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Abstract 

The chapter honors the contributions of Otto Gross to the psychoanalytic theory, mainly its 

application to social conditions. His life and work are presented and his patriarchy-critical 

theses are related to a new psychohistorical research approach. 
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Dr. Otto Gross [1877-1920] was a psychoanalyst of the first hour, Freud's student and 

brotherly friend of C.G. Jung in the exciting initial phase of the development of a new 

method. He held lectures on Freud's psychoanalysis at the University of Graz as early as in 

1902 – when Jung had not even read Freud (Heuer 2012). In 1907, Jung and Gross together 

defended Freud's psychoanalysis against criticism at the International Amsterdam Psychiatry 

Congress. In spring of the following year in 1908, at the 1st International Psychoanalytic 

Congress in Salzburg, Freud however rejected Gross because of his revolutionary political 

commitment with the following words: "We are doctors and want to remain doctors." 

Subsequently, Freud recommended him to Jung for healing his cocaine addiction. Otto Gross 

and Carl Gustav Jung analyzed each other at the Burghoelzli Clinic at Lake Zurich, which is 

the first documented mutual analysis of all. Jung wrote to Freud enthusiastically: "I left 

everything and used all the available time, day and night, to promote his analysis as much as 

possible (...). When I did not get any further, he analyzed me. In this way, I have also 

benefited for my own health" (cf. ibid.). This friendship, however, quickly broke out in 

competition, power struggle and hatred, Gross broke off the mutual analysis by escaping the 

garden wall as he notes that Jung aims to declare him to be schizophrenic and thus legally 

insane (cf. ibid.). Thereupon he fell out of favor and was declared persona non grata, indeed a 

"non-person" by the father of psychoanalysis. Freud and his supporters even went so far as to 

remove any references to Gross from their writings; his publications were later deleted from 

the psychoanalytic bibliography (cf. ibid.). 
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These destructive interrelationships among the pioneers of psychoanalysis are better 

understood by taking into account the fact that all those involved have been victims of sexual 

abuse in their childhood from today's analytical perspective, according to documentary 

evidence. The correspondence between Freud and Jung reveals or, at least, adumbrates that 

Freud was sexually abused by his father, Jung by a male friend of his family. Gross had 

witnessed the sexuality of his parents as a child for many years, an experience he described as 

"knifing a chicken" (cf. ibid.). Otto Gross broke with his decreed path of life as a psychiatrist, 

psychoanalyst and university professor, and turned to Bohemian and anarchist circles. He was 

incapacitated put under tutelage in 1913 at the instigation of his father, living an unsettled life 

in Munich, Ascona, Vienna, Prague, Budapest and Berlin. At the age of only 43 he died under 

tragic circumstances, suffocating from lung inflammation in the winter streets of Berlin (see 

editorial note in Gross 2000). The Gross expert and former chairman of the International Otto 

Gross Society, Gottfried Heuer, notes: “The historiography of analysis will lose out if we 

were to brand Gross – as Jung and Freud did – a hopeless lunatic, or maybe a puer aeternus, 

nothing but a charismatic failure. (…) Ernest Jones, who had met Gross in Munich in 1908, 

where Gross introduced him to psychoanalysis, called him in his autobiography in the late 

forties ´the nearest approach to the romantic ideal of a genius I have ever met´ (Jones 1990, 

173)” (Heuer 2016). 

 

Otto Gross was the first to link psychoanalysis to the criticism of social conditions, who 

recognized the causes of psychological suffering in the pathogenic conditions of socialization, 

and who did not impose any prohibition of thought here but had consistently demanded 

change of these pathogenic collective conditions. He diagnosed a cultural crisis and the need 

for the re-evaluation of all values. Above all, the patriarchal core family was in the focus of 

his sharp critical spirit. In the restrictive patriarchal sexual morality which enforces male-

dominant monogamy he saw an essential cause of "all of humanity’s suffering from itself" 

(Gross 1914, 529) that he witnessed in the psychoanalyst’s consulting room. For his 

argumentation he uses patriarchy-criticisms, such as those of Bachofen's mother-right-theory. 

He diagnoses the sexual relationship between man and woman has "ceased to be a mutual 

interest" in the course of history (Gross 2000, 101). Sexuality was degraded to a service of the 

woman in the barter trade against material supply and the possibility of maternity by the 

husband, while under matricentric conditions protection and supply of mothers was provided 

by the community, and women would freely choose their sexual partners. Gross stated 

soberly: "The first and central problem of all economies is the employment of foreign work 

for women to enable their mother function” (Gross 2000, 97). That the purely economic view 

is too narrow, as child-rearing is also shared in matricentric social structures, and the support 

of mothers by means of alloparenting (Blaffer-Hrdy 2011) the offspring of the community, is 

a relatively new realization which only underpins the theses of Gross.  

It was not only theoretical that Gross was an advocate of female self-determination, but also 

in his practical life he endeavored to meet his ideals and to realize them. Beyond bourgeois-

patriarchal moral concepts, the pair Otto and Frieda Gross are among the most important 

protagonists of the first sexual revolution which took place after 1900. In the vicinity of the 

Bohemian society at the beginning of the 20th century, unconventional life communes were 



 
 

founded, for example, in Ascona from where Gross was expelled as an instigator of 'orgies' 

(Heuer 2016). In the meantime, Frieda Gross went her own way in Munich and Ascona with 

men whom Otto recommended to her, such as Erich Muehsam, or the psychoanalyst Ernest 

Jones. Or with men who she chose, such as the philosopher Emil Lask, or the Swiss anarchist 

Ernst Frick whose life companion she became in the years after 1909. Nevertheless, she 

remained Otto Gross's wife. The sociologist Max Weber was fascinated by Frieda's life as a 

benevolent spectator of the "psychologically grueling polygamy". In Hans Gross’s case 

against his daughter-in-law after 1914, Weber was Frieda's mentor. Hans Gross did not 

receive the guardianship for his grandson – but Eva Verena, Frieda's daughter with Ernst 

Frick, was declared an illegitimate child and thus stigmatized for life, against the will of then-

incapacitated Otto Gross. A victory of the ´father's law´ over a woman who showed herself as 

the true heiress of her husband in her advocacy for the mother-right (Neue Zurcher Zeitung, 

No. 16, Jan 21, 2015). 

 

In an ingenious analysis of the Genesis concept of the ´fall of mankind´ in his essay "Die 

Kommunistische Grundidee in der Paradiessymbolik" [“The Communistic Basic Idea in 

Paradise Symbolism”] from 1919, Gross proves to be a very far-seeing pioneer of 

psychohistory, or cultural psychoanalysis. It is true that Sigmund Freud had also written about 

the theme of original sin in his work "Totem and Taboo" from 1913 and interpreted it as a 

„primordial complex of mankind, as the so-called Oedipus complex, which was especially 

distinctive in Judaism – by the [as Freud claims] assassination of the primordial father Moses 

(...)”. C.G. Jung, according to Scheffczyk, interpreted original sin psychologically, namely as 

"untamed libido, which as a (...) compulsion and destiny leads man into guilt and ruin." The 

Marxist Franz Borkenau suspected that the "drama of the fall and salvation" played a part in 

Marx's philosophy of history: Marx had seen original sin in the transition of mankind from 

primordial communism to the division of labor from which class society had developed (DER 

SPIEGEL, April 5, 1971). Gross, however, found the most convincing interpretation which 

can satisfactorily explain all aspects of this mythology. According to him, the original sin of 

mankind is that a woman sacrifices her sexual self-determination, called female choice in 

ethology, in exchange for material supply by her children's genitor and becomes a possession 

of this man, so that he can secure his fatherhood. With the „obligation of woman to 

mendacious restraint, and the justification of the man to assaulting brutality begins the terrible 

disintegration with sex as an evil in itself and an alienating motive, partly tolerated, bought or 

enforced by the other, clashing of two egoisms instead of the symbol of nature for the 

dissolving boundaries between I and you“ (Gross 2000, 101). It is a barter trade, a treatise, as 

the biblical motive of sharing a fruit expresses symbolically (Gross 2000, 97). „The 

immediate psychological effect of the deed is the emergence of sexual shame“ (Gross 2000, 

94). He concludes: „The fall of sin itself is therefore a process in primordial times, by which 

the structure of society, both as the character of every individual human being, has been 

decisively transformed, and new social and psychological guidelines have been imposed on 

humanity as a whole. To this process are attributed the negative value judgement over sex and 

the family order of man's authority. The nature of this process can no longer be doubtful. (...) 

The renunciation of the free maternal right from time immemorial, which was recognized by 

Genesis as the all-decisive human error and regarded as sin against the divine spirit and will“ 



 
 

(Gross 2000, 95). Gross, as a great early psychoanalyst, has thus recognized and described the 

historical process of patriarchalization as cause of a profoundly collective, transgenerational 

traumatization which has captured almost the whole mankind as the core issue of original sin. 

We could have known it long ago if his knowledge hadn’t been tabooed and his legacy hadn’t 

been pushed out of collective memory. Fortunately, also collective suppression comes back 

into consciousness in order to be integrated when the time is ripe. 

Let us now hope it is ripe; I would like to contribute to a deeper understanding in the 

following. It takes a therapeutic attitude to get involved. For ´original sin´, of which we are all 

concerned, seems to be the mythological expression of the division of the sexes. ´Guilt, shame 

and disgrace´ came into the world; Adam and Eve were ashamed of their nakedness. If we try 

to re-interpret the concept of original sin beyond guilt assignments, sin can at first be value-

freely understood to be separation. Derived from attachment theory, original sin can be 

understood and defined as a transgenerationally effective collective trauma by loss of secure 

bonds.  

This profound psychological impairment of humankind seems to have occurred historically 

far back. The expulsion from paradise was often interpreted as the transition of humankind 

from hunters and gatherers to farmers and cattle breeders. However, a distinction must be 

drawn between the Neolithics groups of people who created the first agricultural civilizations 

with large settlements and those who specialized in cattle breeding and maintained a non-

sedentary lifestyle. These rancher nomads probably first established the patriarchal social 

structure together with associated religious beliefs (Bott 2009; Schacht et al. 2011). 

Stock-breeding was a man’s business, and men were mainly responsible for the material 

supply of the group. This increased their meaning and power, which they enjoyed neither in 

palaeolithic hunter-gatherer societies, nor in neolithic farming societies in which women as 

first gardeners enjoyed a completely different status. The matriarchal settlements of the pre-

patriarchal farmers consisted of several maternal tribes which were related through the 

maternal line. They cultivated a general economy in which the responsibility for the weak, the 

young mothers, the children, the sick and the elderly was shared. It can now be regarded as 

sufficiently proved that in the neolithic period, matriarchal agricultural cultures existed in 

which goddesses were worshiped and a female-dominated temple economy was developed, 

which united secular and cultic power. The central temple in early neolithic urban settlements 

was the seat of the goddess, the religious center and at the same time the central store for all 

goods of the community (Lietaer 2000; Schacht et al. 2011; Schacht 2015). 

The decisive breakthrough of patriarchalization occurred from approximately 3000 B.C. on 

through violent conquest waves of war-like patriarchal pastoral nomadic tribes who took over 

the cultural achievements of matriarchal peoples and subdued the established population 

within the meaning of the Old Testament, ´The Lord is your shepherd´ (Schacht et al. 2011). 

Thus, enforcement of global patriarchy happened by force, by war and destruction, by trauma 

and terror. This collective trauma has been repressed by mankind, and it continues to have 

destructive effects on all of us today. 

Much has been twisted in the course of history that has to do with the transmission of original 

sin. “For example, the view of birth pain as a punishment for the female hereditary debility 

had deeply penetrated the consciousness. In the following centuries, woman became a 

dangerous seducer whose biology (= birthing) was interpreted as a curse. After the birth of a 



 
 

child, for example, she had to repent because of the previous sexual intercourse in order to 

´reconcile´ herself with the church. A ´cleaning time´ of forty days was necessary for boys 

and eighty for girls – apparently constrained with greater inheritance guilt. In practice this 

meant that the woman was not allowed to leave the house for an average of four to six weeks 

after having given birth. A violation of this commandment entailed not only ecclesiastical 

penalties but also secular fines (...). If she did not adhere to these rules, this could lead to a 

dead or malformed child; the ´guilt´ of the woman thus stood firm from the start (...). The 

´sinful body´ of the woman and her ´unclean blood´ also served as a justification to refuse the 

priestly office. For a long time menstruating women were not allowed to enter the house of 

the one and only God, they were excluded from the church and from communion.  

Menstruating women as well as women in childbed were to be avoided, plants could be 

withered, diseases transmitted, and the evil eye caused. This taboo of menstruation and birth 

is to be found among all patriarchal societies; it is an expression of fear of the mystery of 

motherhood, but also of envy on women's power. In parts of India, for example, the mother is 

still considered ´untouchable´ during birth and ten days later.“ (Schmoelzer 2016) 

Women were no longer regarded as adorable for their ability to create new life in their bodies 

and to bring it into the world. They scarcely had any support in child-rearing, they were all 

alone in patriarchal family bonds, based on monogamous marriage, often suppressed by  

female ´relatives´, especially by the mother-in-law who treated them as slaves in their 

household. Above all, they had the duty to produce progeny for her husband. Birth control 

was prohibited and associated with ´guilt, shame and disgrace´ for women. More and more 

children not wanted by their mothers came into the world, and births became increasingly 

traumatic, also due to the increasing sexual traumatization of women. We suffer from a 

collective attachment disorder as a transgenerationally effective trauma; we collectively suffer 

from the loss of secure attachments and bonds, still suffer from ´original sin´. To this day, we 

have been suffering from the loss of the mother's tribe because humankind has developed the 

longest time of its evolution in matrilinear relative groups called cooperative breeders. 

Mutual solidarity and allomaternal assistance for an increasingly extensive maintenance-

demanding new generation have alone enabled us to become human beings (Blaffer-Hrdy 

2011). 

 

Otto Gross already clearly recognized these connections; he called the restriction of female 

sexuality by monogamous marriage in favor of the clear determination of paternity the root of 

all evil, that is sadomasochistic relationship structures in the patriarchal core family, which 

were revealed in his psychoanalysis (Gross 2000, 135ff.). He understood sexuality in a very 

comprehensive, modern sense which also included birth and breastfeeding as belonging to 

female sexuality: „Sexuality as an impelled instinct and therefore also the original sexuality of 

the child is a drive to contact, in the physical and psychical sense“ (Gross 2000, 129). And he 

diagnosed a collective early attachment disorder: „(...) the incident which I described the 

´isolation of the child´ by the existing milieu. In the solitude into which the child is transferred 

I see the true origin of all neurotic anxiety (...)“ (ibid.). With touching words, he stressed the 

importance of early bonding: „A human being is not a machine that is fed with oil and coal 

and runs according to a schedule. A tiny plant is the new-born child, who wants to be nurtured 



 
 

with love, and who asks for the sunshine of the joyful gaze and the warmth of the loving arm“ 

(Gross 2000, 148). 

He also recognized that psychoanalysis cannot be an effective therapeutic method as long as 

psychopathology is viewed as an individual problem detached from social context. Rather, he 

understood psychoanalysis as a revolutionary new research instrument, a scientific method, or 

technique that enables people to gain a better self- and world-understanding, which can have a 

liberating effect. With these insights he was far ahead of his time – more than one hundered 

years, I would say, because until now he has been hushed up or not taken seriously by the 

psychoanalytic guild. It is, in my opinion, time to acknowledge Otto Gross in his significance, 

and give him posthumously the appreciation which he deserves. The International Otto Gross 

Society has contributed greatly to the fact that this ingenious thinker does not completely fall 

into oblivion and has created a comprehensive archive of his writings as well as of the so far 

published secondary literature. In addition, the society organizes conferences and symposia 

and publishes extensive conference proceedings of excellent standard. 

Gross definitely had a certain influence on the intellectual avant-garde of the twentieth 

century, especially on literature and theater, so on the writer Franz Jung, Raoul Hausman, 

Hannah Hoech, and the other artists who created Berlin Dada. Together with Franz Kafka, 

Gross planned to publish “Blaetter gegen den Machtwillen” (“Journal Against the Will to 

Power”) (Michaels 1983). In his book, "A Most Dangerous method", the American 

psychologist John Kerr has provided a comprehensive historical account of the key situation 

from the early days of psychoanalysis in 1908. So does "Anarchy and Eros" (Michaels 1983). 

For Gross’s references to sociology see Sam Whimster's "Max Weber and the Culture of 

Anarchy" (Whimster 1999) and his thoughts on philosophy and ethics, "Ethics and Science in 

Max Weber and Otto Gross" (Whimster 2005). 

 

Gottfried Heuer describes Otto Gross as a 

 

Pioneer of Psychosomatic Medicine 

He regarded body and soul as an inseparable unity, and wrote that "any psychical event is at 

the same time a physiological process" (Gross 1907, 7). 

 

Precursor of Anti-Psychiatry 

„His respect of the sovereign freedom of human beings went so far that he did not only 

recognise their right for illness as an expression of a legitimate protest against a repressive 

society – here he is a forerunner of the Anti-Psychiatry of Ronald D. Laing and Alain 

Fourcade – but their death wishes as well, and as a physician he helped with the realization of 

those, too. He was prosecuted and incarcerated for assisting suicide” (Heuer 2016). 

 

Representative of a non-hierarchical treatment method 

in which the "sick" patient is not the subject of analysis but the mutual relationship between 

the analyst and the patient. His work is the beginning of psychodynamic relationship analysis, 

which has increasingly dominated the analytical field in recent decades (Heuer 2004). 

 

Pioneer of alternative lifestyles 



 
 

I can just agree and add that Gross was, in my opinion, a pioneer of attachment theory. He 

could also be a reference for psychohistory. At least he made an early contribution to a 

cultural-anthropological analysis of patriarchy. 

 

I would like to close with the following quotation from Gottfried Heuer: “When Gross writes: 

´The coming revolution is the revolution for mother's right´, we can perhaps today interpret it 

as a pleading for what is traditionally attributed to the ´feminine principle´: love and 

relationship, empathy, forgiveness, et cetera. Without being able to live it himself, Otto Gross 

has been able to formulate this, and his future-oriented significance remains (…).” So we 

should not forget that Freud was the first – in addition to so many of his other thoughts – to 

have the idea that a deeper meaning might lie in what ´hysterical women´ say and do; and that 

it was Jung who – also besides many other things – discovered that the unconscious is not 

only a waste pile of personal and collective history but a source of our creativity and joy of 

life; and that Gross – again, among other things – was the first person to speak of the personal 

to be the political, and who, in both the one and the other area, advocated for "make love, not 

war" as it was formulated much later (Heuer 2012). 
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