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Introduction
Claudia Leeb1
In this book I draw on early Frankfurt School critical theory, in particular Theodor
W. Adorno, in combination with psychoanalytic theory, in particular Anna Freud, to
show that individuals and nations must deal with individual and collective feelings of
guilt to arrive at what I term embodied reﬂective judgments, which means that both thinking and feeling are important for making critical judgments. In this I challenge the prevailing idea that judgment is merely connected to thinking and rationality and has nothing to
do with feelings. The idea of embodied reﬂective judgment is based on the insight that
thinking and feeling are not only connected, but deeply entangled with each other. The
way in which we think about something can prompt an emotional response, and that
response can prompt further reﬂection necessary for critical judgment.
The main aim of this book is to foreground feelings of guilt as a speciﬁc issue that individuals and political collectives must deal with to make embodied reﬂective judgment a
possibility. I show that if peoples and nations use defense mechanisms to evade their individual and collective feelings of guilt, then their capacity to think critically is diminished
and as a result embodied reﬂective judgment remains diminished or altogether absent. I do
not argue, however, that feelings trump judgment in my understanding of embodied
reﬂective judgment. Rather, if feelings of guilt are evaded via defense mechanisms, then
they cloud our ability to make embodied reﬂective judgments.
Moreover, if individual and collective feelings of guilt remain undealt with, they can be
reactivated to continue the cycle of violence. Feelings of guilt that are fended oﬀ often resurface as hatred, aggressiveness and envy that can be exploited by political forces for their
own purposes, which is why individuals and nations must tackle feelings of guilt instead of
suppressing them. I develop my idea of embodied reﬂective judgment in part as a corrective to Hannah Arendt’s notion of judgment, which has become dominant in the contemporary political theory literature on judgment, and implies a one-sided focus on thinking
and rationality at the expense of feeling and emotion.

CONTACT Claudia Leeb
claudia.leeb@wsu.edu
School of Politics, Philosophy, and Public Aﬀairs, Washington State
University (public), 808 Johnson Tower, Pullman, WA 99164-4880, Oﬃce phone: 509-335-8701
© Critical Horizons Pty Ltd 2020

64

C. LEEB ET AL.

A failure to live up to collective feelings of guilt corrupts people’s judgments in two
ways. First, people make all sorts of ﬂawed and even paranoid judgments to ward oﬀ
having to deal with feelings of guilt, and so thinking and rationality is used merely to
fend oﬀ feelings of guilt. Second, since it is feelings of guilt that would prompt reﬂection,
steps that ought to be taken to make reparations for the past and to prevent future injustices are less likely to be taken, because people are not judging that there is any need to do
so.
Although this book engages with a particular case, Austria, its main insights about
feeling, thinking and judgment, as well as defense mechanisms, must be understood in
a more general sense – everyone is vulnerable to mechanisms that lead to moral disengagement, and every nation has a few (or many) atrocities in its past, and with that must
grapple with feelings of guilt to secure the possibility of embodied reﬂective judgment,
which is necessary to make reparations for past harms and make sure that such harms
are not repeated in the present or future.
Post-crime generations are not guilty in a moral or legal sense, because they were not
present when the deeds were committed. While legal or moral guilt cannot be inherited or
transferred, political guilt can be passed on to future generations as future generations
often continue to reap the beneﬁts of the crimes committed by prior generations of the collective they belong to, and can also inherit the problematic attitudes and beliefs that played a part
in the past crimes. In this book, the notion of collective feelings of guilt is grounded in the idea
of political guilt, which is what I mean to refer to when I talk about the collective guilt postcrime generations must grapple with to make sure that what happened does not happen again.
In Chapters 1, 2 and 3, I am concerned with the legal and moral guilt of individual Austrian Nazi perpetrators. In Chapter 1, I discuss such guilt via an engagement with Arendt’s
interpretation of the trial of the Austrian perpetrator Eichmann. In Chapters 2 and 3, I
discuss two individual cases of Austrian Nazi perpetrators through analyzing the court
documents that have been produced during their trials in the Volksgerichte (people’s
courts), special courts established in Austria between 1945 and 1955 to prosecute the
crimes of the NS regime. Some of the documents have only recently been made accessible
to the public, and an analysis of many cases remains absent until today. In Chapter 2, I
analyze the case of the physician Niedermoser and explain those mechanisms that
made him move from initial hesitation at turning the Klagenfurter psychiatric hospital
into an institution for the mass murder of patients, to later feeling no guilt for having committed them. In Chapter 3, I analyze the case of the university professor Beiglböck who led
lethal medical experiments on Roma and Sinti in the Dachau camp, and was tried for his
crimes in both Austria and at Nuremberg.
In Chapters 4 and 5, I am concerned with the political guilt of the descendants of Austrians who passively or actively participated in reprehensible acts during the National
Socialist regime. I expose the ways in which this cohort is using defense mechanisms to
keep collective feelings of guilt at bay by analyzing recent public controversies surrounding
Austria’s involvement in the Nazi atrocities. In Chapter 4, I analyze the heated debates,
which aimed at hindering the staging of Thomas Bernhard’s Heldenplatz play at the
Burgtheater in Vienna in the 1980s. In Chapter 5, I analyze the debates aimed at hindering
the opening of a “House of History” in Vienna, which exposed Austria’s involvement in
the National Socialist regime. Both debates underline the defense mechanisms Austrians
use to keep unconscious guilt feelings repressed.
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Imagining and Acting Towards a Democratic Future by Light of an
Atrocious Past: Thoughts on The Politics of Repressed Guilt, by Claudia Leeb
David W. McIvor2
Claudia Leeb’s The Politics of Repressed Guilt is an important and timely book, and even
a courageous one. It adds to our understanding of collective defenses against guilt and it
does so by bringing to light an overlooked archive of materials. This case material serves to
deepen and complicate our understanding of the period of National Socialism and the
atrocities carried out not only by the Nazi regime directly but also by those – such as
the Austrian Doctor Franz Niedermoser – who operated within the broader ambit of
the Nazi empire. The book provides us with painful details about Dr. Niedermoser and
his associates, who murdered psychiatric patients under their care in Klagenfurt,
Austria, and it also analyzes the case of the Austrian professor and doctor Wilhelm Beiglböck, who led tortuous and lethal experiments on Roma and Sinti prisoners in Dachau.
While political theorists have often turned to Hannah Arendt’s analysis of German-led
expropriation, forced exile, and murder, this book takes us beyond a focus on perpetrator
nations and sheds light on so-called “victim” nations such as Austria.
Of course I write “so-called” victim nations because The Politics of Repressed Guilt challenges the easy binary between evil perpetrators and innocent victims that is upheld not
only by many in Austria but also in Hungary and other countries whose own indiﬀerence
or hostility towards their marginalized populations during the National Socialist period
has been obscured by the predominant focus on German crimes. Hence the courage of
this book. As the author recounts, there are still many Austrians who are unwilling to
undertake a full accounting of this time period and the responsibility that Austrian citizens
have towards this past. The victim/perpetrator binary is just one of the myriad defenses
against guilt that are deployed by many in Austria (and elsewhere). And those with the
nerve to call out these defenses for what they are – and for what they are hiding – are
facing the inherent risks of what Arendt called “action”. This is even more the case
when the author – as Professor Leeb does here – claims to speak not only to Austrians
but also as an Austrian.
This book, then, has much to oﬀer and could be valuably taught alongside other
material in the political theory canon such as Arendt’s Origins of Totalitarianism and Eichmann in Jerusalem. However, I have a few reservations about the arguments oﬀered here.
First, I wonder if this book oﬀers too quick a dismissal of Arendt’s account of thinking and
judgment. In short, Leeb argues that Arendt’s account of judgment is too disembodied –
too divorced from feelings and thereby representing a “one-sided focus on thinking and
rationality”. Leeb argues that the crimes of National Socialism both inside and outside
of Germany were not merely incidents of what Arendt calls “thoughtlessness” but
rather a result of a “massive breakdown in feelings” and in particular the feeling of
guilt. What Arendt sees as a failure of representative thinking – the ability to think
from the other person’s perspective – Leeb also sees as a failure to feel guilty or to bear
feelings of responsibility, or a failure of what she calls “reﬂective embodied judgment”.
According to this concept, feelings are the ground of critical thinking, not a disposable
or a-rational force in the human psyche.
Yet as Leeb points out, it is not as if Arendt completely ignores the role that feelings play
in either thinking or judgment, as when she writes about how the feeling of perplexity can
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lead us into thinking. Moreover, in the Life of the Mind Arendt talks about how conscience
is a kind of silent dialogue within the self, and that our ability to discern right from wrong
rests on our ability to feel at home with our inner plurality – and to feel uncomfortable
when this internal plurality is in turmoil or at odds with itself.3 So feelings play a role
in igniting thinking or preparing for judgment, but I think Arendt’s point is that they
are neither reliable nor consistent in this function. Hence Arendt’s repeated refrain
about the “darkness of the human heart”.4 As Arendt scholars have pointed out, this
does not mean that Arendt devalued emotions but that she viewed them as inherently
unreliable and hence insuﬃcient grounds for the faculties of thinking or judging.5
So what gives Leeb the conﬁdence that feelings of guilt move us towards reﬂective judgment? The book mainly focuses on the costs of not feeling guilt, but how does guilt lead to
a reparative politics of justice? Does the role that guilt plays in reﬂective embodied judgment imply an ideal or universal theory of emotional resonance? And what happens if we
fall short of that ideal – as it seems we do? I think it is for this reason that Arendt focuses
on thinking and judgment, which – because they are representative phenomena – take us
out of our “dark” hearts and into public spaces. Yet Leeb wants to speak to, and reform,
both hearts and minds.
Second, I have a concern about how psychoanalysis is being represented in this work.
The author focuses almost exclusively on Anna Freud, whose account of defense mechanisms and their relationship to anxiety – especially to anxiety about future punishments,
rather than past events – moves past Sigmund Freud’s somewhat crude concept of repression. The operations of defense mechanisms against guilt forestall the work of reﬂective
judgment and, even worse, can be mobilized to continue a cycle of violence. Rather
than acknowledging and working through our guilt, we can reverse the roles of victim
and oﬀender and lash out aggressively at those who are calling us to account. By this
light, we might understand a variety of phenomena beyond those discussed here, including
the harder edges of the so-called “men’s rights” movement, the “All Lives Matter” rejoinder to the Black Lives Matter protests, white nationalists who cannot abide discourses that
account for the injustices of white supremacy without turning those defenses into aggressive attacks on non-white “others,” or our collective inability to reckon with the guilt of
carbon-intensive development that is edging us closer towards an uninhabitable earth.
So we have much to learn from a study of defenses against guilt. The value of the turn to
Anna Freud is largely in her idea that defenses are erected against an imagined punishment
that will happen in the future.6 Unconscious guilt, then, is less about people who are stuck in
the past than people who fear a particular, punishing future. Reconceptualizing guilt in that
fashion has signiﬁcant implications for social or therapeutic interventions. Yet in the book
there is less attention paid to the pathways by which such defenses are overcome as opposed
to the normative case for overcoming them. If the traditional analytic treatment of 3–4 h a
week is already a chancy proposition for therapeutic success, then what would it take at the
level of social groups? It also seems that we have to reckon with the power of demagogues
who can eﬀectively manipulate the energy of repressed guilt through scapegoating, conspiracism, or other means. Beyond the normative case for doing this, what are the political
or strategic pathways for intervention? I think the work of Anna Freud does not quite give us
enough material to explore these pathways, and I wonder if more recent work in object
relations psychoanalysis, social psychology, or trauma studies, for instance, could orient
us towards a more reparative politics.7
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This leads to my third line of criticism, which has to do with Leeb’s concept of “overidentiﬁcation with the collective”. Leeb speaks of “overidentiﬁcation” as a problem but
argues that some identiﬁcation with the collective – with the Austrian people, for instance
– is necessary to inspire eﬀorts towards working through an unmastered past. Yet there’s
something unsatisfying about the idea of a spectrum of identiﬁcation and the notion that
some identiﬁcation is important but too much is dangerous. Perhaps the issue is more
about the nature of the attachment rather than its strength? Is the strength of the attachment the real issue rather than its psychological character (i.e. whether it is a paranoid or
depressive form of attachment, in the terms of Melanie Klein8) or its speciﬁc content (i.e.
whether it is to a romanticized notion of “das Volk” or something akin to Habermas’s
“constitutional patriotism”)?
Lastly I want to focus on the author’s speciﬁc recommendations, such as the promotion
of what she calls embodied reﬂective spaces – spaces
where people can confront and engage with their feelings of guilt, which allows them to feel
guilty for the atrocities committed by the nation they identify with, even if they are not guilty
of such atrocities in an immediate sense.9

What the author has in mind here are museums such as the Vienna “House of Austrian
History” that opened – despite much resistance – in 2018, and other such public spaces
that might erode the power of defense mechanisms against guilt. I would argue, though,
that such spaces are perhaps necessary but insuﬃcient given the selection bias of those
– with the possible exception of school children – who choose to visit such places.
After all, in Germany there are many monuments and memorials to the victims of
National Socialism, and yet – seven decades after the defeat of the Nazis – the rightwing Alternative for Germany party is now polling as the second most popular party
amongst the German electorate. How, then, can working through the past and through
guilt take on a more public, practical dimension? This is a diﬃcult question, especially
in an age of de-centralized forms of communication that tend to erode the power of
oﬃcial discourses or the authority of traditional gatekeepers of knowledge such as academics or journalists. Yet it seems to me that there is room for a more active, constructive
politics of working through the past that is called for here.
I would also like to hear more about the idea, articulated towards the conclusion of the
book, that teachers – presumably primary and secondary school teachers but perhaps also
university lecturers and professors – be “educated” in psychoanalysis in order to better grasp
the idea of collective guilt and the various defense mechanisms that prevent confronting it.
Leeb does not spend much time discussing this proposal but I think it has obvious, radical
implications. What would this look like – and, perhaps more importantly, why would we be
conﬁdent that it would have the intended eﬀect? What would this look like and how does it
overlap with existing pedagogies about historical or enduring injustice?
I also wonder if a less direct strategy than one of compelling people to confront the atrocities of the past is warranted, given Anna Freud’s insight that it is anticipation of future
punishment that strengthens defense mechanisms as much as anxieties about the past as
such. Would it be possible to speak directly to this anticipatory anxiety and to somehow
assuage it? Wouldn’t this have a potentially liberating eﬀect that would take us further than
another grim tour through the past? How, at minimum, might we maintain this split focus
between the past and the future in order to provide a constructive outlet for this guilt and
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its anticipatory fantasies of punishment? This might rejoin embodied reﬂective judgment
to other elements of the Vita Activa as described by Arendt. Might action – as much as
reﬂection – be the key to unlocking the discontent of repressed guilt?

Critical Theory, Democracy, and the Problem of Repressed Guilt
Lars Rensmann10
In the face of a new authoritarian era, early Frankfurt School Critical Theory experiences a comeback in political and social theory. Likewise psychoanalytic thought which
constitutes a key component for Critical Theory with capital letters, partly enjoys a
revival, reaching beyond the resilient psychoanalytic community proper. Such revival is
not, and should not be, limited to exegetic work – its signiﬁcance notwithstanding –
but appropriates Critical Theory and psychoanalysis as resources for critical reﬂection
of social, psychological, and political trends in contemporary society. Both Critical
Theory and psychoanalysis have much to contribute to our understanding of the all-too
present challenges, conﬂicts, and problems shaping political modernity in the twentyﬁrst century.
Claudia Leeb’s The Politics of Repressed Guilt speaks to this critical turn and adds a
welcome addition: inspired by Anna Freud and Adorno, the study oﬀers insightful reﬂections on the relationship between historical guilt and democracy, as well as fruitful applications of critical theoretical and psychoanalytic lenses to the empirical case of the largely
inhibited processing of “repressed guilt” in post-War Austrian society. In what follows, the
book’s critical contributions to our understanding of repressed guilt and reﬂective judgment, their meaning for post-Holocaust democracies, and the speciﬁc dynamics of the
Austrian case will be examined before addressing some issues with her arguments and
concluding with questions for further study.

Analyzing Repressed Guilt and Embodied Reﬂective Judgment
Leeb’s thought-provoking book engages with the defense mechanisms vis-à-vis the Nazi
past that have shaped Austrian society after the genocide of the European Jews, and continue to be signiﬁcant until today. Digging deep into both theory and case studies, from
court documents on Nazi perpetrators to public controversies on theatre plays and
museums, Leeb exposes how the failure(s) to confront one’s past and critically process historical and political guilt have had lasting negative consequences for Austrian democracy.
Leeb’s work hereby makes three especially important contributions.
First, Leeb re-conceptualizes political guilt in its cognitive and emotional dimensions,
and its meaning for democratic political life. For Leeb “political guilt” is guilt “that can be
passed on intergenerationally in a society”11 Only political guilt can be truly collective,
Leeb argues, and as such it is “the only kind of guilt that might persist in an intergenerational
form, since political collectives usually last for many generations”.12 Leeb adds that guilt is
not just an inherited problem subjectively ‘innocent’ members born after the crimes have to
face unjustiﬁedly. Rather, guilt can be passed on, reproduced and prolonged if unaddressed.
Diﬀerent generational cohorts may reap the economic beneﬁts from past atrocities committed by prior generations of the collective to which they belong, or replicate the discriminatory views, attitudes, and values enabling these crimes in the ﬁrst place.13 Following

CRITICAL HORIZONS: A JOURNAL OF PHILOSOPHY AND SOCIAL THEORY

69

Adorno, Leeb hereby distinguishes between processed guilt, which enables democratic
development and reﬂective judgment, and “repressed guilt,” which blocks both. Leeb
shows that repressed guilt needs to be understood in its double meaning: it refers to the
repressed feelings of guilt in the moment of action, the crime, and the repressed feeling
of guilt thereafter. In this framework, the condition of possibility of democratic life in a
post-fascist, post-Holocaust society, having emerged against the backdrop of unspeakable
mass crimes, thus largely depends on the way guilt has been dealt with – or, instead, split
oﬀ, rationalized, and repressed – rather than primarily on democratic constitutions and
institutions.14 Leeb thus supports Adorno’s claim that without “working through the
past” a post-Holocaust democracy remains profoundly unstable because the unprocessed
violent and authoritarian undercurrents that have enabled the worst crimes live on
within the formal institutions of democracy.15 Leeb argues that failing to cope with collective feelings of guilt “corrupts people’s judgments,”16 and thus profoundly threatens
democratic consolidation from within. People then tend to seek all kinds of ﬂawed
rationalizations to ward oﬀ feelings of guilt, and by failing to understand the historical
crimes, they also fail to make reparations – and thus actions to prevent future injustices
are also less “likely to be taken, because people are not judging that there is any need to
do so”.17 Indeed, Adorno provides an important lens to understand the constitutive
relationship between processing immeasurable political guilt and the condition of possibility of robust democratization, whereas the absence of conscious working through the
past, the denial of guilt, defense mechanisms and the projection of guilt to the victims
block such development.18 In addition, Leeb employs the work of Anna Freud – so
far relegated to a rather marginal status in social/political theory (though a relevant
voice in the psychonanalytic tradition) – for her analysis of the relationship between
(individual and political) repressed guilt and defense mechanisms. Leeb brings to life
Freud as a rich theoretical resource to specify various defense mechanisms and related
projections not fully theorized by Adorno.19
Second, engaging with Arendt and Adorno (mostly critical of the former and aﬃrmative of the latter), Leeb develops the instructive concept of “embodied reﬂective judgment”.
This category emphasizes the role of feelings and emotions in critical judgment capacities.
Absorbing Adorno’s notion of somatic impulses and suﬀering as central to reﬂective judgment,20 Leeb shows “how the suppression of feelings of guilt is central in leading to poor
judgment,”21 not just the absence of thinking and imagination.
Third, Leeb applies these concepts to a real-world case (something still not common in
political theory): namely, the history and dynamics of post-Holocaust Austria. Leeb looks
at court trials as well as public debates. She demonstrates the repression of guilt at work –
accompanied by the absence of embodied reﬂective judgments – and its lasting eﬀects on
Austrian political culture. When “unconscious feelings of guilt are fended oﬀ, we are confronted with ﬂawed and paranoid judgments”22 – among both the perpetrator generation
and subsequent generational cohorts growing into a culture that reproduces denials of
guilt. Leeb shows that the Nazi crimes were not merely the result of a breakdown in thinking23 but also the “result of a massive breakdown in feelings, in particular the feeling of
guilt, which inhibited critical thinking, and as a result embodied reﬂective judgment
was arrested and people committed crimes,”24 What is particularly striking, however, is
the emotional energy many Austrian citizens seem to invest across generations even
decades after the crimes to repress, fence oﬀ, deny political guilt, often projecting it
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onto others – ﬁrst and foremost the victims of the Holocaust – and the impact of this
denial on judgments in the present.
Industriousness and “Cheap Sentimentality”: Arendt, Adorno and post-Holocaust
Defense Mechanisms against Guilt and Democracy
Notwithstanding these signiﬁcant contributions, I see some theoretical issues in Leeb’s
reconstructions and analysis. In particular, Leeb could have made better use of Arendt
as source for a critical theory of repressed guilt and embodied reﬂective judgment. Leeb
persuasively appropriates Adorno’s approach to the somatic dimension of thought and
judgment. Yet she does not do Arendt equal justice. Following Craig Reeves,25 Leeb
suggests that Arendt’s conception of judgment dismisses aﬀective dimensions. To be
sure, Leeb does not read Adorno and Arendt “as being opposed to each other” and
claims that Arendt
provides a supplement for Adorno, insofar as she theorizes elements of judgment that are
missing in Adorno’s thought, such as the ability to think (and feel) from the standpoint of
somebody else, and the idea of the “banality of evil”.26

But Leeb argues that Arendt “reduces guilt to individual perpetrators, and considers a
concern with collective feelings of guilt of post-crime generations as nothing other than
a spurious and self-gratifying endeavor”.27 This does not do justice to Arendt’s understanding of the cognitive and emotional dimensions of (repressed) guilt in post-Holocaust
(German) society, or her conceptualization of reﬂective judgment. Arendt’s analysis of
guilt and defense mechanisms may fall short of grasping all the underlying psychological
dynamics due to her aversion against psychology as a means to understand politics
(especially compared to Adorno’s psychoanalytically inspired work). Yet she distinctly
appreciates the role of feelings, or the absence thereof, in relation to guilt and reﬂective
judgment.
For instance, in her “Report from Germany,” she expresses shock at a German escapism
that is both cognitive and aﬀective.28 Encountering people who still dispute historical facts
about the Nazi concentration camps in a pseudo-democratic re-enactment of public
democratic arguing (and who simultaneously ﬁercely deny any collective or individual
responsibility and guilt), Arendt notes:
it is diﬃcult to say whether this signiﬁes a half-conscious refusal to yield to grief or a genuine
inability to feel. […] And the indiﬀerence with which they walk through the rubble has its
exact counterpart in the absence of mourning for the dead, or in the apathy with which
they react, or, rather, fail to react to the fate of refugees in their midst. This general lack of
emotion, at any rate this apparent heartlessness, sometimes covered over with cheap sentimentality, is only the most conspicuous outward symptom of a deep-rooted, stubborn,
and at times vicious refusal to face and come to terms with what really happened.29

Arendt’s critique of “cheap sentimentality,” or self-pity (Selbstmitleid), the most common
publicly expressed emotion she observes in Germany in 1950, implicitly distinguishes such
superﬁcial from genuine emotional reactions to the atrocities (Arendt reiterates this critique in her analysis of Eichmann30). Arendt recognizes sentimentality as a defense mechanism towards the genuine emotion of guilt feelings. Such sentimentality, she suggests,
shields oneself towards guilt. It points to “heartlessness,” that is: the lack of emotion
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towards those who have been murdered. This is not, as Leeb suggests, a critique of
emotions as a foundation of judgment. To the contrary, in my reading Arendt thinks
genuine emotions, such as guilt feelings towards the victims of the Nazi atrocities, are
essential for critical reﬂective judgment after the terror. But these emotions are largely
absent in the German case. Indeed, Arendt deﬁnes the (West) German predisposition
to coldness, indiﬀerence and insensitivity at the time as profoundly anti-democratic.31
Arendt thereby argues that German industriousness became the “chief defense against
reality”.32 In a private letter to Fritz Fränkel, she comments with irony: “The Germans are
working their brains oﬀ”.33 This, in Arendt’s view, served as an eﬀective tool in the country’s cognitive and emotional self-sheltering against the processing of guilt and ﬂawed
judgments related to the Nazi legacy. Similarly, Adorno’s observes a link between industriousness, an “impassive and apprehensive indiﬀerence” towards the crimes, and overtly
irrational politico-historical judgments.34 Arendt’s analysis reﬂects her thesis that a totalitarian system destroys not just the moral, political and cognitive competences of its
members, but also the emotional fabric of society. This destruction also leads to the complete breakdown of the very preconditions of reﬂective judgment. It is the legacy of the
experience of Nazi totalitarianism, Arendt claims, that it had robbed the Germans “of
all spontaneous speech and comprehension, so that now, having no oﬃcial line to
guide them, they are, as it were, speechless, incapable of articulating thoughts and adequately expressing their feelings”.35 For Arendt, such “escape from responsibility”36
among Germans and related postwar defensiveness corresponds to the process through
which the Nazi murder machine kept going. Arendt thus oﬀers several important insights,
even if not fully theorized, with which Leeb could have further enriched a critical understanding of repressed guilt and embodied reﬂective judgment in post-Holocaust Austria.
The General and the Particular: Legacies of Repressed Guilt in Post-Holocaust
Austrian Democracy
There are also some empirical issues. In chapters 2 and 3, Leeb analyses Austrian Nazi perpetrators’ defense mechanisms and repressed guilt by examining court documents. They
include the authoritarian over-identifcation with the collective, justiﬁcatory exonerations,
no matter how factually absurd, the dehumanization of victims, as well as the use of
language devices cloaking all arising doubt.37 Leeb convincingly employs Adorno and
Anna Freud for her critical analyses of the inhibited post-War Austrian democracy.
However, Leeb hereby seems to overemphasize diﬀerences between Austria and
Germany with regard to the public context in which such defense mechanisms are articulated. Leeb argues that the “contrition frame,”38 which implies that atonement for the Nazi
past must remain a permanent political duty for all Germans, has become dominant.39 Yet,
while it is true that since the 1980s, as David Art points out, in comparison to Germany, a
more “signiﬁcant section of the Austrian political and media establishments remains hostile
to eﬀorts to come to terms with the Nazi past”.40 Germany is far from an unambiguous
success story but rather is marked by a constant see-saw of learning and guilt repression.
While Austria has largely failed to deal with the Nazi past and its politico-cultural legacies,
the Northern neighbour has hardly become the “world champion” (Timothy Garten Ash) of
working through the past that some idealize. Enabled by the oﬃcial post-War myth that
Austria was “Hitler’s victim”41.and a fragile national self-understanding after it regained
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independence from Germany, Austria’s culture of silence over the Nazi crimes was ﬁrst
broken by the Waldheim aﬀair in the 1980s – later than in Germany.42 However, a consistent majority in both countries over the last seven decades indicate in surveys that it is ‘time
to draw a line under the past’ and move on. And any time the Holocaust, guilt and contrition
become the centre of public debate, in both countries ﬁerce opposition to Holocaust remembrance paired with resentments and self-centered discourses focused on the nation’s alleged
collective victimhood ensues, as countless examples show – just as the Waldheim debate,
which opened the conversation about individual and political guilt in Austria, also facilitated the public revival “of anti-Semitic code names and revisionist accounts”.43 A future
study could beneﬁt from a more rigorous comparison between the two countries’ postWar democracies, and the wider European context.
In the ﬁnal two chapters, Leeb turns to more contemporary debates on guilt and
memory in Austria. She focuses on case studies in the cultural and the political realm –
from responses to Thomas Bernhard’s Burgtheater performance of his play Heldenplatz
to the debates about an Austrian Haus der Geschichte. Here once again Leeb puts
Adorno’s and Anna Freud’s analyses of guilt and defense mechanisms to great use.
Leeb shows the resilient hegemony of “exaggerations and false generalizations” in the discussion of critiques of “Austria’s Nazi past (and present)”.44 However, the reﬂection about
the particulars of the Austrian case and its relationship to general trends of modern
society, and between democracy and the societal repression of political guilt in a culture
of denial, appears peculiarly undertheorized. Such theorizing could help us better understand the special appeal of authoritarian-nationalist populism in Austria. Populism’s rise is
of course not speciﬁc to the Austrian case. Yet while in almost all other Western democracies populists partly beneﬁtted from regimes of neo-liberal capitalism producing enormous social inequality, Austria never abandoned its robust labour laws and social welfare
state and stands out as a model of a still functioning welfare capitalism. Still, Austria is a
hotbed for authoritarian populism. This may point to both the particular problem of a
culture of repressed guilt and to socio-psychological, cultural and political dimensions
of social domination feeding it. I suggest that Leeb’s analysis of the lingering culture of
repressed guilt and a Critical Theory of authoritarianism could go a long way towards
explaining the general conditions and particular causes for the success of authoritarian
populists in Austria. But this work still needs to be done in future research.
This does not diminish Leeb’s two-fold achievement: The book eﬀectively reconstructs
and employs Critical Theory and psychoanalysis to shed light on the particular relationship between democracy and repressed guilt in post-Holocaust Austria. The Politics of
Repressed Guilt is an exceptional study on the pathological implications of guilt denial
for democratic political life. Leeb shows that the Austrian silence is a tragedy that has
major ramiﬁcations for contemporary Austrian society.

Towards a Politics of Feelings of Guilt: A Response to McIvor and
Rensmann
Claudia Leeb
To begin with I would like to thank David McIvor and Lars Rensmann for their time
and eﬀorts to read my book and to write up a response. Given how much we are all pressed
with time, I truly appreciate their eﬀort to foster an intellectual community.
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David McIvor provides a very thoughtful and close reading of my text and discusses
further implications of the theoretical framework I am establishing, for which I am thankful. In what follows I will ﬁrst restate his suggestions and then respond to them. First,
McIvor suggests that perhaps my reading of Arendt oﬀers too quick a dismissal of
Arendt’s conception of judgement and the role of emotions therein, and that while for
Arendt feelings play a role in igniting thinking or preparing for judgment, her point is
that they are neither reliable nor consistent in this function.
Here it is important to note that Arendt was not at the centre of this book, and I mainly
engage with her in chapter one where I bring her in conversation with Adorno to develop
my idea of embodied reﬂective judgment. Furthermore, I would like to reiterate that I do
not dismiss Arendt’s conception of judgment, as the concept of embodied reﬂective judgment implies a mediated relation between thinking and feeling, and thus an intact ability
to feel guilt and the ability to think are necessary for critical judgment. However, Arendt
seems to suggest a rather contingent connection between feeling and thinking, such that
sometimes feelings can ignite thinking, say when we’re feeling perplexed, but that they are
in general unreliable in doing so. In my conception of embodied reﬂective judgment, I am
arguing for a stronger connection than she makes, as one can eﬀectively shut down critical
thinking if one fails to deal with feelings of guilt.
Furthermore, I do not think that all feelings advance embodied reﬂective judgment.
Rather, it is particular feelings, namely guilt feelings, which individuals and nations
must grapple with to secure critical judgment. If guilt feelings are cast aside and people
are resorting to defensive mechanisms, then people make ﬂawed judgments, which can
be manipulated by political forces. Since Arendt rejects an engagement with the feelings
of guilt of post-crime generations, I turn to Adorno, who allows me, more so than
Arendt, to theorize the connection between dealing with feelings of guilt and embodied
reﬂective judgment.
Connected to this point, McIvor asks the question “So what gives Leeb the conﬁdence
that feelings of guilt move us towards reﬂective judgment? The book mainly focuses on the
costs of not feeling guilt, but how does guilt lead to a reparative politics of justice?”. Feeling
guilt implies an acknowledgement of wrongdoing, which is a precondition to take responsibility for making amends. That is why feeling guilt can spur on reﬂection, and lead to a
reparative politics of justice. But it is also a painful emotion connected to fears of punishment, which is why people often prefer not to feel guilt, and use defense mechanisms to
ward oﬀ guilt.
One example I mention in my book is when Arendt herself revealed to Germans she
encountered in a train compartment that she was a German Jew, and instead of asking
any personal questions or displaying any sympathy or concern for what happened to
her family during the Holocaust, all she encountered were stories of how Germans have
suﬀered, along with the drawing up of a balance sheet between German suﬀering and
the suﬀering of others.45 Such a balance sheet of guilt (Aufrechnung der Schuldkonten)
is a defense mechanism to keep unconscious guilt from coming to the surface. The
problem with restoring to defense mechanisms is that it renders one unable to feel sympathy for the victims of crimes or judge that one needs to make amends, and with that
moving towards what David calls a reparative politics of justice is undermined.
The second point McIvor makes is that given the importance of defense mechanisms in
a variety of contemporary extremist right movements and the ways in which the far right
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can utilize repressed guilt for its own political ends, he suggests that the book could have
focused more on the “pathways by which such defenses are overcome as opposed to the
normative case for overcoming them”. The core focus of the book was to expose the
use of defense mechanisms Austrians use to keep legal, moral and political guilt repressed,
as such mechanisms hinder a reparative politics of justice. As such one could argue that
the initial focus of the book was on making the normative case for the need to overcome
the guilt/defense complex. However, a follow-up discussion would focus more centrally on
how such a complex is overcome, though that might be an extensive topic in itself, but I
agree with him that such topics deserve more attention.
However, I do discuss two elements, mostly in the conclusion, that can contribute to
overcome the guilt/defense complex. First, I introduce a particular conceptualization of
the subject as a subject-in-outline, and second, I theorize the idea of “embodied reﬂective
spaces”. In what follows I will brieﬂy discuss each of these ideas, and respond to McIvor’s
questions in relation to them. My ﬁrst idea, the conceptualization of the subject-in-outline,
draws on the idea of the political subject, as developed in my other recent book, Power and
Feminist Agency in Capitalism.46 In this book I engage with Lacanian psychoanalysis and
early Frankfurt school critical theory to theorize the political subject-in-outline as an individual and collective subject, who moves within the tension of a certain coherence (the
subject) necessary for transformative agency and permanent openness (the outline)
necessary to counter its exclusionary character. Applied to the topic of repressed guilt
this conception of subjectivity suggests that the subject remains an outline, and as such
moves within the tension of a certain level of identiﬁcation with the collective without
wholly identifying with it, and that this enables one to confront guilt feelings and
counter defense mechanisms.
In relation to this idea, McIvor points out that I rightly explain in my book that overidentiﬁcation with the collective forestalls embodied reﬂective judgment. However, he
wonders whether the problem really is a matter of the strength of the attachment, as
the over-identiﬁcation language might suggest, rather than what one is attached to.
While it is important that there is some attachment to the political collectivity, in the
context of political guilt, it also matters how the object of that attachment is understood.
Here McIvor is right to worry about the collective being understood in right-wing nationalistic terms as “a glorious collective free from any stains from the past”, as any identiﬁcation with that object will be problematic.
But even when the political collective as an object of attachment is theorized along the
lines of a subject-in-outline, as McIvor seems to suggest, it is still important that one
neither under-identiﬁes nor over-identiﬁes (or in his words, strongly identiﬁes) with the
political collective. Too weak an attachment allows one to evade responsibility for what
the collective does (such as when I would claim to be European instead of being Austrian),
but a certain level of identiﬁcation with the collective allows one to feel guilt for the crimes
perpetuated by the collective. But if I am also not too strongly attached, my identity is not
wholly wrapped up with the collective, and so critique on and reﬂection upon what the
collective did, does not become a threat to my identity. I am less likely to engage in defensive mechanisms to fend oﬀ feelings of guilt. As a result, I am in a better position to have
embodied reﬂective judgment and take responsibility for the crimes committed by the
collective.
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McIvor also invited me to say more about the second idea to overcome the guilt/defense
complex, namely my concept of “embodied reﬂective spaces,” so working through the past
and through guilt can “take on a more public, practical dimension”. I would like to answer
this question together with his next suggestion that I say more about the education of teachers to be trained in psychoanalysis “to better grasp the idea of collective guilt and the
various defense mechanisms that prevent confronting it”.
An example of such an embodied reﬂective space was a seminar I took during my psychology studies at the University of Vienna. The professor of this seminar was Karl Fallend, a
trained psychoanalyst and psychoanalytic thinker, who created an embodied reﬂective
space, which allowed the students not only to confront guilt feelings connected to Austria’s
Nazi past and the ways our families were implicated in it, but also incited students’ critical
reﬂection. This embodied reﬂective space was the origin of the Politics of Repressed Guilt. It
underlines the importance of teachers on all levels to have psychoanalytic training.
Another example of an embodied reﬂective space was my recent talk about the book at
Columbia University. The students in the audience opened up about their own repressed
guilt feelings or the ways they are repressed in the various countries they were from, which
required a more psychologically-attuned response than either oﬀering a critical challenge
or making an argument. My training as a psychologist and my psychoanalytic background
helped prepare me to deal with the students’ confrontation with repressed guilt, while also
handling the responses of a few students who reacted defensively to keep their feelings of
political guilt repressed.
Finally, McIvor suggests that less direct confrontation with the past would assist to
attenuate what Anna Freud points out – anxieties around the anticipation of future punishment that strengthen defense mechanisms. While this suggestion about how to counter
defensive mechanisms merits thinking about in more detail in future work, I do believe
that embodied reﬂective spaces where one uses the direct language of political guilt is important to overcome the guilt/defense complex. Such embodied reﬂective spaces can also
address this future anticipatory anxiety as a means to attenuate defensive mechanisms.
However, I would conceptualize it less as a confrontation, as McIvor suggests, than an
engagement with political guilt, which can (or perhaps should) go beyond museums and
educational institutions, and can appear whenever one addresses this subject with another
person. However, an embodied reﬂective space does not just entail a confrontation with
“hard facts”, with what a collective did, but also engages the emotional dimension of
such deeds, and how it aﬀects future generations when one aims to remain silent about
them. It seems to me that a subject that remains an outline is in the best position to
engage in such a conversation, because such a subject allows us, as McIvor suggests, to
“maintain this split focus between the past and the future in order to provide a constructive outlet for this guilt and its anticipatory fantasies of punishment”.
This brings me to the comments of Lars Rensmann. Before turning to his thoughtful
response to my book, I would like to point out that repressed guilt not only concerns
the genocide of the European Jews, as Rensmann seems to suggest. It also includes the genocide of European Roma and Sinti (who were persecuted as “gypsies”), which is less dealt
with in the literature, and which is a reason why my book also engages with it in chapter
three. Furthermore, the National Socialist regime also aimed at the eradication of those
subjects classiﬁed as “mentally ill”, which is also less dealt with in the literature, and
which is why I engage with this subject in chapter two.
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Rensmann’s response focuses around three suggestions, First, he suggests that my
reading of Arendt’s take on emotions in general, and guilt feelings in particular, does
not do justice to her, which is a suggestion that partly overlaps with McIvor’s suggestion.
Citing quotes from Arendt’s “The Aftermath of Nazi Rule: Report from Germany,”
Rensmann provides a reading of Arendt, which suggests that for “Arendt genuine
emotions, such as guilt feelings vis-à-vis the victims of the Nazi atrocities, are essential
for critical reﬂective judgment”.
To begin with, if Arendt’s view allows for a greater role of emotions, as Rensmann
seems to suggest, then that is only going to add support for the concept of embodied reﬂective judgment that I developed in chapter one of the book via my reading of Arendt and
Adorno. That said, there is still the problem that in the quotes provided by Rensmann,
Arendt seems to be concerned with a general genuine inability of post-crime generations
to feel and not with an inability to feel guilt or to deal with feelings of guilt. Rather, for
Arendt post-crime generations’ engagement with guilt feelings is precisely that “cheap sentimentality” that covers over such genuine feelings. As she puts it in Eichmann in Jerusalem, for her an engagement of Germany’s post-war youth with feelings of guilt is merely a
sentimentality that distracts from the political concerns of the day.47 For her post-crime
generations’ engagement with political guilt is not only mistaken, but even morally
wrong, since for her feelings of guilt require being guilty in a juridical and moral sense,
and such engagement can lead to the excuse of individual perpetrators.48 However, I
agree with Rensmann that one could draw on further texts by Arendt, where she acknowledges the breakdown of feelings in the aftermath of the Nazi regime, to further theorize
embodied reﬂective judgment and show its connection to feelings of guilt, although she
herself focuses mostly on the breakdown of thinking, and dismisses the importance of
post-crime generations dealing with political guilt.
Rensmann’s second point is that there is the assumption in my book that Germany is
the paradigmatic example of a successful working through the past, which is for him an
idealized notion of Post-war Germany’s dealing with the legacy of repressed guilt. Here
it is important to note that I made a more minimal claim than he suggests–that
Germany is doing much better than Austria, not that Germany has completely succeeded
in working through its past, which is a problematic claim that Rensmann’s own work on
repressed guilt in contemporary Germany contests, and which I am also drawing on in my
book. Moreover, my book is not intended as a comparison, and it is only brieﬂy in the
introduction that I discuss these two countries in comparison. However, I agree with
him that a comparison between Austria and other European countries, and how they
deal (or do not deal) with legal, moral and political guilt, would be an important topic
for further research. Such future studies could beneﬁt from an engagement with psychoanalysis and critical theory, which remains strikingly absent in the existing literature,
which engages with this topic mostly from a political science perspective, including
David Art’s work, whom Rensmann draws on in his response. Also, it was not only the
Waldheim debate in the 1980s, as Rensmann seems to suggest, but also the debates
around the staging of Thomas Bernhard’s Heldenplatz play, which took place around
the same time, which exposed Austria’s failure to come to terms with its NS past.
However, while the Waldheim debate has been analyzed in detail in the literature
(albeit not from a psychoanalytic or critical theory perspective), the defense mechanisms
of Austrians that surfaced around the staging of the Heldenplatz play have only been

CRITICAL HORIZONS: A JOURNAL OF PHILOSOPHY AND SOCIAL THEORY

77

marginally if at all engaged with, which is why I provide an in depth analysis of these
debates in chapter four of my book.
The third point Rensmann makes is that my work on the politics of repressed guilt
allows us to better understand the rise of the far right in Austria, where the far right
did not beneﬁt from regimes of neo-liberal capitalism producing social inequality,
because here we ﬁnd a still functioning welfare state. As he puts it,
the lingering culture of repressed guilt that Leeb analyzes and a Critical Theory of authoritarianism could go a long way towards explaining the general conditions and particular
causes for the success of authoritarian populists in Austria. But this work still needs to be
done in future research.

Rensmann is correct to point out that the ways in which economic and psychological
factors interact in the rise of the far right is not enough to grasp the Austrian case, and
I would add here other cases (including the former German Democratic Republic) in
which the problem of repressed guilt predominates, and that here my analysis of a
culture of repressed guilt points to a new direction in the study of the far right. While I
theorize this connection mainly in the conclusion of this book, it will be at the centre at
my current book project, Analyzing the far Right: A Psychoanalytic and Feminist Critical
Theory Perspective, in which Austria is one of the countries I am discussing. I am looking
forward to take up Rensmann’s suggestion to bring this new book into close conversation
with my analyses in the Politics of Repressed Guilt: The Tragedy of Austrian Silence.
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