Chapter 6 – Web Materials

Erik Erikson and the Life Cycle: 

A Detailed Discussion on Gandhi’s Truth
Psychobiography. 
Erikson was a pioneer in the field of psychobiography. With great sensitivity and attention to detail, Erikson examined the interaction of personal and historical dynamics in the lives of a number of outstanding individuals.

A psychobiography is a particular kind of case study. A case study is a detailed look at the behavior and experience of a single individual. Most psychologists have been trained to study large numbers of people using a variety of quantitative methods. Psychologists today rarely examine in detail a single human being or study a whole life at a time. However, many major theories of personality, from Freud on, have been based on the case studies of the theorist.

The first psychobiography was Freud’s analysis of Leonardo da Vinci in which Freud applied the methods he used in psychoanalysis to reconstruct the motivations and driving forces behind a great artist.

Psychobiographies have two advantages over traditional case studies.

1. Clinicians are never free to share all their data; they are bound by therapist-client confidentiality to protect the anonymity and the deeply personal details of their clients’ revelations. Without access to the original data, it is impossible to assess the accuracy of clinicians’ reports and the validity of their conclusions. Psychobiography allows us access to the basic materials used by the researcher—the letters, diaries, and other life documents of the person studied.
2. Therapy cases tend to distort our view of human nature to the extent they focus on pathology; most clients come to a therapist because their lives are lived at less than an optimal level of functioning. In contrast, psychobiographies are generally devoted to exceptional men and women, and seek to understand the roots of their successes.

One of the challenges of psychobiography is that the subject is rarely available in person. Data are collected indirectly through reading biographies, journals, speeches, and (for contemporary subjects) through interviews with friends and acquaintances. After developing a clear description of the events in a person’s life, the psychobiographer seeks to make psychological sense of their behavior. A major challenge is how to choose among alternative explanations.

Erik Erikson’s psychobiography of Gandhi, Gandhi’s Truth, is the only work by a psychologist that has received the Pulitzer Prize and also the National Book Award. It is a study by a Western psychoanalyst of the wisdom exemplified by the great Indian leader. Erikson sought to understand Gandhi’s extraordinary ability to empower a people who had felt themselves insignificant and powerless.

Erik Erikson is the most widely read and influential post-Freudian theorist. His books have sold hundreds of thousands of copies and he has been featured on the covers of Newsweek and The New York Times Magazine. Erikson’s work is rooted in psychoanalytic understanding, yet significantly broader in scope. He has been called a “nondogmatic, emancipated Freudian.”

A Study of Gandhi. 
In 1962 Erikson first went to India, to conduct a psychology seminar in Ahmedabad, an industrial city rarely visited by tourists. His host was Ambalal Sarabhai, the mill owner who had been Gandhi’s chief opponent in a 1918 strike for higher wages by Ahmedabad mill workers. Erikson met many men and women who remembered Gandhi and had been participants in the events of 1918.

Erikson studied in depth the Ahmedabad strike, which was Gandhi’s first major reform activity in India and also the occasion of his first public fast. Erikson had long discussions with Ambalal and with his sister, who had been an advocate for the workers. In researching Gandhi’s life, Erikson interviewed many who had worked closely with Gandhi including Gandhi’s biographer, who had been Gandhi’s secretary for three decades. Erikson also studied Gandhi’s letters, books, essays, and autobiography.

The Ahmedabad event occurred three years after Gandhi returned to India from South Africa, and it set the tone for his future activities in India. Gandhi had spent his student years in England and the next two decades as a reformer in South Africa. When Gandhi returned to India in 1915, at the age of 45, he formed a community near Ahmedabad, the chief city of the province in which he had been born. His main benefactor was Ambalal, the principal mill owner in the area.

At Ambalal’s request, Gandhi agreed to serve as the mediator in the mill workers’ strike. Gandhi soon became the leader of the workers, and this initially brought him into conflict with Ambalal and the other mill owners. When negotiations came to an impasse, Gandhi began his first public fast, vowing to refuse all food until a solution was reached.

Gandhi did not simply seek a victory over the wealthy mill owners. He sought a solution which empowered both parties in the dispute. Erikson examined Gandhi’s achievements in terms of actuality and mutuality, two principles Erikson had developed in his own theoretical work.

Actuality means active participation. To actualize is to activate one’s own (or another’s) ability to participate effectively. Mutuality is “mutual activation” in which two people strengthen each others’ actuality, or capacity for action.

Erikson developed a modern version of the Golden Rule in terms of mutuality: “It is best to do to another what will strengthen you even as it will strengthen him—that is, what will develop his best potentials even as it develops your own.” (Erikson, 1964, p. 233)

Part of Gandhi’s genius was his capacity for mutuality, his ability to respect and to strengthen both opposing parties:

… Gandhi, from the moment of his entry into the struggle, considered it an occasion not for maximum reciprocal coercion resulting in the usual compromise, but as an opportunity for all—the workers, the owners, and himself…

The utopian quality of the principles on which he determined to focus can only be grasped by one who can visualize the squalor of the workmen’s living conditions, the latent panic in the ranks of the paternalistic millowners… and Gandhi’s then as yet relative experience in handling the masses in India. The shadows of defeat, violence and corruption hovered over every one of the “lofty” words which I am about to quote. … Gandhi announced the principle which somehow corresponds to our amended [Golden] Rule: “That line of action is alone justice which does not harm either party to a dispute.” By harm he means—and his daily announcements [during the strike] leave no doubt of this—an inseparable combination of economic disadvantage, social indignity, loss of self-esteem, and latent vengeance.

Neither side found it easy to grasp this principle.  … But his monumental simplicity and total involvement in the “experiment” made both workers and owners revere him. … indeed both sides had matured in a way that lifted labor relations in Ahmedabad to a new and lasting level. Let me quote only the fact that, in 1950, the Ahmedabad Textile Labor Organization accounted for only a twentieth of India’s union membership, but for eighty per cent of its welfare expenditures.” (Erikson, 1964, p. 239-240)

Gandhi’s genius for mutuality is perhaps best summarized in a letter Gandhi wrote to the British Viceroy some years after the Ahmedabad strike: “My ambition is no less than to convert the British people through nonviolence, and thus make them see the wrong they have done to India. I do not seek to harm your people. I want to serve them even as I want to serve my own …” (Gandhi, in Fischer, 1983, p. 266)

Psychotherapy and the Golden Rule

Erikson reformulated the Golden Rule in light of modern psychological understanding. He writes that truly worthwhile, moral acts strengthen the doer even as they strengthen the other, and enhance the relationship between the two individuals. In therapy, this version of the Golden Rule implies that the therapist will develop as a practitioner and as a person, even as the patient is cured as a patient and as a person. For a real cure transcends the transitory state of patienthood. It is an experience which enables the cured patient to develop and to transmit to home and neighborhood an attitude toward health, which is one of the most essential ingredients of an ethical outlook. (Erikson, 1964, pp. 236–237, emphasis his)

Every therapist must be prepared to understand and identify with a variety of alternative lifestyles. Issues of values and morality are central to therapy. The notion of the impersonality of the classical analyst is, according to Erikson, a misunderstanding of the role of impartial acceptance of the patient’s free associations and past history. The therapist is always there as an individual, with the freedom to express whatever he or she wishes, ideally without distortion from irrational countertransference.
