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Episode 1,807: The Psychology of Being a Libertarian
Guest: Antony Sammeroff
WOODS: Antony Sammeroff Week continues here. Now today, we're going to talk about something completely unrelated. You've done really good work as a therapist, and somebody who's very close to me can attest to that. The results from working with you have been very, very good. 
So I want to frame the conversation this way. Every once in a while people have heard me refer to a fella named Harry Browne. Now, the longtime listeners and libertarians will know who he is. Some of the new folks may not know who Harry Browne was, but he was a presidential candidate for the Libertarian Party, extremely well spoken, very smart, very successful. A very, very impressive person, period. And he wrote numerous books. 
But one of them is one I've referred to quite a few times, and that's How I Found Freedom in an Unfree World. Now, when you read that book, you find that there is a discussion of politics in it, but that that's not primarily what he's talking about. He's saying that if you want to find freedom, okay, you may not be able to pay zero taxes or have the kind of political freedom you may want, but that that's not the only way, at least colloquially, we should think about freedom. There are other constraints on our lives, some of which are self-imposed. And these constraints can be working in a job you absolutely can't stand, or staying in an abusive relationship, or whatever. There are things that we do to ourselves that, well, let's just say, are comparable to what the state does. 
The state is not the problem. With a lot of libertarians we meet, just because they're human beings like anybody else, their main problem is not that the crosswalk was placed in the wrong spot on the street by the government. I mean, that is not their main problem. A lot of their problems are self-imposed — or maybe self-imposed is too harsh. They're internal. The problems that they face are internal, rather than external. 
So there is a link, I think, in what you do and in the general overall philosophy of freedom. I mean, yes, political freedom is hard to come by, and you can win victories here and there. But that's not the only thing that's, let's say, holding you back from flourishing. So let's talk about that. Now, I could imagine the average person looking at what you or other therapists do and thinking it's a whole bunch of airy-fairy nonsense that is unscientific and doesn't really accomplish anything. I mean, how do you answer that?
SAMMEROFF: Well, I mean, the proof of the pudding is in the eating really. I mean, people attest that their life improves when they get the quality of understanding. I guess one of the things that — I mean, as a therapist, I don't see my role as like diagnosing or curing effects and people like a doctor does. That's very old school. It's not that fashionable anymore, although there's some people who still practice like that, and if they're very skilled, they'll get results for the people. 
What I see a lot that people really need is high-quality attention. Easy for me to say. And I guess this is something that I maybe came into seeing as my role, because maybe that's something that was missing from my life when that was going off, and often we end up giving something that we ourselves were desperately in need of. You need to actually have the experience of someone not just listening to understand you, but then being able to relay that back to you in a kind of way that makes you go, Oh, yeah, totally. That is totally it. That is totally how I feel. Sometimes if we were really on point, they'll be like, I didn't even realize that's how I felt until you pointed it out. 
And that's the healing process for people. A lot of the people who say it's airy-fairy and things like that, a lot of the time, they are people who could really, really benefit from it. They feel like they always have to do everything on their own, and they're working away, and life's just hard, and that's just what it's like. And maybe they even have wounding around that that's painful, that they didn't get that when they were growing up, and that's what made them feel like they have to do everything on their own. They have like the inverse of the wound, which is you could get wounded in one way where you feel like really needy for it, and that might not actually turn out to be a bad thing in the short term, because at least what you need. And the other the other way is kind of the inverse, to be like, Oh, well, I don't need that. That might be for other people, but that's not for me, or Those people who need that, they're so squishy and sensitive. They're not going to be able to cope with the real world, or something like that. I guess that's how I answer to it.
Now, there may be a lot of practitioners that won't be able to help them or people, or there may be even unskilled practitioners. But at the end of the day, people need to make choices, and sometimes you might not benefit from your own choices if you choose to forswear something that that might be helpful to you. Luckily, there's only so many hours in the day, and I don't have to try and help people who don't want to be helped. There's enough people who know that they have a need for the sort of thing that I do for me to cater to.
WOODS: Now, in the kind of work you do, would you say that as you're getting to know somebody, are you looking for patterns so that you say, Ah, yes, this person has such-and-such disorder? Or Oh, I've seen this kind of denial many, many times? Or is it entirely unique from one person to the next?
SAMMEROFF: Well, there are patterns, but again, I don't see my primary role as a diagnostician. What you're talking about in psychotherapy is called the psychodynamic approach to psychotherapy, which is like the descendant of Freud. There's defense mechanisms like you mentioned, denial, projection, and what have you. And I have trained in that, but I see that as very secondary to just having a real connection with the person and understanding where they're coming from, what it's like to experience the world as they do, what it's like to sit in their shoes. So they feel like I really understand, and that's the next thing, is it's one thing to be able to listen to understand. It's a second skill to really be able to make that person feel like you understand where they're coming from by your feedback, by what you say back to them. 
And that's a skill you can get better and better at, and I have over time, because then you point out things that are just on the edge of their awareness. They wouldn't be able to articulate it themselves, but by listening between the lines, you pick it up. And if you can put it back to them or ask them a question about that or say, "Well, I mean, it seems like you might feel this way," or point out little things that they've said that may contradict each other — "It seems on one hand, you said this, but on the other hand, you said that, and maybe that you're a bit ambivalent about that" — then oh, they're becoming clear to themselves.
To come back to your original question, too much theory and trying to intellectualize and see patterns and things like that can get in the way of you just being in the present moment and seeing exactly where they're coming from and what's in front of you. It can be useful later on. Once that connection is made and they feel deeply understood and connected to you, then you can bring in the theory and say, well, could it be because this happened in your childhood? Or could it be that this is a pattern because you've got three or four relations, or is this something that you might not want to be looked at? Well, in my opinion and my experience, theory is good and it's useful, but it should always be second to forging a high-quality relationship with the client. 
WOODS: Just so people get a sense of what is possible, can you give examples — given that there are no names involved, I assume this isn't a problem — of people who made real strides because you helped them realize things?
SAMMEROFF: Well, yeah, I mean, I guess the kind of things that I'm most proud of is when I had people who felt like alienated from their family and things like that. They couldn't get any of the understanding that they needed, even as mature adults and things like that. And over the course of therapy, they became fairly independent and got their lives together. And even parents who were previously hostile came round and saw, oh, wow, they're doing really well and they're really capable, and trusted their judgment more, so the relationship with the parent also improved, as well, by them becoming more autonomous and more independent. And sometimes in a short time of like a year or two, where I might have been seeing them for periods during, and almost in a way that sometimes I was like, wow, they're going at lightspeed. Like I wish it had been that easy for me to get the train on the tracks for myself. So when I see that kind of thing, that's really hard. 
And also sometimes you see people who have had very adverse, traumatic experiences. They've been badly mistreated and had violence conducted on them and things like that, and seeing them and be able to let go of what I call the emotional memory of those events. You don't lose your factual memory, you remember everything that happens to you, but you don't have so much emotion attached to it so you're not oppressed in everyday life by the past. When stuff like that happens, yeah, I'm always really proud and really glad that I could have a hand in helping people heal from those kinds of things.
WOODS: I guess something you said a few minutes ago may have answered this, but I've always wondered, a lot of people who really need help are in a situation where what they really need is to be fully honest with themselves about their situation. But if they're prepared to be that brutally honest, maybe they don't need you. And if they're not prepared to be that brutally honest, how can you help them?
SAMMEROFF: Right. Well, there's an expression, which is everyone has a back. And I like that, because even if you're trying to be honest with yourself, you might be too close to it. And sometimes talking helps you see these things. And other times, it might be useful to have someone challenge you in a gentle way and say, Well, you said this, but on the other hand, that. Or you said this is important to you, but on the other hand, you're doing this. Can you comment on that? What do you think's going on there? in a way, that's quite gentle, but also, Oh, yeah, I never saw it that way. 
And sometimes, I don't like those forms of therapy, where the therapist comes and says, You are this, or You're like this, or something like that. I always present it as a hypothesis. Could it be — because you're the authority on yourself. The client is the expert on themselves. I'm not the expert on them. My job is to help them bring out their own expertise. So when I say things that they might not have noticed, or I have some theory — you were talking about bringing in the psychological theories before — that they might fit into. Could it be that this? And sometimes they'll be like, Oh, yeah. They run with that, and that helps them expand, that helps them see themselves better. 
And other times, they're like, No, it's not that, but you having pointed that out, helps them figure out what it is. No, I don't think it's that I'm angry about that. Actually, I feel like I'm guilty because this or that. So when you offer it that way, it helps people consider whether that's true or not. Sometimes, they might not think it's true at the time that you said that, but a few weeks later, with more experience, they go, Oh, yeah, remember, you said that a few weeks ago, and I didn't think it was like that. But since, this has happened, or I've been thinking about it more. Actually, I'm starting to see the truth in that. So there is definitely a value to having an outside perspective of someone that's got experience in looking for these things, and then knows where to spot them.
WOODS: This may seem like a weird question, but from the point of view of somebody who does the work you do, can you say something about libertarians? Like for example, it seems like it's a particular kind of person that's willing to take a position that is so unusual for most people and that is likely to get them ostracized or kept at arm's length or viewed with suspicion. It seems like that must be a particular kind of person, and I wonder if you have any insight about that?
SAMMEROFF: Well, I've got a couple of hypotheses, and I'm not really sure how true they are or not, but I'd be interested in getting feedback on these. I think there's a couple of things that might create a propensity towards libertarianism. One thing that often seems to be a prerequisite for having unorthodox ideas is — and these might not necessarily be libertarian ideas. Some people who are like orthodox Marxists or are really no conspiracy theories or anything like that might fall into this category — is that if you have a really close-knit peer group early on in life, I think this might often hamper people's ability to think outside of the box, because you learn what like Nathaniel Branden, Ayn Rand called social metaphysics, which is you have to have the same views as the society does. 
But say if you didn't have that early on. I'm not saying everyone that's a libertarian had these circumstances. I'm thinking it is often the case. You don't learn that social metaphysics. You don't feel like, oh, if I have an idea that my friends don't have, I'm going to get made fun of, because you're being made fun of anyway, or you're being ostracized anyway, so you can think whatever you want. If you first make your close-knit peer group a little bit later in life — I know it's true of me, and it's true of a lot of libertarians I've spoken to — your need to have the same views as everyone else is not so tightly formed. So you can have friends and completely disagree with them without being afraid that they're going to abandon you.
WOODS: That's a brilliant insight. And by the way, I think that helps to account at least in part for why, frankly, we have so many nerds.
SAMMEROFF: Yeah.
WOODS: Because nerds are not super popular, right, so they don't have to worry about what their friends think of their views.
SAMMEROFF: And you can become really popular later, but the personality's already formed around not having to think the same as everyone else. You could become very, very sociable later on. So yeah, I definitely — when you have an area of expertise, you start to see the whole world through it, whether it's psychology or economics, history. So you kind of look for these patterns. I remember meeting someone who's said she studied both sociology and anthropology, and how both of them had completely different precepts, which surprised me, and she'd get into arguments in the anthropology department, because she had different precepts from them. So it's kind of like that.
The other thing that I think might be true for some people is having a really interested parent. And sometimes people are skeptical about these kinds of theories and things like that, but our first experience of authority is our parents. And  I think in a lot of times, we project our relationship to authority with our parents on to other authority figures, and that could be the state as well. I think some people, when they had an interested parenting, they then see, the idea of will you just leave me alone? gets cemented into their bones, and they start looking at the world through the lens of would you just leave me alone? So they're my tentative hypotheses of the kinds of early formative life experiences that might create a propensity towards being open to libertarian ideas. But as I say, they're hypotheses. I'd like more research to be done before I accept them dogmatically.
WOODS: But I think that's as plausible a theory as any. Now, of course, if you're in that position, you could potentially just as readily be sucked into another heterodox ideology. And there, you may just be dealing with contingent factors of your life that tend to direct you into libertarianism or say, Marxism.
SAMMEROFF: Yeah, that's right, as well. So the way that this manifests can change from person to person and what ideas you think of as anti-authoritarian. It's always interesting to see how the same set of circumstances works its way differently on different people. Like, the example we had before is quite a good one. If someone's criticized a lot, for example, they can become very careful about criticism, or they can just ingest that as normal and become like a very critical person. And you often see that with all sorts of different circumstances in our youth, where we can go to one polar extreme or the other. So sometimes people are fond of saying, Well, if you put people through that education system where they're bossed around all day, every day for 11 to 13, then some people are going to come out on the other end very servile, and other people are going to want to be the authority that pushes people around. 
In fact, one of the books that really opened my eyes and probably set me on the road to becoming a therapist was called Summerhill by A.S. Neill, which was a book about a very heterodox school in the south of England where they give their children a lot of freedom — I see the budding libertarian, even though I think it was still on the left at the time — and how they dealt with misbehavior and things like that through relating to the kids and things like that. And I think when I read that, because it was almost like I had an instinct my whole life that there was something spooky or something going wrong with socialization or enculturation of children. And that along with another great book, which I think everyone should read — whether you've got kids or not, even just to help you understand your own childhood and the ways that you weren't nurtured or spoken to — is called How to Talk So Kids Will Listen and Listen So Kids Will Talk. I think these books, along with pushing me towards psychology as a field, also affected my political views, in a sense, because I saw society through the lens of the formative years of children. 
WOODS: We have again run so quickly out of time here. I want to ask you — I would love to follow up on the children thing, but that's a whole other conversation. But I really want to ask you, are there any insights that you might want to share with just the average listener? Because you're doing this all the time, and I bet you come across, —we talked about patterns, people who fail to see this, that, or the other thing about their own lives. Is there any insight or anything people should be thinking about with regard to their own mental health that you just wish more people were doing or knew about?
SAMMEROFF: Well, there's one skill that I learned from being a therapist, I learned to get very good at, which I wish everyone knew, because I feel like it would make the world a much more compassionate place, but people would feel more connected to the people around them. And anyone can learn and it will improve your relationships, and hopefully your relationship with yourself as well. And that's the simple scale of when someone comes to you with some information, especially when they're feeling emotional about that, to paraphrase it in your own words, and say, "So do you think that X because Y?" Instead of like jumping in with advice or just telling them what you think on that topic, you'll see amazing things happen if you get good at this skill. People will really connect with you. A lot of people are like, Oh, I hate that friend. They always come to me with problems, and they never take my advice. And that's because a lot of times people just want to be understood. 
And a really great way to help the people around you without actually — One of the things I realized some time into my career as a therapist was, even if I had no theoretical knowledge at all, no skill or facility at anything, I could still be helpful to people just by demonstrating an understanding. So the next time your partner comes in and they're — Another great thing is to put an emotion word in it. So "Are you feeling angry because X, Y, Z?" or "It sounds like you're upset about that because" — and even if you get the emotion wrong, they'll say, "No, it's not that I'm sad about that. It's actually I'm frustrated because X, Y, Z." And you'll find that it still helps them. I think that's the one thing that, if I could teach the world one social skill, one soft skill, it would be that before you come in with your advice or before you share your knowledge, make sure the other person feels they're really understood by you. And that will make them more receptive to whatever you have to say on the topic. It will train them to be ready to receive your feedback. So I guess that's the biggest insight from being a therapist that I guess I'd like to share with the world.
WOODS: Now let's end with you giving people a way to find out more about this side of Antony Sammeroff. I think we probably have a different link for every episode of Antony Sammeroff Week, for heaven's sake.
SAMMEROFF: Yeah, I suggest you check out the Be Yourself and Love It podcast. It's a cool self-help podcast. It varies from sometimes I do very short solo shows that are 10, 15 minutes long. Other times it's me interviewing experts, and other times it's me being interviewed on other people's shows. And I really always aim to be very practical, not too much waffle. I really like breaking down concepts into actionable steps, because there's far too much philosophizing in the personal development fields. And people just really need tools, things that they can actually apply. So I've always tried to make everything I talk about on the podcast something that you can actually put into practice to make your life better.
WOODS: So the Be Yourself and Love It podcast, how do people find that? Of course, I'll link to it on the show notes page, but what's the direct way?
SAMMEROFF: Yeah, you can find on iTunes or whatever your podcast catcher is. Or if you don't use one, then it's on SoundCloud, you can find it.
WOODS: And then do you have a website for that or does it redirect to you?
SAMMEROFF: Yes, I guess it would go SoundCloud.com/BeYourselfandLoveIt.
WOODS: Oh, but you don't have Be Yourself and Love It as a website?
SAMMEROFF: Oh, yeah. BeYourselfAndLoveIt.com, but that's for my therapy services.
WOODS: I see. I see. Well, look, I accidentally gave you an ad. 
SAMMEROFF: Well, there you go. Yeah, and if people want to message me and talk to me, I love hearing from people on Facebook. Usually that's where people connect with me. So if it's something that you think you might be interested in experiencing, definitely send me a little message. We can talk about it, and you can find out if it's for you or not.
WOODS: Excellent. Okay, so I'll have all this information up on the show notes page. And Antony, thanks again.
SAMMEROFF: Thank you so much.


image1.jpeg
THE





