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New Perspectives on Freud’s Moses and Monotheism

Introduction

Moses and Monotheism was regarded for many years as a marginal, strikingly
bizarre text within the Freudian corpus. The scandalous assertions that Moses
was an Egyptian and that the Hebrews had murdered him in the wilderness
during an unrecorded revolt, the fissures in the text, the strange, obsessive
repetitions and the recurrent moments of doubt all seemed to perplex readers
upon its publication in 1939 and for many decades later. Issued on the eve of the
Second World War, it aroused much anger among Jewish readers, who accused
Freud of betraying his own people in one of their darkest hours and of exhibit-
ing, to top it all, an outrageous ignorance of Jewish history and religion. But not
only Jewish readers were puzzled by the text. Its recklessly speculative method
of argumentation was also troubling for Freud’s committed advocates and disci-
ples. Many theoreticians of psychoanalysis simply ignored it, and even those
who were interested in the biographical insights provided by Moses and Mono-
theism did not fully acknowledge its theoretical innovation and importance.
During the past two decades, however, there has been a radical change in the
book’s status. It is now defined as one of Freud’s finest achievements, a text
whose importance to the understanding of cultural phenomena — be it collective
identities, collective memory, or national traumas — cannot be exaggerated. Nume-
rous books and articles have been published on Moses and Monotheism, among
them, Hayim Yosef Yerushalmi’s Freud's Moses. Judaism Terminable and
Interminable {1991), lse Grubich-Simitis’ Freuds Moses-Studie als Tagtraum. Ein
bibliographischer Essay {1991), Jacques Derrida’s Mal d’Archive. Une impres-
sion freudienme (1995), Cathy Caruth’s Unclaimed Experience. Trauma, Narra-
tive, History (1996), Jan Assmann’s Moses the Egyptian. The Memory of Egypt
and Western Monotheism (1997), Richard Bernstein’s Freud and the Legacy of
Moses (1998), and Edward W. Said’s Freud and the Non-European (2003).
Yerushalmi’s Freud’s Moses. Judaism Terminable and Interminable has
played a major role in positioning the book at the center of critical discussion.
His inspiring insights into the controversy surrounding Freud’s feclings toward
his own Judaism as well as his discussion of Freud as historian generated a
fascinating series of responses and critiques. Derrida challenged Yerushalmi
for his lack of attention to the revolutionary conception of archives in psycho-
analytic theory, Assmann - with and beyond Yerushalmi — situated Moses/Freud
within a wider Western tradition of a Moses/Egypt discourse, Bernstein high-
lighted the power of Freud’s treatment of the psychical phenomena underlying



