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history’s methodological and conceptual frame-
work. 
 

 I assume that some readers will wonder 
why I’ve spent time making what to them may be 
obvious, even mundane, comments.  I’ve done so 
because, predictably, some of my fellow psycho-
logical historians will be as reluctant as my fellow 
historians to put traumatic reliving at center stage 
since their understanding of the world is based on 
one or another of the psychological models which 
have served them well for a long time.  These in-
clude biologically inherited, life-long aggressive 
impulses, the denial of death, symbolic immortal-
ity, the failure of good enough parenting, child 
abuse both physical and emotional, the universality 
of incest, rage against mommy, Oedipal conflicts, a 
failure to separate and individuate, pre-Oedipal 
conflicts, and the like.   

 I’m not sure that it’s only, or mainly, adult 
traumatic reliving which runs history, but after four 
decades of studying modern history and looking 
for psychological causes I think that traumatic re-
living best explains the persistent phenomenon, in 
individuals and groups, which has become for me 
the central question of historical study: why people 
act in ways which bring about the very things 
they’re most trying to avoid. 
 

 It’s not a new question, certainly, and is 
familiar to all of us.  It has many dimensions, and 
can be explained in several ways, traumatic reliv-
ing among them.  Pronouncements that historical 
trauma studies are not psychohistory, that every-
thing derives from the history of childhood, are not 
only ungenerous, but off the mark.  Childhood his-
tory is important: I’ve said so many times and have 
shown links between historical childhoods and his-
torical events in my own writing.  But denouncing 
traumatic reliving from within the ranks of psycho-
history is especially serious.  It echoes charges 
from the larger culture, and it is clear that one rea-
son for the denunciations of trauma in the larger 
post-9/11 world is precisely because we live in a 
post-9/11 world.  Our media continually call the 
events of 9/11 traumatic while at the same time 
asserting that the notion of trauma is controversial, 
or completely bankrupt.  By aiming at making 
trauma problematic at best, they feed our need for 
collective denial. 
 

 In a world presumably waging a “War 
Against Terror,” in a world in which people can 
bring about the very thing they most want to avoid, 
we no longer have the luxury of treating studies of 
traumatic reliving casually, or as mere intellectual 
games, or as simply another point of view.  Nor do 
we have the luxury of declaring them neither his-
torical nor psychohistorical.  “De Gaulle as Pétain” 
adds another chapter to an illustrious body of work 
whose lessons we ignore at our peril.   

 David R. Beisel, Ph.D., author of The Sui-
cidal Embrace: Hitler, the Allies, and the Origins 
of the Second World War (2003), is twice past 
president of the International Psychohistorical As-
sociation, former editor of The Journal of Psycho-
history (1978-1987), a Contributing Editor to 
Clio’s Psyche, and the author of numerous articles 
on American and European history.  Since 1976, 
he has taught psychohistory to over 6,000 college 
students. A recipient of several teaching awards, 
including the SUNY Chancellor’s Award for Excel-
lence in Teaching, he is working on an essay for 
Clio’s Psyche on teaching group psychohistory, 
and is currently writing a book on the traumatic 
consequences of the First and Second World Wars. 
Professor Beisel may be contacted at <dbeisel@ 
sunyrockland.edu>.�  
 

Pétain as de Gaulle 
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 With his hyperacute sensibility to the 
deeper movements of the psyche, Rudolph Binion 
has precisely traced the character of French leader-
ship in both 1940 and 1958.  He has found it un-
cannily congruent.  I don't believe I invalidate his 
conclusions if I find a Pétain as de Gaulle in his 
narrative. As Binion says, “Diametric opposites 
meet.” 
 

 Of course, the psyche must respond to 
outer events.  The great crash of the 1940 battle 
defeat—the destruction of the French state—was 
as traumatic as it was real.  The events of 1958, 
radiating out traumatic effects, recalled 1940—but 
with differences which Binion has expertly deline-
ated.  The first was a monolithic disaster, the sec-
ond, a puzzle of a splintering of defeats: Vietnam, 
Tunisia, Morocco, and, after de Gaulle accepted 
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it, Algeria. 
 

 I marvel at Binion’s fine understanding of 
the two huge personalities: their individual touchi-
ness, magical thinking, and somnambulistic trian-
gulation of political reality.  As he shows, both tri-
umphed at the cost of the other, but then the great 
ego, in character, recognizes no other.  Binion does 
not mention the dénouement: a jury had declared 
Pétain guilty and sentenced him to death but with a 
recommendation for mercy.  Having previously 
refused to let Pétain escape by way of banishment, 
the victor de Gaulle granted him that much, but not 
a miette [crumb] more—to live out his 95 years as 
a state prisoner.  For de Gaulle it was surely a fair 
concordance of personal pique, appropriate poli-
tics, and justice. 
 

 In the mediocre record of overt history, as 
Binion shows, de Gaulle was another Pétain.  But 
are we not forced to see Pétain as de Gaulle?  Con-
sider de Gaulle’s legerdemain.  Defying assassina-
tion, the military man completed France's decolo-
nialization as the civilian leaders had disgracefully 
begun it.  He went to Algeria to tell the exultant 
colons: “Je vous ai compris” [I have understood 
you].  He understood them better than they under-
stood themselves and prepared their welcome in 
France. 
 

 De Gaulle balanced France's parliamentary 
institutions by giving the country an effective ex-
ecutive.  Accepting and extending the Monnet 
Plan, he supported a reasonable organization of the 
economy.  He befriended Germany as part of a 
prickly adjustment of a uniting Europe.  If he 
strengthened French and European democracy so 
much, cannot he rescue Pétain as well?  At his trial 
the old man told the court: “while General de 
Gaulle pursued the struggle beyond our frontiers I 
prepared the way to liberation by preserving 
France stricken but alive.” 
 

 David Felix, PhD, is professor emeritus of 
history at the City University of New York and an 
active member of the Psychohistory Forum’s Psy-
choanalytic Biography/Autobiography Research 
Group.  He has published four books on recent 
European history and is currently working on a 
study of political and economic interaction in 20th 
Century world history.  Dr. Felix may be reached 
at <dflixx@msn.com>.� 

Personal Trauma or Traumatic 
Reliving    
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As in much of Rudy Binion's scholarship, I 
found his essay "de Gaulle as Pétain" suggestive, 
well written, and controversial.  I assume that he 
will be elaborating his theory of traumatic reliving 
in his forthcoming book, Past Impersonal:  Group 
Process in Human History.  I would have liked to 
see more of that elaboration in this article.  On 
page 19, Binion argues that group trauma does not 
have to be relived; it can be remembered, denied, 
or defended against.  Earlier in the piece, he speaks 
of psychic numbing (is he borrowing from Lifton 
here?), again on the group level.  What the reader 
wants to know, especially one who is receptive to 
the psychohistorical perspective as I am, is what 
are the mechanisms that propel these reactions?  Is 
Binion postulating a group unconscious?  Or, 
among political elites, a political unconscious, 
where the past can be relived in situations of real 
or fantasized crisis, as in the unforeseen loss of a 
war, or in the prospect of a bloody civil war? 
 

  I would have liked Binion to differentiate 
more sharply individual from group process.  Are 
the anxieties the same?  Are they multiplied in the 
collective setting, given the absence of a secure 
and safe framework to contain these anxie-
ties?  Given the propensity of individuals in groups 
to be susceptible to contagion, to an intensification 
of massive fears, does Binion think that collective 
trauma is distinctly different from individual 
trauma?  Is he talking of anticipatory anxiety, or of 
real fears generated from the actual, lived experi-
ence of crisis?  Through the historical/
psychological study of groups at war, in situations 
of revolution or counter-revolution, severe eco-
nomic dislocation, such as high inflation or depres-
sion, in the face of civil war or dislocation from 
one's homeland, do groups react differently than 
individuals?  Are there mediations psychodynami-
cally between the individual and the collectiv-
ity?  If so, how does the historian document these 
differences or similarities?  What are his critical 
sources and documents?  How does the historian 
evaluate for typicality?  What are the norms and 
average expectable responses in groups at mo-


