when he was not fully in agreement with them. And, to
some extent, he was in sympathy with Reich’s direction. Freud had long been
concerned with finding ways to bring psychoanalytic knowledge to a broader
public than could be reached through individual treatment. Furthermore,
Reich’s sex-politics reflected Freud’s early interest in the treatment of the
actual neuroses.
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In addition, Reich’s critique of conventional sexual morality was not
without resonances in Freud’s work. To give but one example, Freud had
commented early on the prevalence of sexual unhappiness in marriage: “The
uninitiated can hardly believe how rarely normal sexual potency is to be found
in the man, and how often frigidity in the woman, among those married
couples living under the sway of our civilized sexual morality: what a degree
of renunciation is associated often for both partners with marriage, and of how
little the marriage comes to consist of bringing the happiness that was so
ardently desired.”*

Freud also shared with Reich the hope that the Soviet Union’s experiment
in relaxing divorce laws and other measures of sexual liberation would be
successful.!* Still, even here Freud was hesitant, fearing that too great a liberali-
zation would lead to social chaos. For he held the belief that considerable
frustration of the sexual impulse was necessary for civilization.

In short, whatever support Freud gave to Reich was always qualified. As
Reich continued to insist on drawing social consequences from psychoanalytic
findings, Freud’s coolness increased. In a private conversation in 1929, when
Reich discussed the problem of compulsive monogamy, Freud remarked that
if Reich pursued this line, he would be provoking a good deal of trouble.”?

The most extensive information on Freud’s reaction to Reich’s social
views comes from an evening meeting on December 12, 1929, held at Freud’s
home. This particular session was one of a series of regular monthly meetings
attended by the inner circle of Viennese analysts, including such persons as
Paul Federn, Hermann Nunberg, Felix and Helena Deutsch, Heinz Hart-
mann, and Ludwig Jekels, in addition to Freud and Reich. Guest members also
came to particular meetings.

In his presentation that evening, Reich outlined his views (summarized
in Chapter 11) on the need for sweeping changes in man’s sexual and economic
life in order to prevent an “epidemic” of neuroses. In the ensuing discussion
and at subsequent meetings, Freud answered with the arguments later to be
published in his Civilization and Its Discontents:

There can be no doubt about its purpose [the purpose of the
pleasure principle], and yet its program is in conflict with the whole
world, with the macrocosm as with the microcosm. It simply cannot
be put into execution: the whole constitution of things runs counter
to it. One might say that the intention that man should be “happy”
is not included in the “scheme of Creation.” What is called happiness
in its narrowest sense comes from the gratification—most often in-
stantaneous—of highly pent-up needs, and by its very nature can only

be a transitory experience. . . . Civilization is built on renunciation of
instinctual gratifications. . . . This “cultural” privation dominates the
whole field of social relations between human beings. . . . Civilized

society is perpetually menaced with disintegration through this pri-
mary hostility of men toward one another. . . . Hence its system of
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methods by which mankind is to be driven to identification anq aim-
inhibited love relationships; hence the restrictions on sexual life.””

In commenting upon the meeting of December 12, Reich mentioned that
the atmosphere was ‘“very cold.” Here he was referring to the other analysts
present. As for Freud, he was strict with Reich but it was a kind of strictness
Reich could take without his usual sensitivity.'

The most specific example of this hardness was reported not by Reich but
by Richard Sterba, a guest at the meeting. I have already referred to his quote
in connection with Reich’s clinical concept of orgastic potency; the particular
context was Freud’s criticism of Reich’s social concepts (see page 100). Ac-
cording to Sterba, Freud commented that “complete orgasm” was not the total
answer. There was no single cause for the neuroses. When Reich kept arguing
for his own viewpoint, Freud replied sharply: “He who wants to have the floor
again and again shows that he wants to be right at any price.”"*

According to Reich, his most acrimonious discussion with Freud oc-
curred in September 1930 just before his move to Berlin. Reich visited Freud
at Grundlsee, the Austrian village where Freud spent his summer vacations.
They continued their debate about the family problem. Reich had argued that
one had to make a distinction between the genuinely loving family and the
family bound together by guilt or obligation.'

This account, of course, reflects Reich’s memory of the conversation
twenty-three years after it occurred. Given the context of 1930, it is quite
possible that Reich stated his position in a more extreme fashion. It was around
this time, in his talk before the World League for Sexual Reform, that he had
spoken of the need to remove children from the family setting, if the Oedipus
complex and neuroses were to be prevented (see page 136).

In any case, whether he stated his views in their more moderate or in
extreme form, Freud did not agree. He had replied that Reich’s viewpoint had
little to do with the moderate stance of psychoanalysis. Reich had answered
that he regretted the disagreement but he had to maintain his position.!’

Reich clearly remembered Freud’s final comment to the effect that it was
not Freud’s intention or the intention of psychoanalysis to cure the world of
its ills, in which Freud was referring indirectly to Reich’s social ambitiousness,
his need to “rescue” the world.

Reich remembered clearly his last impression of Freud. As he left, he
gazed back at Freud’s house and saw Freud in his room pacing to and fro. The
image of Freud as a “caged animal” lingered in his mind.'

In spite of the sharpness of the exchanges between the two men, there was
justification for Reich’s view that Freud still thought well of him while others
were pressuring Freud to take a more negative stance. For example, in 1928,
Reich’s old enemy Paul Federn wanted to have Reich removed as director of
the technical seminar, ostensibly on the grounds that Reich was so busy. On
November 22, 1928, Freud wrote Federn:
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When you spoke to me the day before yesterday about relieving
Dr. Reich of the leadership of the seminar, I thought it would proba-
bly be desirable to him, too, since he is so busy with other activities.
I hoped in this way to meet both your wishes. It seems, however, I
erred [about Reich’s feelings]; and so you will have to relinquish your
wish because I do not want to give the impression of a punitive
dismissal of Reich without his consent and through an order I do not
desire to issue and for which there is no reason. The criticisms which
you and other colleagues raised about him are balanced by his great
merits to the intellectual life of the Association. He is really quite
good.

I have to ask you to maintain a collegial relationship with him.
If he wants to keep the seminar leadership, we have to grant him this."

It also appears that when Reich decided to leave for Berlin, he was not
certain how permanent the move would be; yet Federn used the opportunity
to remove Reich from leadership of the technical seminar and from member-
ship in the Vienna Psychoanalytic Society. In some distress, Reich wrote to
Freud about this. Freud in turn wrote to Federn on October 10, 1930. He
reported that he had answered Reich’s complaint by saying, “. . . we promised
him that he could keep his positions [should he decide to return] and that we
wished to hold to that agreement, but we did not have any understanding about
the way a temporary leave would be handled.” After making the point, Freud
added a qualification: “Of course, you could have done it differently. First, Dr.
Reich could have been elected, and then he could have asked for a temporary
leave.” Freud then went on to repeat that they intended to reinstate Reich
should he return to Vienna, followed by another qualification—*if he has not
become impossible.” By “impossible,” Freud was undoubtedly referring to the
degree of aggressiveness Reich might bring to his presentation of the proper
clinical and social goals of psychoanalysis.

One final point about the connection between Reich’s relationship with
Freud and the move to Berlin should be made. At their last meeting in the
country, Reich had suggested that as a check on any irrational element in his
social position he might consult with some analyst in Berlin. Freud had re-
plied that it would be hard for so eminent an analyst as Reich to find a
suitable therapist. Nonetheless, Freud suggested Sandor Rado or Siegfried
Bernfeld.®

It would not have been easy for Reich to consider having more analysis,
given his feelings of rejection about Freud’s earlier refusal to accept him as a
patient. However, it would have been far more difficult for him to see a
Viennese analyst than someone in Berlin. In Vienna the relationships had
become so entwined over the years, the various competitions and dissensions
so great as to preclude Reich’s establishing a viable therapeutic alliance with
any analyst other than Freud.
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Reich’s political difficulties proved even greater than his psychoanalytic
ones. Austria was undergoing a severe depression and by the fall of 1929 the
political situation in Vienna had deteriorated sharply. The Heimwehr was
showing increased recklessness, attacking Social Democratic workers’ homes
and meetings. The Christian Socialists were demanding emergency powers for
the national leadership, powers that would curtail civil liberties and require
constitutional changes. Fearful of even worse consequences, the Social Demo-
cratic leadership was negotiating compromises with the Christian Socialists.

The Communists and the left wing of the Social Democratic Party were
outraged by such compromises. Reich organized the Komitee Revolutionér
Sozialdemokraten (Committee of Revolutionary Social Democrats) to oppose
the party on the constitutional issue.” This committee had a small core of ten
members, some of whom Reich had met through his clinics. He financed the
group’s activities, which included the brief publication of a newspaper.

The first public meeting sponsored by the committee took place on the
night of December 13, 1929. (It is striking that this meeting occurred only one
day after the discussion at Freud’s home on the prevention of the neuroses.)
Reich gave the main speech, sharply criticizing the Social Democratic leaders
for making militant press statements and simultaneously behaving so cau-
tiously toward the Christian Socialist government. Worse, they had tried to
gag party members who opposed this vacillating policy. Reich concluded by
calling for the mobilization of the working class, for their taking the offensive
against the Heimwehr and the Christian Socialists. Anson Rabinbach summa-
rizes: “By openly confronting the leadership with almost no support in the
party except among certain discontented elements among the youth and the
Schutzbund, Reich clearly put himself in a position that courted expulsion.”

Reich was, in fact, expelled from the party on January 16, 1930. He was
accused of violating party discipline by attacking the leadership and by work-
ing closely with the Communists. The main witnesses against Reich were two
associates from the committee. They claimed they did not know that Commu-
nists were going to attend the December 13 rally. One of them said that he had
visited Reich’s clinic after years of unemployment and was vulnerable to
Reich’s “seductive influences.” The two men were permitted to remain in the
party because of their testimony against Reich and for having seen the error
of their ways.

Reich’s account of the period in People in Trouble in no way contradicts
Rabinbach but is far less complete. He emphasizes his empathy with some
young Schutzbund members who at the clinic discussed their political despera-
tion as well as their sexual problems.?? But he says nothing about the commit-
tee or his expulsion from the party; Reich could at times omit incidents
unfavorable to himself. In later years, Reich liked to highlight his participation
as a physician in the radical political parties. In the committee he had func-
tioned as a politician leading a quixotic venture.

These then were the cumulative factors at work in Reich’s decision to
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move to Berlin: his strained relations with his Viennese colleagues and the
opportunity to work in Berlin with more analysts who shared his social con-
cerns; the political weakness of the Austrian radical left versus the strong
German Communist Party (with over 4 million members); and a better oppor-
tunity to pursue his personal analysis in Berlin. What is also interesting is that
no matter how constrained Reich felt within the psychoanalytic organization,
no matter how great the frictions in his marriage, and no matter how weary
he could become of political struggles, he left for Berlin without intending any
major break in his life. He planned to join the Berlin Psychoanalytic Society,
to have Annie and the children follow him once he was settled, and to become
a member of the German Communist Party. He wanted to enlarge his exis-
tence while still maintaining the basic contours of its professional and personal

design.
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The Sex-political Furor:
1930-1934

The years between 1930 and 1934 witnessed Reich’s continuing involvement
with psychoanalysis and politics. Initially, Berlin met his expectation that it
would provide a more hospitable environment for his work than Vienna had.
Many of the younger Berlin analysts—Otto Fenichel (who had moved to
Berlin several years before), Erich Fromm, Edith Jacobson, and Karen Horney
—were sympathetic to Reich’s efforts to link psychoanalysis and Marxism,
though none was as actively engaged in politics as he was.! The younger
analysts were also interested in Reich’s contributions to character analysis. So,
shortly after his arrival in the German capital, Reich established a technical
seminar similar to the one he had conducted in Vienna.

Reich also joined the Communist Party, then the third largest party in
Germany. As in Vienna, he worked within a variety of political organizations
and concentrated on sex-political themes. One of his first talks in Berlin, given
before the Association for Socialist Physicians, concerned the prevention of
emotional disturbances; and early in 1931, he addressed a student group on
“The Fiasco of Bourgeois Morality.”

The ensuing discussion among the youth went on until five A.M.2 For
Reich, such meetings held an air of excitement that arose again when he
reminisced about this period. He loved contact with people, especially the
young. After 1934, when he was devoting himself more to research, he kept
recalling this period. I remember the note of sadness in his voice when in 1948
I'told him I was going to speak before an anarchist group. He replied, “I envy
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you. I used to love to give talks but I can’t any more.””* Even as late as 1952,
when Reich had long since detached himself from politics, he told Dr. Kurt
Eissler about the Berlin period and the tremendous excitement generated at
the sex-political meetings. “I still thrive on that experience.”

Along with his public speaking, Reich soon developed sex-counseling
clinics similar to those he had organized in Vienna. The work included sex
education discussions, contraceptive information, and individual short-term
counseling. Annie Reich—who, with the children, joined Reich in Berlin in
the late autumn of 1930—Fenichel, Jacobson, and Kithe Misch, all at the time
members of the Berlin Psychoanalytic Society, were among those who worked
with Reich in the clinics. Yet, as in Vienna, Reich was the driving force behind
the enterprise intellectually, emotionally, and financially.

If Reich anticipated today’s emphasis on dealing directly with sexual
problems, he was also ahead of his time in going directly to people rather than
waiting for them to come to his clinics. In this respect, he anticipated current
community mental health practice, which advocates professional participation
within the context of people’s daily lives—in schools, courts, industry, and the
like. Reich still worked actively within the youth organizations of the Commu-
nist Party. He related an incident that had moved him deeply. A fourteen-year-
old girl came from the Hitler Youth to one of the Communist youth groups
Reich counseled. She was pregnant and had heard that “the Reds” had doctors
who would be helpful. Reich made sure that the birth of the child occurred
under good conditions. “I will never forget the burning expression in the eyes
of this girl.””*

In addition to all his own work, Reich was also trying to influence the
many fledgling organizations in Germany that were devoted to sex reform.
These organizations were part of the general atmosphere of innovation and
sexual permissiveness that flourished during the Weimar years.’

Despite their activity and their diversity, however, such organizations had
little influence on legislation. Because they sought Catholic support, the leftist
political parties were loath to affirm progressive sex legislation. The state thus
continued as the stern guardian of private morals. This puritanical policy
angered many left-wing intellectuals who perceived it as a strong weapon of
the bourgeoisie; the middle class, after all, could afford certain means not
available to the proletariat, such as illegal abortions.

Even though these organizations proved ineffective in changing legisla-
tion, they represented a considerable force in German life. Reich estimated
that in 1930 there were around 8o such groups, with a total membership of
about 350,000 persons. He himself supported many of their efforts, such as
trying to provide legal and moral support to persons indicted for giving abor-
tions, since their efforts were congruent with his own mass-psychological
work.

At the same time, Reich had his differences with the sex organizations.
He urged them to take a bolder stance on basic sexual matters, especially

161



162

LIBERATION AND REJECTION: 1930-1934

adolescent intercourse, rather than limiting themselves to a cautious endorse-
ment of premarital relations for engaged couples. He also pushed them to make
clearer distinctions between healthy and sick sexuality. According to Reich,
the illustrated newspapers put out by many organizations were not sharply
distinguished from pornography. Dealers in contraceptives moved around at
the public meetings, selling contraceptives at high prices.

Within the reform movement, one of Reich’s main opponents was Mag-
nus Hirschfeld, a leader of the World League for Sexual Reform. Reich
strongly opposed Hirschfeld’s concern that the various forms of sexual repres-
sion should not be punished, and were moreover equally valid. What Reich
advocated was a person’s right to live as he or she wished sexually so long as
it did not harm others. However, he did oppose a kind of “democracy of
sexuality,” in which all sexual expressions were “equal.” Thus, he differed
radically from Hirschfeld, from the decadent atmosphere of the Weimar Re-
public, and, indeed, from many current lifestyles.

At that time the leaders of the World League for Sexual Reform wanted
to avoid political alignments, to represent their own cause independent of any
particular party. But one of Reich’s aims during the early 1930s was to unite
the sex reform organizations with a Marxist political program. He proposed
that the separate sexual organizations should form a united front with cultural
representatives from the German Communist Party. The Communist leader-
ship agreed to the setting up of such an organization; it was called the German
Association for Proletarian Sex-Politics (GAPSP), and Reich became one of
its directors.

The executive body of the World League for Sexual Reform rejected
Reich’s proposal as “too communistic.” But many of the individual organiza-
tions found his sex-political program very attractive. Representatives of eight
organizations representing some 20,000 people attended the first Congress of
the GAPSP, which was held in Diisseldorf in the fall of 1931. There Reich
presented a seven-point program, proposing:*

1. Free distribution of contraceptives to those who could not obtain
them through normal channels; massive propaganda for birth
control.

2. Abolition of laws against abortion. Provision for free abortions at
public clinics; financial and medical safeguards for pregnant and
nursing mothers.

3. Abolition of any legal distinctions between the married and the
unmarried. Freedom of divorce. Elimination of prostitution
through economic and sex-economic changes to eradicate its
causes.

4. Elimination of venereal diseases by full sexual education.

5. Avoidance of neuroses and sexual problems by a life-affirmative
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education. Study of principles of sexual pedagogy. Establishment
of therapeutic clinics.

6. Training of doctors, teachers, social workers, and so on, in all
relevant matters of sexual hygiene.

7. Treatment rather than punishment for sexual offenses. Protection
of children and adolescents against adult seduction.

Reich noted that the Soviet Union had made considerable strides in imple-
menting such a program, although he did not express his uneasiness about
certain unwelcome changes in their progressive position. Rather, he concen-
trated on the incompatibility, in his view, of progressive sexual legislation and
capitalism.

Representatives of the organizations at the Congress joined Reich’s Asso-
ciation, and many members of other sex reform organizations were enthusias-
tic about his efforts. Branches of GAPSP were formed in Stettin, Dresden,
Leipzig, and Charlottenburg; within a short time, 40,000 members were affi-
liated. Reich was soon traveling extensively throughout the country, meeting
with groups and helping to set up clinics.

Reich’s furious activity was in part stimulated by the growing threat of
Nazism. It was already late in 1931; he was appalled that so many on the left
still tended to underestimate the appeal of Hitler and the Nazis and to dismiss
Nazism as a passing aberration. Few studied carefully what Hitler was saying
or why so many Germans were taken in by his propaganda. Reich took Hitler
very seriously as a mass psychologist.

Reich’s analysis of Hitler’s propaganda and why the average German was
receptive to it was formulated during the early 1930s, and published in 1933 as
Massenpsychologie des Faschismus (The Mass Psychology of Fascism).” Reich
began with the question that had haunted him almost from the day he arrived
in Berlin: Why did the masses turn to the Nazis instead of the Communists?
According to Marxist theory, the “objective conditions” for a socialist econ-
omy were present: a large industrial proletariat; economic impoverishment of
the working class; a strong Communist Party to provide the “vanguard” of the
proletariat. Yet no swing to the left occurred.

The explanations offered by the left for the rise of Nazism struck Reich
as incredibly superficial. Each time the working classes behaved in a manner
that belied their social interests, the Communists asserted that the workers had
been deceived, that they lacked ‘class consciousness,” or had a “false con-
sciousness.” Or they denied the significance of Hitler’s success by claiming that
things would soon change for the better.

Here we can note a similarity between Reich’s critique of psychoanalysis
and his critique of the Marxist parties. In each case he begins with a “negative
finding,” a finding that he, no more than others in his camp, initially expected.
In the case of psychoanalysis, the negative finding was that patients did not
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necessarily improve after “the unconscious was made conscious.” In the case
of Marxism, the workers did not necessarily become more revolutionary in the
face of economic misery.

Reich argued that a social psychology was necessary to explain the contra-
diction between the economic frustrations endured by the proletariat and their
lack of revolutionary assertion against social conditions. He went on to argue
that the character structure of the worker reflected his current socioeconomic
positign; it also refiected earlier social experiences, particularly. his fa_milial
ones. The worker-as-child had learned obedience to his parents in particular
and to W had been taught to suppress
his sexual impwml impulses were
accompanied by anxiety, since both had been indiscriminately suppressed by
the chiId’gﬁdﬁkrcféibfs. Fear of revolt, as well as fear of sexuality, were thus
“anchored” in the chafactg;@é@e masses. This “anchoring” in
personality provided a key to the irTationality of the working class—an irra-
tionality that was often inadequately explained by such abstractions as “the
force of tradition.”

What Reich did so well in his social analysis was to apply his clinical
findings on character armor to his analysis of the average person’s political or
apolitical behavior. Just as character armor prevented the patient from arriv-
ing at.true “emotional” iu?igM)&tMen from taking an

aggressive stance toward social problems. As Reich put it:

Suppression of the natural sexuality in the child, particularly of
its genital sexuality, makes the child apprehensive, shy, obedient,
afraid of authority, good and adjusted in the authoritarian sense; it
paralyzes the rebellious forces because any rebellion is laden with
anxiety; it produces, by inhibiting sexual curiosity and sexual thinking
in the child, a general inhibition of thinking and of critical faculties.
In brief, the goal of sexual suppression is that of producing an individ-
ual who is adjusted to the authoritarian orderand who will submit
to it in-spite-of all misery arnd degradation. AL first the child has to
submit to the structure of the authoritarian miniature state, the fam-
ily; this makes it capable of Tatér subordirmatt eral authori-
tarian system. The formation of theé authoritarian structure takes
place through the anchoring of sexual inhibition and sexual anxiety.®

Today, through the efforts of such social analysts as Erich Fromm, Theo-
dor Adorno, and Richard Hofstadter, we have become very familiar with the
notion that to understand political movements one must grasp the psychologi-
cal structure of the people connected with them. But when Reich wrote The
Mass Psychology of Fascism in 1933 (almost ten years before Fromm’s Escape
from Freedom,® almost twenty years before The Authoritarian Personality™),
his ideas were exceedingly original.
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But how did Reich’s ideas apply specifically to the rise of Nazism? Reich’s
stress on the submissiveness of the average person might lead one to expect
that the German voter would support a conservative, authoritarian govern-
ment, but not necessarily the emotional frenzy Hitler represented. However,
in Reich’s analysis, the average German was not simply “armored.” In addi-
tion to the economic misery that mobilized the workers, there were also strong
emotional desires, longings that emerged in distorted form. These impulses
were intensified by the increased permissiveness of the 1920s.

The Germans, then, were caught—to follow Reich’s analysis—by their
simultaneous desire for freedom and their fear of it. Calls for a more exciting
life as well as appeals to “law and order” struck deep resonances. And it was
precisely here that Hitler demonstrated his genius as a mass psychologist. His
opponents criticized him for his contradictions; but as the historian Konrad
Heiden remarked, it was Hitler’s “art of contradiction which made him the
greatest and most successful propagandist of his time.”"

In no other sphere did Hitler play so skillfully on the contradictions
within the average German as with his family ideology. Hitler idealized the
German family, calling for its preservation against “cultural Bolshevism.”
(The Soviet and German Communists were identified with the break-up of the
family and “free love,” a position the Russians had already retreated from and
one the German Communists never endorsed.) Hitler promised the subjuga-
tion of woman to man, the enforcement of her economic dependence, and
strong measures against both the birth control movement and abortion.

As Reich noted, however, at the same time that Hitler supported tradi-
tional family life he also endorsed many of the demands of the young against
the old. He attracted youths in large numbers from parental homes and collec-
tivized their existence. Indeed, “Aryan” youths were encouraged to have
children, inside or outside marriage, if they believed that they were begetting
them to improve the race. And the Nazi emphasis on “Mother Germany” and
“Father Hitler” permitted many Germans to transfer familial feelings to the
mystique of the super-nation—the Fatherland.

Hitler’s racial policies at once mobilized the average person’s sexual fears
and provided him with a convenient scapegoat. Again and again, Hitler harped
on the Jew and the Negro as polluters of the “Aryan” blood. This paranoic
concept, with its emphasis on the “poisoning of the national body,” had a wide
appeal. The Jew especially, in Hitler’s mythology, provided a target for the
projection of sexual, anti-sexual, and anti-capitalist sentiments, since the Jew
was pictured simultaneously as seducer, castrator, and Shylock.

The left erred badly when it tried to refute Nazi propaganda by asserting
that Hitler was a reactionary, used by big business to serve its interests. While
objectively true, this missed the essential point of how Hitler was uniting the
contradictions in the people. Much of his propaganda called into play revolu-
tionary sentiments in the form of diffuse protests against the capitalist “bosses”
who ran things. At the same time, the fear of international revolutionary
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change—the sense of chaos it invoked, the threat to nationalist pride—was
mobilized by attacks on “swinish” Bolsheviks who would subvert the German
nation. The very term “national socialism” expressed this unity of contradic-
tions, appealing to nationalistic feelings and to the yearning for socialism. For
Hitler did not require people to think through the facts seriously; he would
take care of everything for them.

Reich had a keen eye—and ear—for Hitler’s use of sexual imagery and
feeling in his propaganda techniques. The emphasis on soldiers marching, on
uniforms, on mass candlelight meetings, the sexually toned imagery of Hitler’s
speeches, his rhythmic, hypnotic oratory—all helped to whip people into an
emotional frenzy. One has only to see the faces of people listening to Hitler
(conveyed so vividly in the documentary films of Leni Riefenstahl) to realize
the kind of orgiastic satisfaction the Germans could allow themselves in their
devotion to the Fiihrer. This intense libidinal excitation, combined with a sense
of moral righteousness, was strikingly similar to the atmosphere at religious
revival meetings.

As part of his analysis of Hitler’s mass-psychological appeal, Reich de-
voted a short chapter to the symbolism of the swastika. Studying the design
itself and the history of the symbol, Reich concluded that the swastika was a
schematic but unmistakable representation of two intertwined bodies.'

Faced with the cleverness of Hitler’s appeal to the emotions, Reich was
all the more appalled at the ineffectiveness of Communist propaganda. He
recalled with horror one particular Communist meeting, attended by about
20,000 industrial and white-collar workers. Shortly before, there had been
some fatalities in clashes with the Nazis, so the crowd’s mood had risen to the
boiling point. Everyone waited tensely for the main speech. Then the Commu-
nist leader, Ernst Thilmann, killed the mood totally by devoting his talk to
a complex analysis of the government’s budget.

Reich believed that the only political answer to the distorted “sex-polit-
ics” of Hitler was his own positive sex-politics. One did not answer Hitler’s
use of the Jews as scapegoats by pointing out the intellectual fallacies of his
argument or its function as a diversion from other issues. One countered by
directly dealing with the people’s sexual longings. Reich’s position was based
on his conviction that “the average individual will affirm the sex-economic
regulation of sexual life if he is made to understand it. . . . Sex-economy gives
the political answer to the chaos which was created by the conflict between
compulsive morality and sexual libertinism.”"3

Reich coined the term “sex-economy’ around 1930. By it he meant
“that body of knowledge which deals with the economy of the biological
energy in the organism, with its energy household.”** The use of the word
“economy” also reflects a Marxist influence: The safeguarding of the distri-
bution of goods requires a rational economic policy. A rational sexual policy
is not different if the same obvious principles are applied to sexual instead of
economic needs.
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In his sex-political work, Reich soon met with difficulties that he blamed
on everyone else but the “average individual.” Work seemed to go poorly when
he was not present. The Communist functionaries complained that nothing but
sexual questions were discussed. Emphasis on the class struggle receded. There
was also a falling off of commitment from the allied sex reform groups, for
which Reich blamed the party functionaries.”

In later years, Reich was critical not only of the Communists but also of
his own approach. In his interview with Kurt Eissler, he commented that he
moved too rapidly and stirred up more interest among the people than he had
the resources to deal with effectively. By the time of the interview, he believed
that one should not approach sexual questions politically. However, one
should change antisexual laws.

Reich’s aversion to politics after about 1936 is a subject for future chap-
ters. I will simply note here an apparent contradiction: the injunction against
“doing it politically” combined with the injunction to “change the laws,”
which cannot be done except politically.

In the context of the Berlin period, however, we return to the question
of why Reich “did it politically.” He was quite aware of the argument ad-
vanced by one psychoanalyst against sex-politics: “How is it possible to over-
come sexual repression in the masses if one does not have a mass technique
corresponding to the individual analytic technique?”’*¢

Reich’s answer was that perhaps a technique would emerge from the
practice of sex-politics. He was working with two hypotheses: that without
positive sex-politics, Hitler’s diabolical manipulation of distorted sexuality
would triumph; and that his own sex-politics could win, if the leadership was
right. Although he never abandoned the first conviction, in later years he
realized that the second hypothesis overlooked the depth of sexual anxiety in
people; that any leadership would have failed with the people responding to
Hitler’s ““unity of contradictions.”

The very naiveté of his optimism provided learning experiences a2 more
cautious person would have missed. Thus, Reich noted that while he did not
have a technique for mass therapy, there were certain advantages to group
meetings over individual therapy:

She [the patient] does not feel alone. She feels that all the others
also listen to these “prohibited” things. Her individual moral inhibi-
tion is countered by a collective atmosphere of sexual affirmation, by
a new, sex-economic morality. . . . It is a matter of making the
suppression conscious, of setting the fight between sexuality and mys-
ticism into the focus of consciousness, or arousing it . . . and of
channeling it into social action."”

Even later he never disavowed this mass therapy approach entirely, al-
though he did reject its political connection as he became more aware of the
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pitfalls that surrounded it. It is ironic that in the same year Reich published
The Mass Psychology of Fascism, 1933, he was also to publish Character Analy-
sis, which focused on the intricate problems in the way of removing the
defenses against sexuality. The Reich of Character Analysis lives on through
therapists who practice individual treatment—Ilargely with upper- and middle-
class patients. The Reich of Mass Psychology is reflected in various kinds of
group approaches that make use of nonprofessionals, for example, the use of
discussion groups in the women’s movement. These approaches attempt to
reach a large number of people. Their aim is often more to “raise conscious-
ness” than to give immediate help. The establishment therapists and the so-
cially engaged group leaders may fight each other’s views; yet each quotes the
parts of Reich that fit their argument best. Few move as restlessly, as torment-
edly, back and forth between the positions as Reich himself did.

In the early 1930s, however, Reich was primarily the mass psychologist
bent on defeating Nazism. He felt at least as thwarted by his political friends
as by his enemies. In particular, the Communist Party leadership was increas-
ingly disturbed by his activities. In 1932, he was involved with several publica-
tions dealing with sex-political issues for the average working person. The first,
which Reich himself wrote, was entitled Der Sexuelle Kampf der Jugend (The
Sexual Struggle of Youth).'* Aimed at a youthful audience, the pamphlet
described simply and clearly the sexual issues of adolescents, relating these to
the political struggle. At Reich’s suggestion, Annie Reich wrote a pamphlet
on sex education for mothers, Wenn Dein Kind Dich Fragt (When Your Child
Asks You). ™ Again at Reich’s suggestion, and with his collaboration, several
teachers composed a small booklet for children entitled Das Kreidedreieck
(The Chalk Triangle).®

The last publication deserves a few words, for I believe The Chalk Trian-
gle was unique in its time for the frankness with which it dealt with sex
education to be read to or by children between the ages of eight and twelve.
In very simple language and with an absorbing story line, it tells how a group
of children debate among themselves where babies come from. Stork myths,
babies from kissing, and so on prevail. One girl suggests her parents will
explain the true facts. The parents, clearly modeled on the Reichs, answer
some of the children’s questions about reproduction. The children talk over
what they have heard. They seek and have a second talk with the parents
because they still do not understand how the baby gets inside the mother’s
stomach. In true analytic fashion, the father tries to elicit their ideas, and they
come close—“Is it like what happens between animals?”’ But many of their
notions are confused, even frightening—‘‘the man pierces a hole in the woman
and it hurts terribly.”

The father explains the process of intercourse, emphasizing its pleasurable
aspects. The content of intercourse is not confined to legal marriage nor its goal
to reproduction. Contraception is explained. The children leave enlightened.
Then one of the boys is severely punished by his parents when he tells them
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what he has learned. The other children help the boy hide from his parents,
who out of alarm become repentant. The story is interlaced with heavy-handed
political messages: children told lies about sex will later believe capitalist
political lies; the unity of the oppressed (the children) overcomes the oppres-
sors (the boys’ parents); and so forth.

All three publications were extremely popular in working-class circles.
The Chalk Triangle was used by Communist discussion leaders for children’s
groups. But The Sexual Struggle of Youth was to evoke a controversy so
intense that it culminated in Reich’s exclusion from the Communist Party. -

There were intimations of the controversy in the pre-publication period.
Reich wanted the Communist Party to publish the work, so he submitted the
final manuscript to the committee for youth in the German Communist Party.
The latter accepted it but sent it along to the central committee for youth in
Moscow. The Moscow committee approved the book but felt it would be wiser
if the party were not to pub