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Destructive populism as “perverted containing”: A
psychoanalytical look at the attraction of Donald Trump
Karin Johanna Zienert-Eilts

Psychoanalyst (DPG/IPV) in her own practice in Berlin and lecturer at the Psychoanalytic Institute Berlin

ABSTRACT
The author examines the appearances and formation processes of
destructive populist developments in the Western world from a
psychoanalytical perspective, using the example of Donald Trump
and his voters. She draws on the concepts of Sigmund Freud,
Melanie Klein, Wilfred Bion, Herbert Rosenfeld and Otto Kernberg,
which build on each other, and drafts the basic features of a
psychoanalytic explanatory model of destructive populist social
processes. She illustrates the phenomenon of the »destructive
populist fit« between Trump and his followers by means of an
analysis of Donald Trump’s well-documented election campaigns
in 2016 and 2020, supplemented by his actions during the COVID
19 crisis in 2020. On the psychoanalytical understanding of the
effectiveness of his methods and the susceptibility of voters to
destructive populism, she applies Bion’s model of containing in
conjunction with Herbert Rosenfeld’s destructive narcissism and
develops the concept of »perverted containing«: in the course of
regression to a paranoid-schizoid level, aggressively destructive
and omnipotent affects are idealised and the container function
of democratic society is increasingly decomposed, distorted and
finally twisted. Beta-elements are not detoxified and digested but,
on the contrary, are fueled. This dynamic implies permanent
escalation through ever new destructive-exciting acts in order to
maintain the symbiotic-destructive fit in the mode of destructive
narcissism.
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Introduction

Since the surprising election of Donald Trump as President of the USA and the rise of
destructive, hateful, anti-liberal, anti-democratic and partly neo-Nazi developments in
liberal democratic societies in Europe and the USA and their – albeit democratically
elected – populist or autocratic leaders, there have been increasing attempts to under-
stand this phenomenon under the keyword »populism«.

For decades, populism has been defined by historical (Beigel & Eckert, 2017), political
science (Mudde& Kaltwasser, 2017,Müller, 2016), sociological (Dahrendorf, 2003; Reckwitz,
2019, Koppetsch, 2019), economic (Manow, 2018) and philosophical (J. Habermas, 2020)
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perspectives. On the related problem of right-wing radicalism, Adornos already in 1967
wrote a clairvoyant analysis of the new right-wing radicalism, which in its basic features
shows many similarities with the structures of destructive populism (Adorno, 2019
[1967]). Many psychoanalysts have dealt with group processes in general, including
also Anzieu (Anzieu, 1972) and Kaës with his concept of psychic groupality (Kaës,
2009). However, only a few authors have highlighted the specific problem of populism
from a psychoanalytic perspective. These include Levine from a group-dynamic-analyti-
cal perspective (Levine, 2018) and Chrzanowski, who specifically analyses the phenom-
enon of Donald Trump’s rise from a group-psychoanalytical perspective using Bion’s
concept of basic assumptions (Chrzanowski, 2019). Rudden & Brandt present an inter-
esting analysis of the relationship between Trump and his voters (Rudden & Brandt,
2018). Kernberg’s concept of “malicious narcissism” (Kernberg, 2019) also belongs in
this series.

Populism and »destructive populism«

In the controversies surrounding a definition of the term populism with its various forms
from antiquity to the present, three accentuations can be identified from the perspective
of history and political science (Kielmansegg, 2017, p. 272f.): Firstly, democracy and popu-
lism are seen as radically mutually exclusive; secondly, populism is understood as an
ambivalent phenomenon that can both act as a warning signal to provide salutary
impulses for necessary changes and can also lead to the endangerment of democracy
as a whole; and thirdly, populism is defined very broadly as a phenomenon inherent to
democracy in principle, as “the historical norm”, which “per se is neither good nor bad”
(Beigel & Eckert, 2017, p. 14, transl. KJZE). All these definitions are formulated in the
context of the constitution of democracy, whether representative or direct. Stephen
Bannon, chief ideologist of the populist movement in the United States, temporarily influ-
ential campaign consultant to Donald Trump, defender of the “Judeo-Christian heritage”
of the “Occident” who “found his man in Donald Trump” and “jokingly” called himself
Trump’s “hidden campaign manager” (Shane, 2016), ties ideologically and historically
with the populist movement of the late 19th century in his definition of populism (see
Guilford & Sonnad, 2017). As a progressive democratisation movement, it had directed
itself from below against the encrusted party system that was closely intertwined with
banks and big industry, paradigmatically represented as the “East Coast elites”. Almost
identically, Bannon defines the core of today’s populist movement in the USA as
follows: “Populism is based around economics” (Griffiths, 2019, p.12), and “There are
the three basic planks – anti-elite, anti-permanent political class, anti-consolidation of
media and technology companies – of populism in the United States” (ibid., p.13). He
counters the assessments that his kind of populism is authoritarian, totalitarian or even
fascist with a strategy of denial: “Populists are not authoritarian, and certainly not totali-
tarian” (ibid., p.17) and even “we’re acutally anti-fascists” (ibid., p.18). He now explicitly
calls the populist movement, which is now better organised through networking, “The
Movement” and thus underlines the movement character of a populist force that para-
doxically argues nationally but acts internationally. With the aim of this movement as
one of “free peoples in free nations” (Steinmann, 2019), he even gives it the nimbus of
a freedom movement.
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I distinguish between a general populism with populist methods and a “destructive
populism” with populist methods in connection with destructive contents and goals
(Zienert-Eilts, 2018, p. 178f.). In principle, ‘populist’ methods are characterised by
slogans, which are generally characterised by simple, short and memorable sentences
and constant repetition, and which are regularly used in social movements, in times of
crisis and above all in election campaigns. Examples of general populist slogans are sen-
tences such as “Yes, we can” by Barack Obama in the US election campaign in 2008 and
“Wir schaffen das” (“We can manage it”) by Angela Merkel in the refugee crisis in Germany
in 2015. These three-word sentences are linked to a positive goal and language content
and address confidence and the orientation towards joint constructive action, and in my
understanding stand for general populism.

Destructive populism, on the other hand, targets negative affects such as deep-seated
fears, feelings of disadvantage and persecution, envy and primitive aggression, as well as
polarisation and division of both the psychological state of individuals and society as a
whole. The negative affects are fueled and narcissistic omnipotence and brutality are
idealised. Destructive populism deliberately and fundamentally divides between the
‘true people’ and the ‘corrupt elite’ or between the people and those who do not
‘belong’ to the people. The attitude of destructive populists is therefore basically deter-
mined by three factors: they are anti-elitist and anti-pluralist and claim the sole moral rep-
resentation (“We - and only we - are the people” instead of “We are also the people” or,
more differentiated: “We also represent parts of the people”; see Müller 2016, p. 85). It
attacks the power-limiting, communication-oriented and thus democracy-stabilising
structures and institutions, above all the free press and the independent judiciary; in
this respect it is directed in essence against the structure of representative democracy
determined by the separation of powers. In contrast to general populism, destructive
populists not only simplify the complex reality, but also distort it by exaggerating threa-
tening and aggressive content, which in corresponding individuals and groups leads to
confirmation of and also increases the already existing fears and aggressions as well as
the longing for omnipotent help.

To explain such destructive-populist social processes, I propose a psychoanalytical
model, which I define as “perverted containing”. It is based on the concepts of Sigmund
Freud, Melanie Klein, Wilfred Bion, Herbert Rosenfeld and Otto Kernberg, which build
on each other.

Psychoanalytical insights into destructive processes between the leader
and the masses

Sigmund Freud laid the foundation for a psychoanalytical understanding of unconscious
processes in groups. In his book Totem and Taboo 1912 he deals for the first time in
more detail with the topic of processes in groups, following the premise “that I have
taken as the basis of my whole position the existence of a collective mind, in which
mental processes occur just as they do in the mind of an individual” (Freud, 1912-13a,
p. 156). He described – without already using this formulation – primitive object relations
on an archaic level, namely the murder of the father by the horde of brothers, and the
physical incorporation of the father in the following deadly meal as a primitive act of
identification with him on a still undifferentiated physical-psychic level. In Group
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Psychologand Ego-Analysis (Freud, 1921c), Freud raised the question of which processes
take place in the individual in its relationship to objects when affects are heightened in
masses or in large group processes, moral barriers fall and the ability to think and
judge is lost. He reasoned that in masses the early libidinal processes of object love
(here the love to the leader) in its primitive, from the beginning ambivalent, form of
identification are linked with the idealisation of the father. Thereby the individual gives
up his own ego-ideal and replaces it with the mass-ideal embodied in the leader. In
this primitive relationship between the mass and the leader an identification of the
group members among and with each other in the common love for the mass ideal
(the leader) develops, i.e. a libidinous group identification as it were. But at the same
time this is connected with the fear of the loss of one’s individual distinctiveness (Freud,
1921c, p. 86; German i.O.: Freud, 1921c, S. 94).

Inspired by Freud’s remarks and his implicit object-relationship approach, which he
developed in his group theory and the revolutionary significance of which Freud might
not have been aware (cf. Bion, 1961, p. 134), Wilfred R. Bion ties in with the fear of
losing one’s individual distinctiveness in his studies on group processes. With his
special gift to combine Sigmund Freud’s and Melanie Klein‘s theories with his own obser-
vations and to develop them creatively, with his constant effort to look at scientific data
systematically in a new way and, as far as possible, without his own wishes, as well as with
his “determination not to attempt solution of any problem until its borders had become
clearly defined” (Bion, 1961, p. 19), Bion developed a theory about groups. While Freud
had mainly developed his ideas about group processes on the basis of organised
groups (church and military), Bion’s research focused on the unstructured “leaderless
group”, which brought him closer to the dynamics of mass processes. He emphasised
that individuals regress regularly, more or less massively, the moment they come together
in a work group or other social group – the more unstructured the group, the more
regression and the more threatening fearrise. The regression “involves the individual in
a loss of his >individual distinctiveness< (Freud, 1921, p. 9), which is indistinguishable
from depersonalization” (Bion, 1961, p. 142). Here, Bion specifies Freud’s idea of the
“extinction” of the individual peculiarities of the individual in the masses: “The problem
consists in how to procure for the group precisely those features which were character-
istic of the individual and which are extinguished in him by the formation of the
group. [… ] Owing to his [the individual’s] entry into an ‘unorganised’ group he had
lost this distinctiveness for a time” (Freud, 1921, p.86). In this emotionally threatening situ-
ation, each individual member of the group returns to primitive emotional states of dis-
orientation and helplessness, fear of dissolution and perceived existential dependence
with early defence mechanisms of projective identification, idealisation, denial and split-
ting, as they are characteristic of early mental states – with Melanie Klein’s term of para-
noid-schizoid position.

With her creative power, Melanie Klein has further developed Freud’s central theses on
the inner conflicts of the human being between libidinal and destructive impulses and
between the ego, id and superego in connection with Karl Abraham’s research on the
pregenital phase (Abraham, 1924). Her reformulation of the early inner-psychic processes
is extremely helpful for the understanding of destructive processes both in the individual
and in groups, although she has hardly ever explicitly dealt with group processes. Melanie
Klein conceptualised the “depressive position” and the “paranoid-schizoid position”, each
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with specific modes of processing and the inner process permanently fluctuating
between these two positions, which is active in each of us throughout our lives. Thus
she introduced the element of movement and the omnipresent processual into the idea
of psychic processes and focused on the principle of the unconscious, namely inner pro-
cesses that are always present and simultaneously active. This concept is particularly
useful for understanding individual and group processes in their interlinking, because it
is able to depict the complexity of mental processes more precisely, to grasp the phenom-
ena as quickly changing and to loosen up fixed characterisations of “ill” and “healthy”. The
characteristics of the paranoid-schizoid position with its projective identification, its
ambivalence towards an inner and an outer object, its splitting into a “good” and a
“bad” object and the confusion of the functions of perception and judgement are strik-
ingly apparent in the phenomena of destructive populism. With this conceptual appar-
atus, Melanie Klein has laid the foundation for illuminating complex destructive
processes, even in groups.

Bion has differentiated Melanie Klein’s concept of projective identification and thus
more precisely explained Freud’s “loss of his ‘individual distinctiveness’ for a while” and
the process of emptying the ego, which leads to susceptibility to narcissistic and destruc-
tive narcissistic longings. This is crucial for understanding populism.

With his distinction between a normal projective identification as a relationship
process with a communicative goal and a pathological form of projective identification
as a violent, destructive process, he has also made further important contributions to psy-
choanalytical understanding, as has his well known concept of elementary psychic pro-
cesses of containing (Bion, 1962, 2018), which has since been widely received.
Containing, which can be regarded as an ubiquitous concept of the human condition
and which in its pictorial formulation exerts a great attraction on the theory and practice
of psychoanalysis as well as on related sciences, is described by Bion as an unconscious,
permanently active – not passively receptive – reciprocal relationship process which takes
place originally and exemplarily between mother and infant. Bion has conceived the con-
tainer as a kind of flexible, constantly active, breathing organ into which unbearable,
threatening contents are evacuated, where they are detoxified and returned in a
modified, digestible form. If the mother – the paradigm of a container – is not able to
hear and understand the contents repeatedly brought to her, the infant/individual
remains alone and is exposed to its frightening affects, and “nameless dread” (Bion,
1962, p. 96) and rage develop – these affects cannot then be calmed in an understadable
way. The consequences are either resignation or even greater and more violent efforts to
reach the inaccessibly encapsulated or apathetic mother. The typical defensive processes
of the paranoid-schizoid position, splitting and destructive forms of projective identifi-
cation, are strengthened. At the same time, ego-functions are interspersed with unaltered,
archaic affects; confusion, de-differentiation, and distortion of perception occur, leading
to significant limitations of the judgement function and the recognition of reality –
characteristics that are typical of destructive populist processes. To this extent, the
model of containing can also be applied to destructive social processes.

Herbert A. Rosenfeld, in the course of his work with psychotic and narcissistic patients in
the 1940s, discovered primitive narcissistic object relationships, which are characterised
by archaic aggressions, phantasies of omnipotence and sadistic superego formations of
the paranoid-schizoid position. Specific processes and destructive structures in the
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individual can be depicted as a totalitarian, violent group organisation with its own laws.
In his concept of destructive narcissism (Rosenfeld, 1971a, 1987, 1988), the destructive
forces in the individual operate as a group or gang – corresponding to a “Mafia gang”
– in the sense of an overpowering organisation with an idealised totalitarian leader. In
an archaic, pre-oedipal, “psychotic” or primitive inner world – corresponding to the para-
noid-schizoid position of Melanie Klein – the “Mafia gang” and its leader promise security
and superiority in a gang group, quick ideal solutions, overcoming humiliation and
powerlessness, unlimited power without fear and without conflicts as well as the legitima-
tion of sadistic satisfaction against the weak (cf. Rosenfeld, 1987, p. 111ff.). The ego and
superego functions are systematically decomposed by this narcissistic-omnipotent seduc-
tion and put into the service of destructive goals. The Mafia-like organisation and its
leader create a system that reverses good and evil: the good, constructive, individual
and compassionate traits are marked as weak and despicable, the destructive, cruel, auto-
cratic-narcissistic traits are idealised and assessed as strong, admirable and healthy. “The
whole structure is [… ] strictly directed against any [libidinous] object relationship”
(Rosenfeld, 1988, p. 387, transl. KJZE), because object relationships make dependencies
clear and arouse libidinous desires – but both endanger the power of the destructive-
omnipotent parts of the personality. For only in isolation can the split-off parts remain
omnipotent and master the destructive internal and external organisation (ibid.,
p. 388). According to the idealisation of destructiveness and megalomania in the patho-
logical inner world of the individual, accompanied by paranoid perceptions, delusional
distortion of reality and unbridled acting out of sadistic impulses without responsibility
and without feeling guilty, the collective processes in destructive group organisations
can be understood. The inherent and often explicitly expressed promise of a leader to
effectivelyfight all (projected) evil, to defeat and destroy it and thus to fulfill narcissistically
omnipotent desires, makes the seductive pull very powerful. Especially the idealisation of
destructiveness and the perversion of good and evil are seductive and confusing. This
promotes the elimination of reality-related ego functions, the dissolution of boundaries
and the satisfaction of sadistic aspirations. Basically Rosenfeld describes a perverse
inner-psychic organisational structure without calling it that (see also Feldman: “[… ]
the type of perverse organisation described by Rosenfeld”, Feldman, 2008, p. 17).

Rosenfeld thus succeeds in shedding light on the seductively perverse relationship
dynamics between the dictator – or a destructive-populist in a structurally similar way
– and the approving masses or parts of the population. With these considerations, Rosen-
feld has formulated an essential approach to explaining destructive populism, but has not
grasped its complexity. In conjunction with the contributions of W. Bion and O. Kernberg,
however, the basic features of the dynamics of the relationship between destructive
populist leaders and their voters, as well as the mode of action of populism in its destruc-
tive form, can be illuminated more comprehensively in psychoanalytical terms.

Otto F. Kernberg has specified the relationship between leader and large group/masses/
people in his research. According to Kernberg, “group processes pose a basic threat to
personal identity [… ], linked to a proclivity in group situations for the activation of primi-
tive object relationships, primitive defensive operations and primitive aggression with
predominantly pregenital features” (Kernberg, 1985, p. 217; cf. also Bion, 1961). Moreover,
he emphasises not only the loss of identity, but more precisely the “diffusion of identity”
in mass regressions. These lead to the breaking open of primitive affects of aggression,
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fear, greed and envy in mutual identifications within the group and on the other hand to
the defence by primitive idealisation, projected omnipotence, division, projective identifi-
cation and denial. Through the idealisation of the leader as well as through the double
identification of the group members – with the leader and simultaneously with the
other group members – the individual identity is replaced and thus a doubly founded,
“new” identity, is established, which fulfils several functions: it guarantees the protection
of each individual against the fear of annihilation and destructive aggression, satisfies the
needs for security and dependence – in the sense of giving up the responsibility of the
individual for thinkng and acting – by subjugation to the leader, and furthermore pre-
vents rivalry and envy among each other. In addition, the non-integrated and non-subli-
mated aggressions of the individuals are expressed by the group on behalf of the group,
which allows – experienced as liberation – or even demands the acting out of sadistic
impulses: the external enemies must be destroyed. In this act the manic-omnipotent
group feeling and the idealisation with the destructive leader is again strengthened. In
this context, the negatively eroticised tension must be permanently maintained by ever
new destructive acts.

Kernberg thus provides an important key to understanding the destructive relationship
dynamics between group and leader as well as the tendency in certain groups to choose
schizoid, narcissistic or particularly brutal personalities as their leader: the destructive-nar-
cissistic personalities can easily offer themselves as leaders, if they themselves are anyway
moving in a chaotic inner world with primitive affects that are predominantly located in
the paranoid-schizoid position and their defence mechanisms, and if they are therefore
familiar with the world as it is created in the group in the course of regression. In this
way, these destructive narcissistic personalities accommodate the primitive processes
of the group members released in the group process and offer them security without
arousing group envy towards individual thinking (since this thinking is not individually
differentiated, but rather is similar, and in a certain way even synchronised). “Here, narcis-
sistic leadership and the group’s search for an ideology merge and reinforce each other”
(Kernberg, 1985, p. 225) – a fatal destructive cycle, which can generally be observed in
small as well as in large groups and especially in masses: I would like to describe this
dynamic as a fatal destructive fit between group and leader on the level of the para-
noid-schizoid position with which destructive processes and their acceleration by a
leader in small groups, large groups and in masses can be explained.

Kernberg also emphasises that violent mass psychological reactions, to which we are
all individually predisposed, escalate particularly rapidly in the course of mutually reinfor-
cing mass regression whenever they are stimulated by mass media, reinforced by para-
noid ideologies and promoted by destructive narcissistic leaders. This is accompanied
by an escalation of violence against social minorities on which the primitive aggressions
are projected (Kernberg, 2001, p. 90), and – we can add – there is always an increase in
fundamental attacks against liberal, pluralistic and triangulating structures.

Hermann Beland has dealt extensively with the function of group identities and devel-
oped the concept of “group paranoia”with the “seductive power of anti-group feelings of
identity” (Beland, 2010, p. 1174, transl. KJZE): Unconscious processes in a group are
grouped around a core with hostile, excessively projective and partially paranoid
affects that fatally create identity. These affects unconsciously secure the feeling of
group and togetherness through a supposed superiority over other groups, lead to an
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apparent “truth” that is constantly intensifying in the collective, and block the path to any
reflection (cf. also Zienert-Eilts, 2017). This approach is also relevant for understanding
social mass phenomena such as destructive populism.

“Perverted Containing” – a psychoanalytical explanatory model for the
process of destructive populism

By linking the concepts of Melanie Klein’s paranoid-schizoid position, Rosenfeld’s destruc-
tive narcissism and Bion Containing, a plausible explanatory model for the phenomenon
of destructive populism can be developed, which will be outlined here (cf. also Zienert-
Eilts, 2020). It can also help to better understand the observation that the connection
between a destructive populist leader and his followers is so closely merged and that
the destructive dynamics do not find reassurance, but on the contrary need to be con-
stantly fuelled.

Bion’s model of containment as a basic pattern of relationships between individuals,
paradigmatically conceptualised on the basis of the relationship between mother and
child/infant, can, as I now propose, also be applied in its entanglement between individ-
ual, group and social dynamics. Social erosion processes, which accelerate in times of
change or crisis, correspond to psychoanalytically seen unconscious regression processes
on both the individual and the group level (Freud, 1921c and Bion, 1961). The constantly
active inner oscillation between paranoid-schizoid and depressive position (Klein, 1946)
becomes out of balance and unconscious archaic fears of life-threatening destruction
and envious hatred are released. Both the denial of appreciation and integration into
society, which is unconsciously experienced by the individuals concerned as being
ejected from the “motherly container” (Bion, 1962) of society, and the feared loss of supre-
macy and secure superiority, which is unconsciously experienced as a threat to becoming
ejected from the “motherly container”, lead to the offending of libidinous-narcissistic
wishes as well as the unconscious fear of the destruction of their identity. This promotes
inner psychological destructive-narcissistic organisational structures (Rosenfeld, 1971).
There is an attempt to overcome these by the typical defensive forms of the paranoid-
schizoid position – splitting, projection and projective identification (Klein, 1946, and
Bion, 1962) – that manifest themselves in processes of polarisation, de-differentiation
and fragmentation. This dynamic of fragmentation takes place both within individuals
and between population groups (the rich – the poor, the refugees – the natives) and
between the population and the established parties (the people – the elite). Initially,
the hopes and expectations of the threatened individuals – quite object-related – are
directed to the parties and the established political leaders and – in democracies – to elec-
tions. If, however, the needs of citizens are not sufficiently taken up by the representatives
of the ruling parties as representatives of the unconsciously longed-for mothers/fathers
over a longer period of time – or only during election campaigns – and not transformed
into appropriate, sustainable changes, fruitful containment cannot succeed and there can
be no reassurance. In the various individuals, processes of disappointment and regression
accelerate towards the paranoid-schizoid position with even more violent fluctuations
between fear and aggression, between destructive rage and hopes of recovery. Some
of them resign (e.g. the non-voters), others – in order to escape threatening feelings of
powerlessness and fear of annihilation – form into identity-generating parallel societies
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(e.g. groups in marginal social areas, migration groups, right-wing or fundamentalist reli-
gious groups) and/or become openly violent. If people, strengthened in a group, do not
find attention and still do not find a hearing, the primitive negative affects further escalate
and perceptions narrow intrapsychically: the representatives are no longer differentiated
in their complexity and diversity, but are experienced as a single inaccessible figure (the
government, the establishment) – psychoanalytically conceived as a negative mother
figure, unreachable, self-centred and corrupt. So, on a deeper emotional level this inac-
cessible figure corresponds to a negative “establishment mother”. Such a mother – for
various reasons such as her own interests and needs, greed, integration into her own
party-political group or political powerlessness – is not able to take in, transform and
modify the demands of the different population groups or their affects of despair and
anger. An ominous dynamic accelerates: projective attempts at identification of
unheard individuals become increasingly violent; the “establishment mother”, perceived
as an increasingly unified entity, often reacts with a refusal to understand – occasionally
even with counter-aggression, such as Hillary Clinton’s public labelling of Trump voters as
“basket of deplorables” – and closes itself offmore and more. Under the increasing social
pressure, the individuals of the traditional parties move closer and closer together, and
the lack of alternative votes from their own party causes further de-differentiation: poss-
ible alternative strong figures in the social democratic spectrum, be they representatives
of opposition parties, for example, or those of one’s own party, which could be helpful as
an “establishment father” with the function of triangulation, cannot then assert them-
selves. In the course of the regression, a part is taken for the whole and all representatives
of the political class are perceived equally as primarily concerned with the assertion of
their own ambitious interests (such as personal political survival or financial greed) -
they become “the elite” and “the establishment”.

However, the more the communicative function of projective identification is blocked,
the more likely it is to change into its pathological form. The more frequently the hard-
ships of the inner-psychically threatened, unsatisfied, frightened citizens (paradigmati-
cally in the model of the needy, dependent child) bounce off the “establishment
container”, the more unbounded, violent and undifferentiated confusion, anger and
fear become and the more paranoid the emotional state of mind. The more archaic
and “nameles” (Bion, 1962, p. 96) the fear becomes, the more strongly the regression
spiral turns and the more extensively one’s own responsibility is abandoned or handed
over to others. In the escalating polarisation process, however, all persons are affected
by fear, even the representatives of the established political groups. These too are
guided by desires to be understood and appreciated and are dependent on the response
of the population; they too are exposed to fear and are to a certain extent dependent on
the population – for example in terms of their popularity and re-election. In this process of
unconscious and predominantly denied mutual dependence and non-understanding,
positive ties, security and trust are increasingly destroyed by both sides. The secure
and good becomes more and more unreal and unreachable, and therefore ever more
longingly idealised and distorted, and the bad appears to be worse and worse. The less
some parts of the so-called establishment are able to fulfil their taking in, balancing
and triangulating social container function, the more the normal interplay between a
paranoid-schizoid and depressive position becomes unbalanced for all participants and
finally, society as a whole is increasingly out of balance. This regressive spiral turns
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faster and faster towards the paranoid-schizoid position and the need to dissipate arousal
and calm down is thus becoming ever greater. If a personality then appears in the public
realm who is in the same paranoid-schizoid mode as the disappointed individuals and
groups (Kernberg, 1988 and 2001) – he speaks the language of these people, is able to
“hear” them in this sense, and shares the hatred of the “establishment mother” – a
destructive-populist fit ensues. This leader abolishes isolation, the fear of losing identity
and the experience of loss, redirects the fear of annihilation into the aggression of annihil-
ation of individuals and concentrates the hopes and aggressions of the masses on his
person. Thus he bundles the isolated regressed people and brings them together in a
mass movement. He is then celebrated like a savior, promising to free his followers
from feelings of hate, powerlessness, despair and identity anxiety. In the eyes of the des-
perate, regressed, violent and rebellious people, fatally, a pretending, ostensibly under-
standing mother and at the same time an allegedly protective and omnipotent father is
finally found. Quick satisfaction and the healing of the destroyed inner and outer world
through omnipotent strength is promised to all those who support this leader. The
crucial importance of this process is that it only allegedly contains the deep-seated
fears, feelings of disadvantage, envy and aggression; in other words, the very function
of containing is perverted: a perverted container, mutated into the destructive, as it
were, is offered, which does not process, detoxify and transform destructive processes,
but on the contrary, fuels them. The healing, developmental, beta-elements transforming
and integrating alpha function are undermined and overridden, the beta-elements are
destructively accelerated. The process of “perverted containing” understood in this way
can take on an ecstatic and manic character in the group dynamics of a large group,
mass or social movement. This unconsciously accelerates the loss of one’s individual dis-
tinctiveness, which again triggers existential fears of loss of identity, fear of annihilation
and manic defenses. In the process, the individual’s own identity, determined by power-
lessness, humiliation and helplessness, is replaced in the masses by a double omnipotent
destructive group identity: on the one hand, by the symbiotic identification with the
destructive, paranoid-schizoid leader and, on the other hand, by the identification with
the other group members, who also move in a similarly paranoid-schizoid mode. The orig-
inal desire for symbiosis with a good, helpful object that absorbs and transforms one’s
own destructive affects, thus calming the storm of affects, and the longing to be freed
from one’s own inner destructive impulses and from external destructive experiences,
is paradoxically the breeding ground for this ominously perverted dynamic.

In destructive and perverted processes it can be observed that although the longing
for a leader using containing in its original meaning as an elastic organ with a detoxifying
and transforming function among individuals, groups and masses certainly exists, it is
decomposed, distorted and twisted in mutual processes of delimitation and flooding by
beta elements between the leader and the mass – the actual positive-creative, calming
function of containing is derailed. However, it is not only overridden, but unconsciously
or consciously misused by the destructive forces and turned by escalation of excitation
into the exact opposite, i.e. perverted.

In this understanding, and applied to social processes and to society as such, a democ-
racy that has functioned well enough in the past can become a container weakened in its
ability to function in times of crisis. The now quasi-freely floating, “non held” beta-
elements, developing into “bizarre objects” (“beta element plus ego and superego
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traces”, Bion, 1962, p. 25), attack any connecting libidinous object relationship including
healing elements such as regret, guilt, sadness, protection of the object, thoughtfulness,
doubt, etc. – qualities that are now even despised and mocked in the reversal of valence
(Rosenfeld, 1971, 1988). At the same time, however, the individual unconsciously remains
at the mercy of the tormenting beta-elements or frightening bizarre objects and the psy-
chically existential fear of destruction, as well as in the ever renewed search for a suitable,
functioning container that can provide security, orientation and individual identity and
free them from the overwhelming power of destructive impulses. An alleged replacement
is found with the corresponding leader as well as in a group of like-minded people, in a
group identity with destructive contents, in which aggression affects are allowed – or even
required – and individual thinking is blocked and destructive elements are stereotypically
confirmed instead of being transformed. Thus, instead of the originally desired calming
down, the destructive excitement is fuelled more and more in a destructive spiral move-
ment and the destructive dynamics are accelerated – the process of containing is per-
verted. In this respect, I consider the concept of “destructive-perverted containing” to
be well-founded and a useful defining extension of the term containing.

Trump and the masses - a symbiotic relationship dynamic and destructive
populist fit

A vivid example of the interplay between a destructive populist, who moves on a destruc-
tive-narcissistic, paranoid-schizoid level and offers himself as an alleged helpful but de
facto destructive container, on the one hand, and his followers, who have regressed to
a paranoid-schizoid level, based on a destructive-populist fit, on the other, is Donald
Trump and his followers.

Trump has all the characteristics of a destructive populist: his politics is anti-liberal, anti-
pluralist, directed against an elite and claiming a moral claim to sole representation, oper-
ating with the division into good and evil, the distortion of truth and lies, with denial of
reality and with the idealisation of narcissistic omnipotence, unbridled, brutal aggression
and a lack of sense of guilt. From the very beginning, Trump explicitly did not conduct his
election campaign from July 2015 onwards as a representative of an established party, but
he offered himself to the electorate as an “outsider”who “listens to you [the people]”1 and
who is “your voice”– he too was at the mercy of the powerful, excluded from the so-called
establishment; in this way he deliberately promoted the possibility of identification with
the “disenfranchised”, “excluded” and “left behind”. He presented himself as omniscient
and omnipotent (“I am very educated, I can talk well, I have the best words [… ] I am
really smart”, »Donald Trump – der Weg an die Macht«, 2017), and “Nobody knows the
system better than me”, ibid.) and protective father. He put into words the anger and
fears of his followers of “enemies” from outside (China, the alleged “invasion” of illegal

1Early on, he indeed did something essentially different from the politicians of the established parties: he sought out and
listened to certain sections of the population. Trump achieved his first important success through a populist action in
his pre-election campaign, which, although generally populist in itself, was associated with xenophobic content. After a
number of Americans whose relatives had been killed by illegal immigrants had approached several politicians from
various parties without any success, they asked Trump for a meeting. Trump agreed and met them on 10 July 2015.
He listened to each and every story, as a participant gratefully reported, and then stepped in front of the waiting
press he had organised to present himself with the families (Pollak & Schweikart, 2017, p. 20). “This group was symbolic
of all those Americans who had been ignored by the state for so many years. Finally there was someone who listened to
them” (ibid.).
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criminal immigrants, who were a life-threatening threat to the “good” Americans, the
foreign countries exploiting America) and from inside (the “chaos of the left-wing rad-
icals”, the “predatory establishment”, the free press and the independent judiciary);
with this he indeed did what he said: “I am your voice”. He divided the country into
the “good Americans” and the “enemies of the people”, stirred up hatred of the “establish-
ment”, especially hatred of women and dissenters, and glorified violence: during an elec-
tion campaign event, Trump incited those of his supporters who had assaulted a black
counter-demonstrator with the words: “Do you know what they used to do with such
guys? They carried them out on a stretcher! I’d like to punch him in the face.” And
then he said, “I’d like to punch him in the head. Beat the shit out of him! I promise
you, I’ll pay the lawyer’s fees” (ibid.). He publicly humiliated NBC News reporter Katy
Tur: “She’s back there, little Katy, back there. What a lie, Katy Tur. What a lie from NBC.
Total lie. Third class reporter, remember. Remember that. Third class” (ibid.). Trump
kept egging the jeering, angry crowd on until it turned to Katy Tur and booed her off.

Trump’s monstrous, aggressive, devastating, shameless (see Rudden&Brandt, 2018)
remarks were cheered by the intoxicated, merciless masses without any sense of guilt.
To the astonishment of all observers, Trump gained higher approval ratings after such
actions. The demonstration of power and strength, interspersed with arrogance, unscru-
pulousness, destructive aggressiveness, contempt and a lack of guilt, was rewarded by
rising poll ratings. This in turn confirmed and fueled Trump’s methods. Trump began to
believe that he could get away with anything – so he shouted at an election campaign
appearance: “We’ll just drive the illegals over the edge” (ibid.) – and boasted of his
destructive ideas, the phantasm of his invulnerability and that he was above it all: “I
could shoot someone in the street and still not lose any voters” (Donald Trump documen-
tary: »Macht, Geld und Lügen – Clinton gegen Trump«, 2016).

Trump’s methods are a particularly primitive and brutal rhetoric with vocabulary of
extremes (“completely”, “total”, “absolutely”, “grandios”, “great”), constant repetition of
two or three word sentences, bizarre omnipotent utterances, deliberate breaches of
taboos that constantly shift the boundaries of what can be said and thought towards
allowing destructiveness, as well as the dissemination of an ideology of “losers become
winners”. In doing so, he took up the voters’ longing to be heard and taken seriously,
and formulated their destructive affects, which had previously been politically incorrect,
and which he thereby reinforced or unleashed. But Trump not only used these means
consciously, he also embodied them himself, making him appear authentic – and
indeed he is. Thus, an interlocking process of mutual understanding and increasing sym-
biotic fusion between him and his followers emerged. The documentation of one of
Trump’s election campaign appearances allows us to observe this dynamic in detail,
how the crowd reacts to him and he to them, and how a symbiotic relationship has
been solidified through repetitions of omnipotent and aggressively destructive content.
Trump begins: “Nobody knows the system better than me”. The crowd reacts in amaze-
ment, remains silent at first, waits, some individuals applaud. Trump smiles and nods to
the people, nods again, the people slowly start laughing, he repeats his nod and
shouts: “That’s why I alone can fix it!” – and the crowd bursts into cheers (»Donald
Trump – der Weg an die Macht«, 2017). But it can also be observed in some moments
where Trump almost seemed surprised by the archaic hate effects of his listeners, such
as when he held out the prospect of legal punishment for Hillary Clinton and the
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crowd then shouted “Lock her up!” to statements such as “Kill her!” and “We want blood!”
(Trump’s performance in Phoenix, “As Trump stirs up hatred for Clinton: ‘Lock her up! Kill
them!’”) and he then instinctively intensified his attacks.

The relationship dynamics of the destructive-populist fit and Trump’s effect on his fol-
lowers is supported by his preferred communication style in the form of Twitter messages.
In general, social media structurally address emotions, inhibit reflection and are able to
promote the formation of group identities and ideologies due to their telegraphic style
and the enormous speed of dissemination, which can increase exponentially. Depending
on the content of the messages, they have the potential for radicalisation – cleverly used
in a destructive sense. Here, too, the content and the extent of destructiveness determine
the quality, not the medium per se. With his Twitter messages, Trump gives the millions of
users in his target group the impression, through frequency and the time of day in the
early morning, that he is busy with them day and night, cares for them personally and
has a “real” personal relationship with them. With this form of communication, he
satisfies their need for personal contact and further binds his followers emotionally.

Trump’s followers identify with him, they see him as “somebody like me”. In their eyes
he is credible because he is not a politician; he works for the people and the future of their
children; he protects them from chaos and stands for ‘law and order’, therefore they are
not afraid of the future anymore. They believe that Trump will restore their job opportu-
nities; he “makes America great again” and with him now “it’s okay to be great” – so
Trump makes them feel great again (I love Trump: Warum die Amerikaner ihren Präsiden-
ten lieben). His followers no longer want “political correctness and globalism” expressis
verbis (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZgunA57w57c). At last there is someone
who can hear them. Trump’s slogan “Make America great again” proved to be most
effective – it perfectly met the devaluation and annihilation fears of many Americans
and their desire for superiority and omnipotence. Some convinced followers idolise
Trump almost to the point of religious worship (such as the Evangelicals) and believe
every word he says unconditionally, while other voters are only temporarily seduced by
his destructive populist methods.

The question arises why did Trump find such broad approval that he was elected in
2016? Recent studies show that – embedded in the psychological effects of worldwide
upheaval, diversification and globalisation, the ever-widening polarisation between rich
and poor and the gradual collapse of nationally and religiously based omnipotent
ideas of certain population groups – “people voted for Trump because they are
anxious not poor” (Khazan, 2018). White people in particular were driven by the fear of
soon being in the minority, which motivated their support for Trump, their desire for
anti-immigrant policies, their resistance to political correctness, liberal attitudes and
their rejection of multilateral trade as a threat to their historically dominant position in
society. Further research shows that “Voters whose incomes have fallen or not risen sig-
nificantly, who have lost their jobs, who have worried about their expenses, or who
believed that they have been personally damaged by trade did not vote for Trump. [
… ] Among Americans who earn less than $50,000 a year, Hillary Clinton has effortlessly
defeated Trump” (ibid.). Many whites, especially men, supported Trump (for example, 79
percent of white working-class voters who feared for the “American way of life” voted for
Trump instead of Clinton, ibid.) because they felt their status in society was threatened
and believed that Trump would restore it. Strengthened by the presidency of Barack
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Obama, the first black president of the United States, the fear of the devaluation of their
superiority, which they had hitherto regarded as assured, and of the loss of their national,
cultural and also religiously based identity increased, especially in the group of ‘white
men’. It is therefore not primarily economic, but above all fear phantasies that have
made so many people choose Trump. The conviction that changing “racial” and gender
norms discriminate against “high-ranking” groups, such as men, Christians and whites,
and the phantasy of losing their social supremacy to non-whites and women, in the
regression process towards the paranoid-schizoid mode releases fear of existential
destruction and fear of retribution – namely, of being oppressed, despised, humiliated
and even murdered by non-whites and women in the same way they themselves treat
or want to treat them (see the open hatred for Hillary Clinton with the call “Kill her!”
and “We want blood!”) (Der Brandstifter, 2016; »Wie Trump den Hass auf Clinton schürt:
Sperrt sie ein! Tötet sie!«). If this fear and hatred of the phantasised persecutors, of the
immigrants, women and liberal politicians who grant foreigners and non-whites access
to the U.S., is reinforced by a like-minded group or an omnipotent white leader, the phan-
tasies of persecution and annihilation take on the character of reality; the only salvation
from this seemingly real threat is then seen in the wake of this group and its leader.

How can a particularly high vulnerability to the methods of a destructive-populist leader
like Trump develop? A plausible explanation is that individuals who are particularly easily
seduced are those in whose development the maternal/parental container is individually
or transgenerationally damaged or rigid (e.g. due to ideological or religious systems),
blocked (Beland, 2009) or perforated (Anzieu, 2016 [1985, 1991]), and thus fear of
death and annihilation, unbridled longing and greed, envy, destructive rage and hatred
cannot be alleviated, processed and integrated, but rather increased. The image of
being ejected from the maternal container can be used to explain the particular dynamics
of misogyny, expressed with specific viciousness towards Hillary Clinton at Trump’s rallies,
where many people of the Trump-led mob wore T-shirts proclaiming her a “cunt”. Separ-
ation anxiety becomes fear of loss of identity and fear of annihilation; the development of
sufficient affective regulation and ambivalence tolerance, of object trust and self-esteem
as well as the possibility of individual thinking and judging are considerably impaired, the
defense mechanisms of the paranoid-schizoid position solidify. Trump could instinctively
recognize the emotional threat phantasies and existential fears of many Americans as well
as their longing for the restoration of phantasized greatness, but also the desire for an
undamaged container, because he himself is on the same destructive-narcissistic, para-
noid-schizoid level as his then or even today convinced voters (destructive-populist fit).

The dynamic outlined here may explain Trump’s enormous appeal to so many Amer-
icans who have temporarily or permanently regressed to this level.

In the Covid-19-crisis of 2020, Trump has used similar means as in his election campaign
of 2016: omnipotence (“We have it totally under control. It’s gonna be just fine”, 22.1.
2020), distortion of reality (America has the best health care system in the world, no
other country is as well prepared for the challenge as the United States), self-praise (“I
always treated the Chinese Virus very seriously, and I have done a very good job from
the beginning, including my very early decision to close the borders from China –
against the wishes of almost all. Many lives were saved. The Fake News new narrative
is disgraceful & false”, Tweet from 18.3.2020) and reinforcing the friend-enemy scheme
with accusations of “enemies”, in this case other states, the press, the democrats and
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the WHO: the Chinese are to blame for the virus, then the Europeans, against whom entry
bans must be imposed – corresponding to the wall against the “illegals” -, the “fake news”
media, who do everything possible to make the corona virus look “as bad as possible” and
are also responsible for the crash of stock prices. Finally, he claimed that the Democrats
had obstructed the fight against the disease by the impeachment proceedings. The
appearance of a personal relationship with everyone and the image of the good father
who cares for each individual was reinforced by Trump’s promise that every American
would receive a thousand dollars from him personally to help in the Covid-19-crisis.

However, in the face of the real threat posed by Covid-19, doubts about Trump’s abil-
ities as a leader began to grow; Trump’s destructive populist propaganda was refuted by
reality – the United States had one of the highest infection andmortality rates in the world
in mid-August 2020 (https://coronavirus.jhu.edu/map.html) and six million unemployed,
leading to a significant loss of confidence in Trump and increasing resistance to him by
American citizens. There had already been significant, decentrally organised protests
after Trump was sworn in in 2017, particularly by women (see the “Women’s Marches
on Washington”), in August 2017 there had been broad protests by social, political and
economic groups and individuals against Trump’s reactions to the extreme right-wing
“Unite the Right” demonstrations in Charlottesville, and after the Democrats had
attempted – unsuccessfully – to crack down on Trump’s methods with an investigation
and impeachment trial, broader resistance now formed: after the Democrats had
already won a majority in the House of Representatives in the midterm elections of
2018, the protest marches of the “Black Lives Matter” movement after the death of
George Floyd through police violence received impressive nationwide support in 2020,
and Facebook and Twitter deleted false allegations made by Trump, his highly respected
advisor in the Corona pandemic, Anthony Fauci, publicly corrected Trump’s statements
about Covid-19, politicians within his own party called for the election of the Democrat
Joe Biden, and journalists from “his” channel Fox News publicly contradicted Trump,
exemplified by Chris Wallace on 21st July 2020 (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=
FjtRbz1LE4Y). Trump’s reputation was clearly shaken and his re-election in 2020 was
endangered. That is why Trump is currently stepping up his destructive populist
methods – all the way to conceivable unconstitutional and violent actions or the
already strategically prepared non-recognition of the election results in case of defeat
(“We will win! The only way we’re going to lose this election is if the election is
rigged.”) – because he has to be re-elected so that his omnipotent defensive structure
and that of his voters does not collapse. In view of the maximum threat of losing re-elec-
tion and thus “everything”– his self-image, the defensive-motivated nimbus of omnipo-
tence, his reputation and his place in history – Trump operates with the maximum
exaggeration of a phantasized threat: under Joe Biden as president, chaotic, violent,
“Venezuelan conditions” would sweep over America; he would follow a “radical leftist
agenda”, he would be against God, against weapons and against the “American Way of
Life” and would destroy “the American Greatness” – in this apocalyptic scenario Trump
addresses exactly the most longed-for identity characteristics of his followers and
mobilises precisely their fears of depotency, loss of identity and annihilation. The more
often Trump repeats these twisted assertions, the more real they appear to his followers.
It remains to be seen how successful he can be with them.
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Concluding remarks and further considerations

Using the example of Donald Trump and his voters, I described how the dynamics of
destructive populism can be understood in symbiotic fusion between a destructive nar-
cissistic leader and a mass movement on the paranoid-schizoid level and on the basis
of a destructive populist fit from a psychoanalytical point of view. Among the essential
characteristics of the shared destructive-populist mode are the idealisation of primitive
omnipotent destructive aspirations, the projection of one’s own destructive aggression
and envy on independent individuals, immigrants and women, the reversal of good
and evil and of truth and lie, and the attacks against libidinous connections, against trian-
gulating structures, and against independent and individual thinking – in short, the
characteristics of Rosenfeld’s destructive narcissism. As an explanation of the dynamics,
the concept of perverted containing seems plausible, following on from Bion’s container
model: a destructive-narcissistic leader offers in a seductive way an apparently helpful,
but de facto destructive container, which takes up unconscious fears of loss of value,
superiority and identity as well as aggressively destructive and omnipotent affects of indi-
viduals, does not, however, detoxify and transform them, but on the contrary idealises
and cheers them on. This dynamic implies permanent escalation of the destructive-popu-
list leader through ever new omnipotent acts in order to maintain the symbiotic-destruc-
tive fit in the mode of destructive narcissism. Particularly susceptible to such a dynamic
are those individuals whose development was exposed to a rigid, blocked or weakened
maternal/parental container and who were therefore unable or only weakly able to alle-
viate and integrate their fears of annihilation and hatred and envy effects. However, the
longing for an intact container remained unconsciously intact, which is why they suc-
cumbed particularly easily to the seductive power of perverted containment.

The followers of any destructive populist – including Trump’s – can be divided into two
main groups: into a smaller group of fanatical core followers, who on the paranoid-schiz-
oid level particularly stick together with the leader as an inseparable motherly-fatherly
perverted container and who can hardly be detached from him, and into a group of dis-
appointed followers, who can move more flexibly between the two inner positions of the
paranoid-schizoid and the depressive position and can thus more easily detach from the
seduction. This differentiation corresponds in a certain way to Beland’s conceptual distinc-
tion between ‘destructive’ destruction (death instinct predominant) and frustration
aggression (life instinct predominant)” (Beland, 2008, p. 36, transl. KJZE).

If the process of social polarisation and splitting has already progressed to such an
extent that a fanatical crowd or mass and a leader have already symbiotically connected
in an omnipotential-destructive narcissistic way, this mutually accelerating destructive
dynamic is very difficult to loosen or dissolve. The difficulty lies not only in the fact
that reality-based and complex content is difficult to convey in a simple and understand-
able way, but above all in the fact that paranoid projections and distorted perception
must be dissolved and the seductive pull of the perverted promises must be disen-
chanted. First of all contact and dialogue with the individuals or population groups
trapped in destructive narcissism must be established. This results in a reversed constella-
tion: now it is these individuals or groups who have become an incrusted, closed-off
figure, firmly related to its inner system – in simple terms, an “inaccessible mother
figure” – that must be laboriously reached.
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Psychoanalytically, it is important to find possibilities of identification with the group of
disappointed people. This requires one’s own psychic work to acknowledge and trans-
form one’s own inner destructive anger and existential fear in order to develop a
better understanding of these hard-to-digest processes. As a point of reference, the orig-
inal desire at the beginning of life for a good object relationship, for contact with a good,
really helpful object, which takes in and transforms destructive affects and leads to a
calming of the storm of affects, thus enabling individual development, is useful – in
short, the longing for a container in its original, non-perverted form. A temporary identifi-
cation with the feelings of hope as well as disappointment of individuals who have fallen
under the spell of the destructive populists is helpful in this process. An obvious starting
point could be, for example, the common theme of hope for a better future, particularly
for children, which everyone can empathise with.

In 1932, Sigmund Freud showed in “Why War?” his rather sceptical assessment of
destructive social processes using an oral picture: “An unpleasant picture comes to
one’s mind of mills that grind so slowly that people may starve before they get
their flour” (Freud, 1933b, p. 2013). Herbert Rosenfeld saw the difficulty of weakening
destructive-narcissistic internal organisations – or destructive-populist social move-
ments – at an earlier level, in fact in the context of the psychotic-omnipotent structure
of destructive narcissism. Referring to the extreme situation of Nazi and post-war
Germany, he wrote: “Whenever a nation is overwhelmed by psychotic-omnipotent
structures it is very difficult to understand and acknowledge this as madness [… ].
Complete cure of this dangerous malady, I’m afraid, will need a lot more time and
active support” (Rosenfeld, 1985, p. 80, transl. KJZE). To put it differently: it is a great
and protracted challenge to release the healthy, real and libidinous object-related
parts from the maelstrom of the destructive-narcissistic symbiotic relationship with
its perverted promises and the pretence of an allegedly good, helpful containment
and to develop new spaces for the development of the respective “individual
peculiarity”, triangulating reflection and reality relatedness. For if the destructive-popu-
list leader is threatened in his power, he increases his methods in order to bind the
followers firmly to him and keep them in his system This can also be impressively illus-
trated by the example of Donald Trump.

In contrast to the rather pessimistic assessment of Freud and Rosenfeld, Rudden &
Brandt’s perspective is more hopeful: “In the long run, historically, the pressure toward
the expression of emotional truth, and toward the achievement of a realistic working nar-
rative, will push large-group members to right the excesses encouraged by the narcissist-
authoritarian” (Rudden & Brandt, 2018, p. 8).

There is reason for hope in the observation that although Trump’s power of action –
tying in with the unconscious fear of many Americans of losing identity, value and super-
iority and their phantasies of omnipotence – makes use of phantasised threats (allegedly
by immigrants, women, foreign powers, etc.), its seductive power actually decreases
during a real threat (e.g., during the Covid-19-crisis). The reality of the devastating conse-
quences of Trump’s management, which has ruined the health and lives of countless
Americans and destroyed millions of jobs in real terms, disenchants the seductive destruc-
tive populist mechanisms. Currently, about 62% of Americans are regaining and strength-
ening their connection to reality, and the reality principle is gaining ground. The fact that
a broader, more powerful opposition is articulating itself publicly also gives cause for
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optimism. But if Trump increases his methods, if he once again loosens the citizens’ grip
on reality by distracting them from the real threat and encouraging fears of a phantasised
threat (left-wing radicals, chaos, violence in the streets, loss of security), only to offer
himself once more as the people’s saviour, he could once again succeed with his destruc-
tive-populist election campaign methods of fueling the “group paranoia” with his power
of seduction and stagings of magnificence.
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Translations of summary

Le populisme comme contenant et « perversion du contenant ». De la compréhension psychanalytique des
processus sociaux destructeurs. L’autrice de cet article étudie d’un point de vue psychanalytique
les aspects et les processus de formation des courants populistes destructeurs qui se développent
dans le monde occidental. Elle s’appuie pour cela sur l’exemple de Donald Trump et son électorat.
Elle s’inspire des concepts de Sigmund Freud, Melanie Klein, Wilfred Bion, Herbert Rosenfeld et Otto
Kernberg – qui s’adossent les uns aux autres – et esquisse un modèle psychanalytique explicatif des
processus sociaux populistes destructeurs. Elle illustre « l’accord populiste destructeur » entre
Trump et ses partisans à l’aide d’une analyse bien documentée de ses campagnes électorales de
2016 et 2020, comme de ses actions pendant la crise de la Covid 19. Afin d’éclairer psychanalytique-
ment l’efficacité de ses méthodes et la sensibilité des électeurs au populisme destructeur, l’autrice
s’appuie sur le modèle bionien de contenant, conjointement avec le narcissisme destructeur d’Her-
bert Rosenfeld, tout en développant le concept de « perversion du contenant » : au cours de la
régression vers la position schizo-paranoïde, des affects agressifs, destructeurs et omnipotents,
sont idéalisés et la fonction de contenant de la société démocratique devient de plus en plus désa-
grégée, dénaturée et finalement déformée. Les éléments-bêta ne sont pas détoxifiés et digérés,
mais, au contraire, alimentés. Cette dynamique implique une escalade permanente d’actions
destructrices et excitantes qui vise à maintenir l’accord symbiotique et destructeur au niveau du
narcissisme destructeur.

Populismus als Container und »pervertiertes Containing«. Über das psychoanalytische Verstehen destrukti-
ver gesellschaftlicher Prozesse. Die Autorin untersucht die Erscheinungsformen und Entstehungspro-
zesse destruktiver populistischer Entwicklungen in der westlichen Welt aus psychoanalytischer Sicht
am Beispiel Donald Trumps und seiner Wählerschaft. Sie schöpft aus den aufeinander aufbauenden
Konzepten von Sigmund Freud, Melanie Klein, Wilfred Bion, Herbert Rosenfeld und Otto Kernberg
und entwirft die Grundzüge eines psychoanalytischen Erklärungsmodells destruktiver populis-
tischer Gesellschaftsprozesse. Sie veranschaulicht das Phänomen des »destruktiven populistischen
Zueinanderpassens« von Trump und seinen Anhängern anhand einer Analyse von Donald Trumps
gut dokumentierten Wahlkämpfen der Jahre 2016 und 2020, ergänzt durch sein Handeln während
der COVID- 19- Krise im Jahr 2020. Um die Wirksamkeit von Trumps Methoden und die Empfän-
glichkeit der Wählerschaft für destruktiven Populismus psychoanalytisch zu verstehen, wendet
sie Bions Modell des Containing in Verbindung mit Herbert Rosenfelds Gedanken zum destruktiven
Narzissmus an und entwickelt das Konzept des »pervertierten Containings«: Während der
Regression auf eine paranoid- schizoide Ebene werden aggressiv destruktive und von Allmachtsge-
danken geprägte Affekte idealisiert, und die Container-Funktion der demokratischen Gesellschaft
wird zunehmend zersetzt, verzerrt und schließlich komplett entstellt. Beta-Elemente werden
nicht entgiftet und verdaut, sondern erhalten im Gegenteil neue Nahrung. Diese Dynamik impliziert
eine ständige Steigerung durch immer neue destruktive, erregende Handlungen, um das symbio-
tisch- destruktive Zueinanderpassen in Form des destruktiven Narzissmus aufrechtzuerhalten.
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Il populismo come contenitore e il »contenimento perverso«. Un approccio psicoanalitico alla comprensione
dei processi sociali distruttivi. Utilizzando l’esempio di Donald Trump e dei suoi elettori, l’Autrice
esamina da un vertice psicoanalitico la comparsa e i processi di formazione dei recenti sviluppi
socio-politici in chiave populista e distruttiva registrati nel mondo occidentale. I concetti a cui
ella fa riferimento nel tracciare i contorni principali di un modello psicoanalitico atto a spiegare i
processi sociali distruttivi di natura populista sono quelli formulati e man mano sviluppati da
Freud, Melanie Klein, Wilfred Bion, Herbert Rosenfeld e Otto Kernberg. Attraverso un’analisi delle
documentatissime campagne elettorali di Trump nel 2016 e nel 2020, oltre che della sua azione
nel corso della crisi del COVID 19 nel 2020, viene qui illustrato il fenomeno della »connessione popu-
lista distruttiva« fra Trump e i suoi seguaci. Per arrivare a una comprensione psicoanalitica dell’effi-
cacia dei metodi di Trump e della particolare ricettività dei suoi elettori al populismo distruttivo,
l’Autrice applica il modello bioniano del contenimento integrandolo con quello del narcisismo dis-
truttivo formulato da Rosenfeld, sviluppando il concetto di »contenimento perverso« - un concetto
per cui, laddove si regredisce a un livello di funzionamento schizoparanoide, si assiste a un’idealiz-
zazione di affetti onnipotenti e permeati di aggressività distruttiva, otre che al progressivo disfaci-
mento, alla distorsione e infine alla perversione della funzione contenitiva della società democratica.
Gli elementi beta non vengono in questo contesto bonificati e digeriti, bensì alimentati. Questo tipo
di dinamica determina un’escalation permanente tramite continui atti distruttivi-eccitanti atti a pre-
servare il legame simbiotico-distruttivo nella modalità del narcisismo distruttivo.

El populismo como continente y “contención pervertida”. Sobre la comprensión psicoanalítica de los proce-
sos sociales destructivos. La autora estudia las apariciones y los procesos de formación de populis-
mos destructivos en el mundo occidental desde una perspectiva psicoanalítica, utilizando el
ejemplo de Donald Trump y sus votantes. Se basa en los conceptos de Sigmund Freud, Melanie
Klein, Wilfred Bion, Herbert Rosenfeld y Otto Kernberg, basados unos en otros, y esboza los
rasgos básicos de un modelo explicativo psicoanalítico de los procesos sociales populistas destruc-
tivos. Asimismo, ilustra el fenómeno del “ajuste populista destructivo” entre Trump y sus seguidores,
mediante un análisis de las bien documentadas campañas electorales de Trump de 2016 y 2020,
complementadas con sus acciones durante la crisis de COVID-19 en 2020. Respecto a la compren-
sión psicoanalítica de la eficacia de sus métodos y la propensión de los votantes hacia el populismo
destructivo, la autora aplica el modelo de contención de Bion junto con el concepto de narcisismo
destructivo de Rosenfeld y desarrolla el concepto de “contención perversa” en el curso de una
regresión hacia un nivel esquizoparanoide. Se idealizan afectos omnipotentes y muy destructivos
y la función de contención de la sociedad democrática se descompone y se distorsiona cada vez
más, y finalmente se deforma. Los elementos beta no son purificados ni digeridos, sino, por el con-
trario, avivados. Esta dinámica implica la permanente escalada a través de actos excitantes-destruc-
tivos, siempre nuevos, a fin de mantener el ajuste simbiótico destructivo en el modo de narcisismo
destructivo.

Literature

Abraham, Karl (1924). A short study of the development of the libido, viewed in the light of mental
disorders. SP (pp. 418–501).

Adorno, Theodor W. (2019). Aspekte des neuen Rechtsradikalismus. Berlin: Suhrkamp Verlag.
Anzieu Didier (1972). Dynamique et processus de groupe. In: Schneider PB (ed)Pratique dela psy-

choth ´erapie de groupe, Sten. 19-41. C.E. Giunti Universitaria, G. Barb`era Firenze /Presses
Universitaires de France, Paris.

Anzieu, Didier (2016 [1985, 1991]). The Skin-Ego. London: Routledge.
Beigel, Thorsten & Georg Eckert (Hrsg.) (2017). Populismus. Varianten von Volksherrschaft in

Geschichte und Gegenwart. Münster: Aschendorff Verlag.
Beland, Hermann (2008). Erklärungs- und Arbeitswert der Todestriebhypothese. Diskussion anhand

klinischer und theoretischer Beispiele. Jahrbuch der Psychoanalyse, 56, 23–47.
Beland, H. (2009). Religion und Gewalt. Der Zusammenbruch der Ambivalenztoleranz in der konzep-

tuellen Gewalt theologisch/politischer Begriffsbildungen. Psyche – Z Psychoanal, 63, 877–906.
Beland, Hermann (2010). Hundert Jahre Psychoanalyse in Deutschland. Die schwierigen Jahre:

Brennpunkt Seeon – Ein Neubeginn. Psyche – Z Psychoanal, 64, 1174–1179.
Bion, Wilfred R. (1961). Experiences in Groups and Other Papers. London: Tavistock.

INT J PSYCHOANAL 989



Bion, Wilfred R. (1962). Learning from Experience. London: Heinemann. (Reprinted London: Karnac,
1984.)

Bion, Wilfred R. (2018). Los Angeles Seminars and Supervision. London: Routledge.
Chrzanowski, Conrad Stephen (2019). The group’s vulnerability to disaster: Basic assumption and

work group mentalities underlying Trump’s 2016 election. Int J Psychoanal, 100, 711–731.
Dahrendorf, Ralf (2003). Acht Anmerkungen zum Populismus. Transit. Europäische Revue, 25.
»Der Brandstifter. Was Trumps Rhetorik anrichtet«. spiegeltv, 1.11.2016/ YouTube; zusammengefasst

in: »Wie Trump den Hass auf Clinton schürt: “Sperrt sie ein! Tötet sie!«, 2016, https://www.
youtube.com/watch?v=DPGynt6OsAo&feature=youtu.be.

»Die gespaltene Seele Amerikas. Die kulturelle Zeitenwende in den USA«, 2018. https://www.
youtube.com/watch?v=gbekDGoCyD0.

»Donald Trump clashes with media at chaotic midterm election press conference«, 2018. https://
www.youtube.com/watch?v=au3Zzf33vXw&list=ULKfV8UWn-EdI&index=72.

»Donald Trump – der Weg an die Macht«, Dokumentation 2017, https://www.youtube.com/watch?
v=HCFCDP6DG3M.

Donald Trump documentary: »Macht, Geld und Lügen – Clinton gegen Trump«. Dokumentation
4.11.2016. ZeitgeschichteDE.

Feldman, Michael (2008). Discussion of Edna O’Shaughnessy’s paper. In John Steiner (Hrsg.) (2008),
Rosenfeld in retrospect. Essays on his clinical influence (p. 15–21). London: Routledge.

Freud, Sigmund (1912-13a). Totem and Taboo. Some Points of Agreement between the Mental Lives of
Savages and Neurotics. S.E. XIII, p. 1–162.

Freud, Sigmund (1921c). Group Psychology and the Analysis oft the Ego. S.E. XVIII, 69–143. I.O.
German: Massenpsychologie und Ich-Analyse. GW XIII, 73–161.

Freud, Sigmund (1933b). Why War? Letter to Albert Einstein, September 1932. S.E. XXII, 199–215.
Griffiths, Rudyard (Ed.) (2019). The Rise of Populism. Stephen K. Bannon vs. David Frum. The Munk

Debates. Toronto: The House of Anansi Press.
Guilford, Gwynn & Nikhil Sonnad (2017). Der Geist des Trumpismus oder: Was Steve Bannon wirklich

will. Blätter für deutsche und internationale Politik. https://www.blaetter.de/ausgabe/2017/
maerz/der-geist-des-trumpismus-oder-was-steve-bannon-wirklich-will.

Habermas, Jürgen (2020). Moralischer Universalismus in Zeiten politischer Regression. Jürgen
Habermas im Gespräch über die Gegenwart und sein Lebenswerk. Leviathan 48,1,7–28. https://
www.nomos-elibrary.de/10.5771/0340-0425-2020-1-7/moralischer-universalismus-in-zeiten-
politischer-regression-juergen-habermas-im-gespraech-ueber-die-gegenwart-und-sein-
lebenswerk-jahrgang-48-2020-heft-1?page=1

I love Trump: Warum die Amerikaner ihren Präsidenten lieben. https://www1.wdr.de/mediathek/
video/sendungen/die-story/video-i-love-trump-warum-die-amerikaner-ihren-praesidenten-
lieben-100.html

»Immer wieder Acosta: Ein Journalist als Lieblingsfeind des US-Präsidenten«, 2018, spiegel online
2018.

Kaës, René (2009). Innere Gruppen und psychische Gruppalität. Psyche – Z Psychoanal, 63, 281–305.
Kernberg, Otto F. (1985). Internal wolrld and External Reality. Object Relations Theory Applied.

New York–London: Jason Aronson.
Kernberg, Otto F. (1998). Ideology, conflict and leadership in groups and organizations. New haven,

CT: Yale University Press.
Kernberg, Otto F. (2001). Wie entsteht gesellschaftliche Gewalt? Eine psychoanalytische

Betrachtung. In Werner Bohleber (Hrsg.), Die Gegenwart der Psychoanalyse – die Psychoanalyse
der Gegenwart (S. 78–92). Stuttgart: Verlag Klett Cotta.

Kernberg, Otto F. (2019). »Es ist immer gefährlich, sich als alles zu sehen«. Ein Interview mit Otto
F. Kernberg. taz am wochenende, 10./11. August 2019.

Khazan, Olga (2018). People Voted for Trump Because They Were Anxious, Not Poor. A new study
finds that Trump voters weren’t losing income or jobs. Instead, they were concerned about their
place in the world. https://www.theatlantic.com/science/archive/2018/04/existential-anxiety-
not-poverty-motivates-trump-support/558674/

990 K. J. ZIENERT-EILTS

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DPGynt6OsAo%26feature=youtu.be
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DPGynt6OsAo%26feature=youtu.be
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gbekDGoCyD0
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gbekDGoCyD0
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=au3Zzf33vXw%26list=ULKfV8UWn-EdI%26index=72
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=au3Zzf33vXw%26list=ULKfV8UWn-EdI%26index=72
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HCFCDP6DG3M
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HCFCDP6DG3M
https://www.blaetter.de/ausgabe/2017/maerz/der-geist-des-trumpismus-oder-was-steve-bannon-wirklich-will
https://www.blaetter.de/ausgabe/2017/maerz/der-geist-des-trumpismus-oder-was-steve-bannon-wirklich-will
https://www.nomos-elibrary.de/10.5771/0340-0425-2020-1-7/moralischer-universalismus-in-zeiten-politischer-regression-juergen-habermas-im-gespraech-ueber-die-gegenwart-und-sein-lebenswerk-jahrgang-48-2020-heft-1?page=1
https://www.nomos-elibrary.de/10.5771/0340-0425-2020-1-7/moralischer-universalismus-in-zeiten-politischer-regression-juergen-habermas-im-gespraech-ueber-die-gegenwart-und-sein-lebenswerk-jahrgang-48-2020-heft-1?page=1
https://www.nomos-elibrary.de/10.5771/0340-0425-2020-1-7/moralischer-universalismus-in-zeiten-politischer-regression-juergen-habermas-im-gespraech-ueber-die-gegenwart-und-sein-lebenswerk-jahrgang-48-2020-heft-1?page=1
https://www.nomos-elibrary.de/10.5771/0340-0425-2020-1-7/moralischer-universalismus-in-zeiten-politischer-regression-juergen-habermas-im-gespraech-ueber-die-gegenwart-und-sein-lebenswerk-jahrgang-48-2020-heft-1?page=1
https://www1.wdr.de/mediathek/video/sendungen/die-story/video-i-love-trump-warum-die-amerikaner-ihren-praesidenten-lieben-100.html
https://www1.wdr.de/mediathek/video/sendungen/die-story/video-i-love-trump-warum-die-amerikaner-ihren-praesidenten-lieben-100.html
https://www1.wdr.de/mediathek/video/sendungen/die-story/video-i-love-trump-warum-die-amerikaner-ihren-praesidenten-lieben-100.html
https://www.theatlantic.com/science/archive/2018/04/existential-anxiety-not-poverty-motivates-trump-support/558674/
https://www.theatlantic.com/science/archive/2018/04/existential-anxiety-not-poverty-motivates-trump-support/558674/


Kielmansegg, Graf Peter (2017). Demos und Populus: Demokratietheoretische Annäherungen an
das Phänomen Populismus. In Beigel, Thorsten & Georg Eckert (2017) (Hrsg.), Populismus.
Varianten von Volksherrschaft in Geschichte und Gegenwart (S. 267–281). Münster: Aschendorff
Verlag.

Klein, Melanie (1946). Notes on Some Schizoid Mechanisms. In Klein, Melanie (ed.) (1993). Envy and
gratitude and other works, 1946–1963, pp. 1–24. London: Karnac.

Koppetsch, Cornelia (2019). Die Gesellschaft des Zorns. Rechtspopulismus im globalen Zeitalter.
Bielefeld: transcript Verlag.

Levine, Ronnie (2018). Die Perspektive einer Gruppenanalytikerin auf die Trump-Clinton-Wahl und
ihre Folgen. Gruppenpsychother. Gruppendynamik 54, 311–336.

Manow, Philip (2018). Die Politische Ökonomie des Populismus. Berlin: Suhrkamp Verlag.
Mudde, Cas & Kaltwasser, Cristóbal Rovira (2017). Populism. A Very Short Introduction. New York:

Oxford University Press.
Müller, Jan-Werner (2016). Was ist Populismus? Ein Essay. Berlin: Suhrkamp Verlag.
Nach den US-Wahlen: Wie sehr lieben die Amerikaner Donald Trump? https://www.youtube.com/

watch?v=xPOS7cJ3wzU
Pollak, Joel & Larry Schweikart (2017). How Trump Won: The Inside Story of a Revilution. Washington

D.C.: Regnery Publishing.
Reckwitz, Andreas (2019). Die Gesellschaft der Singularitäten. Zum Strukturwandel der Moderne. Berlin:

Suhrkamp Verlag.
Rosenfeld, Herbert A. (1971a). A Clinical Approach to the Psychoanalytic Theory of the Life and

Death Instincts: An Investigation into the Aggressive Aspects of Narcissism. International
Journal of Psychoanalysis, 52, 169-178; reprinted in E. Bott Spillius (Ed.) (1988), Melanie Klein
Today. Developments in Theory and Practice. Vol. 1: Mainly Theory (p. 239-255). London: Routledge.

Rosenfeld, Herbert A. (1987). Impasse and Interpretation. Therapeutic and anti-therapeutic Factors in
the psychoanalytical treatment of psychotic, borderline and neurotic patients. London: Tavistock
Publications.

Rosenfeld, Herbert A. (1988 [1985]). Narzißmus und Aggression. In Peter Kutter, Raúl Páramo-Ortega
& Zagermann, Peter (Hrsg.), Die psychoanalytische Haltung (S. 375–391). München–Wien: Verlag
Internationale Psychoanalyse.

Rudden, Marie & Brandt, Stephanie (2018). Donald Trump as Leader. Psychoanalytic Perspectives. Int
J Appl Psychoanal Studies, 15, 1, 43-51.

Shane, Scott (2016). Combative, Populist Stephen Bannon Found his Man in Donald Trump.
New York Times, 27. November 2016, https://www.nytimes.com/2016/11/27/us/politics/steve-
bannon-white-house.html

Steinmann, Luca (2019). »Ihr könnt gewinnen!«. Ein Interview mit Steve Bannon. Junge Freiheit, Nr.
15/19, 5. April 2019, S. 3.

»Wie Trump den Hass auf Clinton schürt: >Sperrt sie ein! Tötet sie!<«. https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=DPGynt6OsAo&feature=youtu.be

Zienert-Eilts, Karin J. (2017). Destruktive Gruppenprozesse. Entwicklungslinien in der Geschichte der
psychoanalytischen Bewegung und Erkenntnisse für gegenwärtige gesellschaftliche Konflikte.
Gießen: Psychosozial-Verlag.

Zienert-Eilts, Karin J. (2018). Populismus als destruktiver Container. Eine psychoanalytische
Perspektive auf die Gesellschaft. Jahrbuch der Psychoanalyse, 77, 175–188.

Zienert-Eilts, Karin J. (2020). Populismus – Destruktiver Narzissmus – pervertierter Container. Eine
psychoanalytische Skizze. In Zienert-Eilts, Karin J., Wolfgang, Hegener & Johann Georg
Reicheneder (Hrsg.), Herbert Rosenfeld und seine Bedeutung für die Psychoanalyse. Leben – Werk
– Wirkung (S. 301–331). Gießen: Psychosozial-Verlag.

INT J PSYCHOANAL 991

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xPOS7cJ3wzU
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xPOS7cJ3wzU
https://www.nytimes.com/2016/11/27/us/politics/steve-bannon-white-house.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2016/11/27/us/politics/steve-bannon-white-house.html
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DPGynt6OsAo%26feature=youtu.be
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DPGynt6OsAo%26feature=youtu.be

	Abstract
	Introduction
	Populism and »destructive populism«
	Psychoanalytical insights into destructive processes between the leader and the masses
	“Perverted Containing” – a psychoanalytical explanatory model for the process of destructive populism
	Trump and the masses - a symbiotic relationship dynamic and destructive populist fit
	Concluding remarks and further considerations
	Acknowledgements
	Literature

