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Fascism, Psychoanalysis, and Mass Psychology of the Primal Horde1 

Farrell Silverberg, Ph.D. 

 

Not since the 1930s have we seen leaders better able to harness the “primal horde” and rally 

the masses of “great little men.” Darwin and Freud agreed that, in the horde, to the top 

sociopaths go the spoils. Fascism, hate crimes, racism, misogyny, and propaganda are on the 

rise internationally. Psychoanalysts need to sound the alarm and brainstorm societal 

interventions to nullify them. 

 

The problems faced by the world over the last few years have evolved beyond individual 

psychological issues. We have crossed over into what can only be fully understood from a mass 

psychological perspective, and I am going to attempt, in this paper, to apply that perspective to 

the national and international psycho-political landscape. 

 

It is, in my opinion, short-sighted to discuss the dangerousness of Donald Trump and 

other narcissistic propaganda-wielding authoritarian-oriented dictator types around the globe, 

without also reflecting upon about the mass psychological factors that empower such leaders.  

 

As psychoanalysts, we have a way of thinking about fascism, racism and violence that is 

informed by theory. Since we have the knowledge and understanding to focus on the underlying 

heart of the matter––with that knowledge comes responsibility. By focusing upon the personality 

and dangerousness of authoritarian leaders to the exclusion of a psychodynamic understanding 

 
1 A version of this paper was presented originally at the 30th Annual Interdisciplinary Conference 
of the International Forum for Psychoanalytic Education, around the theme of “BORDERS,” in 
Toronto, Ontario in 2019. It is important to note here that this paper was written before the 2020 
worldwide COVID-19 pandemic and before the worsening situation in which the political and 
mass psychological elements described in this paper were complicit in the numbers of infected 
and dead. 
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of mass psychology, we are at risk of abetting the increase of polarization and of overlooking 

key societal level interventions that we are particularly qualified to craft and recommend.  

 

If Donald Trump or someone similar from the same growing movement wins the next 

Presidential election, it won’t be despite all the hate mongering, lying, racist, misogynistic, 

environmentally destructive, and anti-free press propaganda. It will be, in part, because of those 

actions, due to the aspects of mass psychology that are responsive to them.  

 

I don’t think we’ve seen an American president who has a better innate grasp of what we 

might call the “primal horde” or a better sense of how to appeal to that horde. Both Darwin 

(1871), who coined the term “primal horde” in his Descent of Man, and Freud (1912-1913) who 

wrote about it in his Totem and Taboo, agreed that, in the horde, to the top narcissistic 

sociopath goes the spoils.  

 

The real danger is not only from without, or even mostly from without. It is important to 

recognize that the link between a narcissistic sociopathic leader and the horde of followers is a 

two-way, bi-directional, living link. The danger from outside of us, such as the danger from the 

Trump administration in Washington is, in my opinion, only half the story. It is the half of the 

story in relation to which the direction of mental health activism is more clear-cut. Mental health 

activism against the dangers of the current administration aims to educate the public and 

legislators about signs of dangerousness and the characteristics of dangerous leaders. Activist 

psychiatrist Bandy Lee (2017) talks more about that approach, but that approach will do little in 

peeling apart the relationship between leader and horde, since that message about dangerous 

leaders is preaching to the choir and will not intervene on the mass psychological elements.  
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The half of the story which is, in my opinion, more important, is about the danger from 

within the psyches of humankind, and possibly in the DNA. The danger, as was pointed out by 

Reich (1933), is that there is a tendency in human beings to align with authoritarian and fascist 

governance, and that tendency that is buried within and revivable in each of us. This is a more 

difficult concept to comprehend and accept. The concept requires a rethinking of the direction of 

psychoanalytic activism in order to counteract it, and a reevaluation of the focus on authoritarian 

leaders in favor of refocusing on the leader-follower relationship. 

 

This tendency for the horde to follow authoritarian and brutal leaders is a long-standing 

trait of human nature, dating back, according to Darwin, to the pre-civilized organizational 

structures of humankind. It dates back to social structures formed around one strong and feared 

leader of the pack. Darwin (1871) used the term “primal horde” to describe this pre-civilized 

organizing principle. In his Descent of Man, Darwin wrote about the nature of small groups, 

packs, tribes, and extended families, but not of giant hordes like the Mongol horde, for instance, 

or like the growing national or international fascistic hordes of the kind that we are seeing in the 

world today. Nevertheless, there are important aspects of the mass psychology of the horde that 

are very relevant to modern national and world events. 

 

As an aside, it is important to differentiate the horde mentality conceived by Darwin from 

that found in Freud (1912-1913) as he developed his evolutionary (or phylogenetic) 

psychoanalytic theory regarding the origin of the Oedipus complex in Totem and Taboo. In this 

complex scenario, involving what Freud called “the primal crime,” he describes a certain aspect 

of what takes place within the horde regarding leadership and the subsequent phylogenetic 

consequences.  Freud incorporated theories from a number of sources, including Darwin’s idea 

of the primal horde, and his twist on Darwin was that the original guilt/sin of killing and 
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cannibalizing the father in the primal horde led to the Oedipal complex. Darwin did not include, 

nor focus upon, this aspect in his theory, and with this reconceptualization, Freud defocused on 

the horde mentality aspect and refocused on the primal crime and leadership aspect of the 

horde as paramount. That is not the key aspect of the horde mentality upon which I am focusing 

in this present paper on understanding the present-day rising fascistic wave. 

 

At the level of the individual, the capacity to become a member of the primal horde can 

remain latent and deactivated. For many of us, the internal tendency towards the mindset of a 

primal Darwinian horde is a minor, insignificant and unmotivating trait. However, for many others 

of us it seems to be a trait that can be activated by frustration, anger, low self-esteem, projection 

onto the “other,” and by finding a role model with whom to identify to enhance the dream that 

one is more powerful, or by simply looking to be a part of something greater than oneself. When 

celebrity Kanye West said that Trump is a “father figure” for him (Sommerfeldt, 2018) and that 

he felt powerful when wearing the “Make America Great Again” hat, he was exemplifying just 

this very phenomenon with its identifications and affiliations. 

 

If any of the readers of this paper thought that lying––and lying when there is clear 

evidence to the contrary––would adversely affect the credibility or popularity of the country’s 

leaders, you might just have to rethink that. If any of you thought that openly supporting neo-

Nazis, or fostering racism, or violence, or attempted rape, would adversely affect the support for 

the country’s leaders and justices, you too might just be wrong about that too. Let me explain. 

 

Lying per se, wrongdoing per se, and hate-mongering per se, are not what seems most 

attractive to the primal horde, but lying and getting away with it, hating and violating and getting 

away with it, and becoming more popular with the horde as a result––now there’s the rub, and 
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the attraction. This ignites fantasies2 of getting away with wrongdoing and being able to 

increase one’s power or the perception of one’s power by lying. Those little men in the primal 

horde can dream of being bigger liars, bigger haters, and obtaining power and getting ahead by 

playing fast and loose with the truth, while at the same time becoming disinhibited from the 

restraints of social propriety or the rule of law. If the leader can get away with it, so can they.  

 

In the primal horde, to be like the authoritarian father, or to get approval and security 

from the authoritarian father are reinforcing things. Part and parcel of the primal horde is that 

leadership is given to the male with the most strength and who appears capable of the biggest 

threat of violence. Freud’s description of the Oedipal coup (1912-1913) from within the horde 

that kills the leader, appoints a new leader who inherits the spoils can be seen in an endless 

stream of fascistic dictators who pass the torch. In these scenarios, the torch is rarely if ever 

passed to a woman, since the horde and its all of its manifestations in fascism have been 

historically misogynistic systems. 

 

Being able to pick out scapegoats and get them killed, is another trait in the leader that is 

admired, envied, and awed by the primal. The list of scapegoats of the current wave of splitting-

off the “bad” object, who have been sanctioned in this country and marked for persecution, is 

growing but basically includes, minorities, people of color, immigrants, women, liberals, 

Muslims, Jews, and reporters (or the free press). For instance, coincident with the press being 

identified as an “enemy of the people” in this country, at the same time, brutal murders of 

reporters have increased around the world. A Maltese investigative reporter was killed by a car 

 
2 Author’s note: In this paper I used two spellings for fantasy/phantasy in accordance with how 
the word is sometimes differentiated within the psychoanalytic literature. Phantasy is used when 
a psychoanalytic construct is being represented, and fantasy is used to connote the everyday 
version of the concept. 
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bomb, a Bulgarian reporter investigating corruption in the government was raped and beaten to 

death, and, recently, Jamal Kashoggi was strangled and dismembered in the Saudi embassy in 

Turkey.  

 

Somehow, in the twisted mind of one man, killing 11 innocent Jews worshipping in a 

synagogue in Pittsburgh became the enacted response to outlandish and racist government 

propaganda about the “migrant caravan” entering the country via our southern border. That little 

man from the horde becomes a bigger little man and imagines getting the love of the leader and 

respect among the horde-mates for expressing their collective hatred against their common 

enemy. Splitting off the hated, and projecting badness onto scapegoats who can be persecuted 

and eliminated is a traditional horde-pandering fascist ploy that has occurred over the history of 

the world, resulting in waves of tremendous human rights violations and culminating in periodic 

genocide. 

 

After the WWII Nazi era, in an attempt to say it couldn’t happen here, psychologists and 

psychoanalysts attempted to understand the “authoritarian personality” and examined whether 

the German people were more susceptible than others to cooperating with fascistic and 

murderous rule. But, as was notable in the experiments of Stanley Milgram (1974) at Yale and 

Phil Zimbardo (Haney, et al., 1973) at Stanford, it was found that the so-called “authoritarian 

personality” was not limited to the one group or nationality of people. No matter what population 

or country, it seems that conditions can be tweaked to achieve horde-like compliance.  

 

Reich (1946/1970) pointed out that: 

…fascism is an international phenomenon, which pervades all bodies of human 

society of all nations… My character-analytic experiences have convinced me that 
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there is not a single individual who does not bear the elements of fascist feeling 

and thinking in his [or her] structures. As a political movement fascism differs from 

other reactionary parties inasmuch as it is borne and championed by masses of 

people (pp. xiii-xiv). 

 

Around the world these days, there seems to be an ever-growing, and ever more boldly 

out-in-the-open, “Fascist Spring” (as I have come to call it), whether we want to believe it or not. 

Along with the inception of the currently growing nationalistic fascistic movement in this country, 

more ultra-right-wing, nationalist, and anti-minority forces are gaining power around the world. 

Suddenly there is no embarrassment in claiming such authoritarian, scapegoating, and violent 

beliefs. Instead, there is more license to do so. Neo-Nazis organize and march in parades in 

America these days. 

 

Reich (1946/1970) pointed out that “…’fascism’ is not the act of a Hitler or a Mussolini, 

but that it is the expression of the irrational structure of mass man” (p. xx). 

 

 Let’s also note that the “America First” movement that is being recapitulated in the 

“Make America Great Again” movement, dates to the 1930s. One of its proponents was famous 

aviator Charles Lindbergh, who, in his essay “Aviation, Geography and Race,” stated: 

 

It is time to turn from our quarrels and build our White ramparts again. This alliance with 

foreign races means nothing but death to us. It is our turn to guard our heritage from 

Mongol and Persian and Moor, before we are engulfed in a limitless foreign sea 

(Lindbergh, 1939, 64-67). 
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 During that 1930s uptick in fascist sentiment, anti-immigration laws that targeted non-

whites and Jews were enacted, just as in the current fascist wave, anti-immigration legislation is 

being attempted again. This time anti-immigration laws are targeting non-white Central and 

South Americans (Stanley, 2018, p. xiii), and also those from predominantly Muslim countries, 

as seen in the recent travel bans.  

 

 In dehumanizing segments of the population, the stage can be set for eventual ethnic 

cleansing and genocide, as fascists have done in Nazi Germany, Rwanda, Bosnia, and in 

today’s Myanmar when targeting the Rohingya. In the fascist itinerary, those who are to become 

the victims of eventual genocide, become, at first, the subject of verbal attacks and fear 

mongering. Those groups become the “them” who are targeted for eventual attack. The most 

extreme exemplars of the horde mentality in action––the school shooters, the white supremacist 

who drove into a crowd of peaceful protesters, the gunman attacking the congregation of an 

African American church, the murderer in the Jewish synagogue, the misogynistic killers in a 

yoga studio are unleashed, disinhibited, and point to where the actions of the primal horde might 

be headed if left unchecked.  

 

There has been much focus on the influence of the individual leader, including in our 

own mental health profession’s responses to the state of the world and about the growing 

danger, but there is relatively little focus on the mass psychology of humans that facilitates the 

problem. Let’s keep in mind Adorno’s (1951/1991) sobering words:  

 

As bitter as it may be, the fact remains: It is the irresponsibleness of the masses of 

people that lay at the basis of fascism of all countries, nations, and races, etc. 

Fascism is the result of man’s distortion over thousands of years. It could have 
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developed in any country or nation. It is not a character trait that is confined 

specifically to Germans or Italians. It is manifest in every single individual of the 

world (p. 320). 

 

Theodor Adorno’s Concept of the Great-Little-Man: 

A key to understanding the appeal of Trump, the pro-fascist nationalist movement that is 

supporting him, and the disinhibited “early adopters” of the genocidal philosophy in their 

commission of murderous hate crimes can also be found in is Theodor Adorno’s post-WWII 

concept of the “great-little-man” (1951/1991, p. 137). In many ways, Donald Trump is the 

epitome of a “great little man,” who openly admires murderous dictators such as: Kim Jung-Un 

who had all threats to his rule killed, including his uncle (reportedly killed with an antiaircraft 

gun), and brother (killed by a nerve agent); Rodrigo Duterte with his the drug populace killing––

even by his own hands; and Vladimir Putin, whose enemies mysteriously were poisoned with 

radioactive isotopes. Conversely, traditional allies, such as the leaders of Canada, Britain, 

France, and Germany––non-dictators all––are now considered weak and even enemies of the 

country. While murderous strongman-type leaders, in the truest primal horde sense, are 

admired, female democratic leaders, such as Germany’s Angela Merkel have become 

disrespected by the current administration. And, possibly taking the lead from the signals being 

sent from Washington, right wing nationalist parties are gaining ground in Germany and France 

and have holds on Poland and Hungary, while neo-Nazis openly and shamelessly parade here 

in the United States.  

Scapegoating and focusing the projected inferiority and threat onto a minority group was 

polished and honed by the Nazi propaganda machine and has inspired the tactics of fascist 

leaders around the world. Another key piece of fascist propaganda is the fantasizing about a 
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past and now lost greatness, of which the masses had been robbed, but that could be retrieved 

so that the masses could become “great again.”  

 

Take for example the Hinduva movement in India that is based on the complete myth of 

a racially pure past nation of Hindus (that never existed). This far-right movement has been 

promoted by Indian Prime Minister Modi and the Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS) party 

(to which the man who assassinated Ghandi belonged). RSS preaches the repression of and 

violent discrimination against non-Hindus in India and extolls, openly, the greatness of Hitler and 

Mussolini (Stanley, 2018). I understand that Hitler’s book, Mein Kampf, is a bestseller in India 

these days (Sharma, 2018).  

 

Le Front National in France is one of Europe’s most successful pro-fascist far right 

parties in terms of elected officials––originally led by Jean-Marie Le Pen, who was a Holocaust 

denier. Not to mention the far-right Alternativ für Deutschland (AfD) party in Germany that, as of 

last year, has become the third most represented party in the German parliament. And it is not 

coincidental, when talking about the mythic past of greatness, that Heinrich Himmler, head of 

the Hitler’s SS (Stanley, 2018, p. 19), wrote in a 1936 publication “We want to make our people 

proud again of our history.”    

 

It is also important, although disconcerting, to note that, for many of these aspiring 

‘great-little-men’ that compose the horde, there may also be a great-little-man’s-woman right 

behind them, and sometimes we can see this in the polls. In the case of Brett Kavanaugh, for 

instance, it has been hypothesized that women raised by or married to misogynists whom they 

still love and by whom they still stand, see in such men the likes of their own fathers or brothers 
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or sons. A Politico poll of white women found that 43% of white women believed Kavanaugh 

over Ford, and that a full 69% of Republican women favored confirming Kavanaugh. 

 

Not only are women’s lives and freedoms being threatened by the possible reversal of 

Roe versus Wade, but violence and abuse against women has been sanctioned by the 

country’s leadership. In fascist and nationalist regimes around the world, women’s rights are 

often reversed, and their roles reduced to more traditional ones. For instance, now that abortion 

is already banned in Poland, the right-wing Law and Justice party recently proposed a new bill 

that would eliminate rape and incest as exceptions to that ban on abortion. 

 

Group Psychology and Analysis of the Ego: 

Building upon the work of sociologist and mob psychology theorist Gustave Le Bon 

(2009/1895), Freud further outlined in Group Psychology and the Analysis of the Ego (1921) 

that individuals feel safety in the mass, but they meld into and actually become the mass, and 

subsequently lose individual consciousness. Feelings within the group tend to have a great 

influence on the individuals in it, and those feelings that are transferred back and forth, and 

magnified, in a feedback loop of affiliation between the individuals and the group.  

 

In agreement with Le Bon, Freud stated that the group encourages the individual to 

express his innermost desires without any inhibitions and that the individual in the group is 

driven by primal instincts, something that would not be quite possible if the individual was in 

isolation. This is an explanation as to why individuals who would normally be calm turn violent 

and uncontrollable in groups––the group psychology draws out the primal being in them.  
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Freud presented an important idea about the mechanism by which a group’s collective 

identity comes about. Freud stated, “The collective identity… is a group of individuals who have 

placed the same object in the place of their ego ideal and who have therefore identified with one 

another in their selves” (Freud, 1959/1921, p. 61). Putting on the MAGA hat, just like putting on 

the “Brown Shirts,” or the white hood, or the nouveau swastika variation on the armband; using 

the white power gesture or sporting the white supremacist haircut, helps to verify the group 

membership.  

According to Freud what transforms an amorphous group of individuals into a collective 

identity is the affective force of identification with a leader capable of placing himself in the 

space that held the ego ideal that will be individually shared (Safatle, 2018). In the common 

identity group,  

The individual abandons his ego ideal [Ichideal] and he exchanges this for the 

ideal of the mass, embodied by the leader [Führer] (Freud, 1921/1959, pp. 78-

79). 

This internal adjustment of selfhood becomes possible because there is something in 

the ideal that is embodied by the leader that actualizes links to lost objects, and the links still 

resonate in the psychic life of the novitiates. Like Kanye West, for instance, who had a need to 

fill that psychic space with a “father figure,” and who stated that this link makes him feel more 

like a man. 

It is thought that collective identities are always constituted from general relations to 

phantasies rather than to realities. If we understand that, we also understand that the facts of a 

matter do not, in the current situation, matter all that much and are not influential over the 

decisions and directions of the horde. The commonality of the horde-group does not depend 

upon similar philosophies about issues, such as immigration, or the migrant caravan, or freedom 

of religion, or minimum wage, or social welfare programs, or health care, since, in many of these 
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cases the facts of the matter would show that the horde members would be working against 

their own best interests.  

Addressing the horde with facts, or “educating” the members of the horde, would not 

necessarily be all that effective since their commonality and what they share with each other 

and with their leader, is something internal, an internal phantasy, or ego-ideal replacement.  

A collective identity is not only a social unit constituted from the sharing of the 

same value-conscious systems. It is a social unit constituted from the sharing of 

the same phantasmatic nucleus, with its unconscious representations (Vladimir 

Pinheiro Safatle, 2018). 

It is both interesting and important to note that, according to Adorno (1951/1991) just as 

the masses do not fully believe deep down in their hearts that Jews (or immigrants, or Muslims, 

or reporters) are the devil, neither do they fully believe in the leader. On some level, all the 

group participants have a little bit of awareness that it is all make-believe and fantasy. Such a 

glimmer of recognition does nothing to weaken the hypnotic hold of such phantasies. 

Similarly, the horde members do not fully identify with the fascistic leader, but it is a 

psychic structural identification, upon which members do act, and those actions represents their 

enthusiasm for the group and the leader’s drama. As a matter of fact, it is probably a function of 

this very tenuousness of belief in the fiction of their own ‘group psychology’ that makes the 

fascist masses so defensively “unshakable” and “reflexively” devoted (Adorno, 1951/1991, p. 

152). 

Many reading this paper now will remember that (Holland & Gibson, 2016) Trump 

bragged that “I could stand in the middle of Fifth Avenue and shoot someone, and I wouldn’t 

lose any voters.” In claiming this, Trump was touting the strong social-psychological bond 

(identification) between his core supporters and himself. This is a bond that his critics have 
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noted, but largely ignored (just as we, as psychoanalysts have, for the most part), as there is 

something quite daunting about accepting this.  

In making the leader his or her ideal, each follower is facilitated in loving himself or 

herself, and in getting “rid of the stains of frustration and discontent which mar his [or her] 

picture of his [or her] own empirical self” (Adorno, 1951/1991, p. 121).  Looking into this leads us 

to understand that the power of the leader-group bond is doubled in that the leader-group bond 

harnesses both the love and the hate, that is, the identification and love with the leader and the 

fear and hatred of the enemy out-group.  

The narcissistic leader substitutes himself for an ideal, each group member’s individual 

ego-ideal––but in fascism, there’s a caveat which dictates that it is not an ideal that goes too far. 

Ergo, the leader falls short of the perfect phantasy ideal, and is, instead the reflection of and 

perfectly suited for, the ideal of a “great-little-man.”  Freud considered this process to be a 

replacement of individual’s narcissism by identification with the leader.  

 

Societal Intervention Against Fascism and the ravages of the Horde: 

 So in conclusion, I am proposing that, instead of focusing our activism on just the 

individual dangers and individual psychodynamics of the leader, I am suggesting that we 

psychoanalysts and those in the mental health professions join together and study and 

brainstorm about the mass psychology aspect of the fascistic horde, and propose broad-

reaching psychological interventions to address to this very troubling issue. Taking Adorno’s 

words as a starting point, psychoanalytic activism needs to expand its focus to include creating 

and implementing society-wide interventions designed to heal and reverse the reactivation of 

the primal horde mentality that is well on the way. The “us-versus-them”-ness rift that fuels the 

rise of fascism, discrimination, violence and, in the past, has led to genocide and has to be 

addressed in such interventions. The recent rise in fascism is a wake-up call, and even if the 
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reactivation of the primal horde waxes and wanes in the coming years, the beast has arisen, 

and it needs to be addressed and neutralized.  

 

No matter what happens in future elections, or in the waves and troughs of overt hate-

mongering and scapegoating, I think it is important that we gather together into think-tanks, put 

our very expert knowledge of human nature to use, invent and find avenues to apply more and 

more societal-wide interventions that could offset and reverse the seeds of fascism, before it 

again leads to the overtaking of democracy and the risk of genocide.  

 

We need to brainstorm, devise, apply, and promote mass psychological interventions to 

foster understanding, interhumanity, generosity, compassion, globalism, and tolerance on a 

widespread scale. We need to be able to disseminate these interventions via society’s 

institutions and especially in the schools, colleges, and workplaces.  

 

So, I will put before you dear colleagues, now that I’ve tried to lay out the mass 

psychological underpinnings of what is happening in the country and the world today, to begin 

envisioning psychoanalytic interventions on a mass scale in the media, in schools, colleges, and 

at workplaces as paths of entry. And, with regard to the delivery of such interventions, they 

really have to be embedded in the various social systems in our society, and work will have to 

be done to foster support for such programs so that they can be embraced, promoted and 

disseminated. It is not too late to do so… 

 

 

Farrell Silverberg can be contacted at drsilverberg@drsilverberg.com 
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