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Politics and Psychology: An Interview with Hans Eysenck
The circumstances of this interview are rather unusual. Hans Eysenck approached Psychology Politics Resistance after seeing a copy of one of our newsletters and asked for an opportunity to put forward his views. Our immediate inclination was to refuse, but we did agree to meet for a recorded interview which would not, we emphasised, necessarily be published. We are sure that our readers will agree that, despite our misgivings about entering into a dialogue with Eysenck, his comments here shortly before his death are surprisingly supportive of the perspectives of PPR. 

PPR: Could we start by reviewing the reasons that led us to this interview? It is, after all, rather unusual for a radical psychology group to be talking to you. 
Eysenck: I can certainly appreciate that. I was aware that an interview with Noam Chomsky is due to be published by PPR [and it was, in PPR Newsletter 5], and was annoyed that such a figure should be giving support to a group that seemed to me, by the name, to be anti-scientific and destructive. You will know that I have spent most of my life exposing abuses of science and explaining how a proper science of psychology should be developed, and I have devoted considerable time to showing how Freudian theory fails to meet any of the standards we would expect of science. I was, in fact, revising the first draft of a new manuscript about the stupidities of psychoanalysis, provisionally entitled Freudian Charlatanry and Scientific Reason, when I read the first issues of PPR Newsletter. The first thing that struck me was that the reasoned tone of its arguments against abuses in psychology sat uneasily with the characterisations of PPR by colleagues, and indeed what those words `Politics` and `Resistance` in relation to psychology would lead one to expect. The most important point that has now led me to rethink my work on psychoanalysis, for example, was that the question of `abuse` was an abuse of power rather than a simple abuse of scientific reason. It hadn`t occured to me that Freud and his followers were causing misery to people by claiming to speak in the name of science, and that this was the most important issue. Some silly students interrupting some of my lectures had shouted slogans about such things of course, and I knew that that fellow Masson had been arguing against psychotherapy using feminist ideas, but I felt I had more important things to read than Masson. I have recently looked at his work, and been astonished that it makes persuasive reading.

PPR: Many readers of PPR Newsletter will find it difficult to believe that you are changing your views at this stage. Does this mean that you are also rethinking your work on intelligence?
Eysenck: I still believe in the scientific method, and I don`t think that you can simply pretend that biological processes are unimportant in human psychology. But I do want to say that I am very sorry for the unhappiness that my work has caused. You should know that it has caused myself unhappiness as well.

PPR: Do you mean your work on intelligence and race? 
Eysenck: My work was devoted to finding a scientific basis for intelligence and personality. The fact that it was misused was a secondary issue, or so I thought until I reflected on some of the points that were made by Billig in a Searchlight pamphlet [Psychology, Racism and Fascism, 1979]. I was genuinely shocked by the links between right wing political groups and racial studies of intelligence. But I thought that the best way to deal with it was to keep psychology away from politics altogether. I only agreed to the interview with the National Front magazine because they told me they were completely non-political. One of them bit a piece out of one of our best china cups and urinated in a pot plant, but apart from that they were polite pleasant people. One thing I learnt from reading Billig`s pamphlet and now, more recently, PPR literature, is that psychology and politics are interlinked. Psychology is a discipline which regulates people, as the French psychologist Michael [should be Michel] Foucault discovered in his studies which we plan to publish soon in a special issue of International Journal of Individual Differences. If it operates in that unscientific way it won`t be able to progress.

PPR: But does that mean that you still believe that intelligence is mainly inherited, that you would stand by Cyril Burt and...
Eysenck: I don`t want to talk about Burt. I was relieved when the BPS [British Psychological Society] set up the inquiry. The question of abuse is very salient in the Burt case, and the whole issue has caused me much pain. He was an abusive man, and knew how to enforce silence. 

PPR: There have been rumours about your role with respect to his imaginary assistant `Miss Conway`, beatings and so on.
Eysenck: My attempts to address this history of relationships with people like Burt in psychoanalytic quack therapy only served to convince me that Freudians make problems worse, and a good scientifically-proven behavioural treatment is the only way forward. A very well known Freudian analyst wasted my time and his on a couch in North London for several years, and it was only when the encounter took a nasty turn with some physical contact that I gave up on it altogether. Unfortunately, well, I don`t want to speak about this. I can`t excuse my behaviour, but the historical record needs be set straight as to the reasons why I needed large amounts of money, and large corporations like BAT [British American Tobacco] were willing to provide that.
PPR: Do you mean the research sponsored by British American Tobacco on the susceptibility of extraverts to cancer linked with their greater willingness to smoke.

Eysenck: I don`t want to comment specifically on BAT for legal reasons, but the research grants into smoking had to follow a direct line from company headquarters, and, despite Sybil`s warnings when we were asked to do the photo shots of us smoking a filter tip while peering down a microscope, I was willing to go along with it. The distinction between extraversion and introversion, after all, doesn`t stand up to serious scientific scrutiny. The study on extraversion in prison was a particularly stupid mistake. We asked prisoners whether they liked parties, and, not surprisingly, got rather useless results, from which we concluded a great deal. Sybil got the blame for that when people noticed, but it was my idea. Only the work on psychotic personality stands the test of time, but even in those cases it is possible to shock the criminality out of people.

PPR: Your comments in favour of aversion therapy would still accurately represent your position then?

Eysenck: Aversion therapy has been proven to work for certain kinds of psychological problems. Unfortunately, I have many times mistakenly argued that sexual problems should be treated in this way. On one occasion Peter Tatchell, who I viewed as a nuisance and a trouble-maker, demonstrated in one of my lectures against my statement that aversion therapy might reasonably be used to treat homosexuality. It has only been the debates in the BPS over the creation of the lesbian and gay section that has made it clear to me that intolerence of people with different sexual orientations, such as feminists, has nothing to do with science. I voted for the section, with some uneasiness still I must say, and think back now to my encounter with Tatchell. He is a very brave man. Unfortunately one of the conditions of my funding from the Soviet Union for saying nice things about Pavlov and the stupid research on conditioning by their scientists  doing behavioural research on people with different nervous systems was also that I should condemn homosexuals. Every favourable reference to Soviet research was rewarded by a suitcase of used notes from the embassy, but there was always a spiteful reminder about the Burt photos and a warning that I should come down harshly on deviants of all kinds. 

PPR: This is unbelievable. Are you saying that you were funded and threatened by the Soviets as well as by Tobacco companies?

Eysenck: The fall of the Berlin wall makes it possible for me to say this, though I am nervous about Western businesses and security services still. Perhaps I have been silent for too long. Psychology is a dirty game. I have written to The Psychologist [the BPS house journal] supporting the gay section and offering to host the next conference at the Institute [of Psychiatry]. 15 such letters have not been published.

PPR: Would you vote for a PPR section!?
Eysenck: That is a silly question. What is important is that groups like Psychology Politics Resistance work with the BPS, which is an organisation whose thinking is very much in accord with yours, it seems to me. If you stopped the criminals and psychotics and low intelligence people from coming along to your meetings or writing for your newsletter you could do a lot of good. In fact, one of the biggest problems is that it is exactly these types of people who run the BPS at the moment. I would like to see Psychology Politics Resistance supplements to all the journals and newsletters of the BPS so that there was a critical reflexive awareness running through the whole organisation. It makes a lot of sense and...

PPR: Your willingness to think again about issues of abuse and personality and racism and sexuality is out of keeping, isn`t it, with those comments on intelligence and mental distress. We have to say that we find those comments offensive.
Eysenck: I don`t understand why you think it important to stick up for all these people and ignore differences of ability.

PPR: PPR is against abuses of knowledge and power in psychology at all levels, and for challenging oppression of people who are labelled as `mentally ill` or `psychotic`. People are categorised according to their `intelligence`, as well as their supposed personality characteristics and many people who end up in prison have been systematically excluded by people who think they know what healthy psychology should look like. PPR is supportive of campaigns against exclusion of children with challenging behaviour or learning difficulties from school for example, and, in the same spirit, we would not agree with the labelling of `criminals` as if they were special excludable types of personality.

Eysenck: We will have to agree to differ. I am tired now. I will think about your comments, and I want to make it clear that I believe that there is a direct link between psychology and politics in a much more direct way than Chomsky seems to believe. It`s all very well campaigning for good social causes in the world if you don`t set your own house in order. Ok, I`m willing to learn, and I will be arranging for a sizeable donation to your organisation in the near future. In the meantime I will do what I can to advance the possibilities of resistance to abuses of power in psychology until my dying breath.

Unfortunately, the donation did not come through before Eysenck died, but it should be noted that, from further postcards to PPR and (as yet unpublished) letters to the prisoners support group `Black Cross` and to the magazine Asylum, it is clear that he was rethinking his unpleasant comments towards the end of the interview. Although he was counselled to withdraw his application for the MSc Critical Psychology at Bolton Institute after submitting a very poor test essay, he asked to be kept on the mailing list of events. We have let the interview stand as it is, unedited, to catch something of the contradictions and movement in thinking of someone who, until very recently, has been thought of as an enemy of people who use psychology. We now leave it to our readers to assess those contradictions, and how far the movement forward may have proceeded.
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