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colleges in the country. Because Kings Point is a
federal academy, every midshipman is, in effect,
on a four-year scholarship. There are sources avail-
able to the instructor that can aid even the most
skeptical student in understanding the theoretical
framework of psychoanalysis and its relationship
to history. An excellent aid and supplement is the
medium of film, as Professor Beisel notes. Many
good feature films that have instructive psycho-
logical themes are viewed by mass audiences and
well received. One such example, a commercial
movie, which I have shown for many years and
highly recommend as it is visually dramatic and
emotionally appealing, is the 1962 commercial
film entitled Freud, which remains relevant. It
serves as an excellent introduction to the study of
psychohistory because many of the main tenets of
psychoanalysis are presented in a dramatic and
convincing form. Some of the key concepts dem-
onstrated and developed that may be discerned in
this film are infantile sexuality, the Oedipus com-
plex, free association, making the unconscious
conscious, the importance of dreams and their in-
terpretation, psychosomatic illness, symptoms of
neurosis, psychosis, repression, psychical deter-
minism, guilt and undoing, the oral stage, the
transference, slips of the tongue, resistance, and
irrationality. Clearly, this film is rich in psycho-
analytic content and is both emotionally and intel-
lectually absorbing for the viewer.

Students are profoundly impressed by
Freud and are motivated to pursue psychohistorical
subjects. Indeed, it is the rare student who sum-
marily dismisses the substance of this superbly
acted film. Therefore, the merits of this biographi-
cal cinema are several: it shows how Freud arrived
at his revolutionary theories; it presents the main
theories of psychoanalysis; and it deals with the
social and intellectual reactions to Freud’s ideas at
the end of the nineteenth century.

For the study of psychohistory in general
and psychobiography in particular, the use of film
can be a valuable supplement to classroom instruc-
tion and the reading assignments. Freud has the
effect of integrating psychological motifs in human
behavior. It enables students to recognize a con-
nection between psychology and history. As the
course progresses, there is not only an acceptance
by the vast majority of students of this new con-

ceptual framework and scientific method in the
study of historical events, but for many, an enthusi-
asm develops for the subject, as they can now iden-
tify with the possibilities for better understanding
themselves and others. The film makes students
more introspective and conscious of history. They
recognize that the psychohistorical approach is
more insightful, more empathic, more encompass-
ing, and more humanist than other approaches to
the study of history, of mankind, and of society.

Jacques Szaluta, PhD, is Professor Emeri-
tus of History at the United States Merchant Ma-
rine Academy at Kings Point, New York, where he
conducts seminars on teaching and does peer men-
toring of instructors, observing their classes, in
maritime, engineering, technical and scientific
fields as well as in the humanities. He received
The Sue Alice McNulty Award for Distinguished
Teaching, an annual award to a member of the fac-
ulty, presented to him by the graduating Class of
1994, and the Bronze Medal Award for Teaching
from the U.S. Maritime Administration, its highest
award, at the 34" Annual Awards Ceremony in
Washington, D.C. in 1999. Among his many publi-
cations is his book Psychohistory: Theory and
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A Master Practices His Craft

Nancy Unger
Santa Clara University

Even the casual reader of David Beisel’s
“Teaching about Groups” will have no trouble un-
derstanding why Beisel has been the recipient of
prestigious awards for teaching excellence. This
essay has much to offer those of us involved in
psychohistory, but anyone who teaches an intro-
ductory course in virtually any field will find in it a
gold mine of guiding principles and practical ex-
amples.

Beisel performs an amazing balancing act
in this introductory class: he requires extensive
reading of his students and surveys an enormous
range of topics and yet it’s clear that he under-
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stands that a course is not so much about the sub-
ject one teaches, but how one facilitates actual
learning. Despite his clear eagerness to immerse
his students in sophisticated thinking about psy-
chohistory, Beisel wisely notes at the onset of his
essay, and reinforces throughout, that it is helpful
“to spell things out as often as possible and move
through the material step by careful step.”

Beisel communicates the basics, not by
“dumbing down” his curriculum, but by presenting
it in ways that his students can easily grasp. His
wonderful quote from Tennessee Williams (“If
people behaved in the way nations do they would
all be put in straightjackets™) puts a complex idea
into terms student can understand. (Had Williams
been trying to make the point particularly vivid to
academics, perhaps he would have substituted “as
they do at department meetings” for “in the way
nations do.”)

Of course the argument can also be made
that for all of the pitfalls of this nation in particular
living out the “group-as-crazy-individual” meta-
phor, this may still preferable to having just plain
crazy individuals in control. Lawrence B.
Wilkerson, looking back on his tenure as chief of
staff to Secretary of State Colin Powell puts it suc-
cinctly in a recent Los Angeles Times editorial: “I’d
choose a frustrating bureaucracy over an efficient
cabal every time.” Avoiding entirely the
“inevitable but often frustrating dissent” that
comes with working with groups may allow for
“quick and painless decisions,” Wilkerson warns,
“but when government agencies are confronted
with decisions in which they did not participate
and with which they frequently disagree, their im-
plementation of those decisions is fractured, unco-
ordinated, and inefficient.”

My university, like SUNY, requires me to
hone my students’ critical thinking skills. In fact,
professors are evaluated by students on their suc-
cess (or failure) in this area in the end-of-course
forms that are required in each class, with the re-
sults reported to the department chair and the dean
as well as the professor. Students are so confused
about what “critical thinking” actually means that I
have taken to pointing it out as it is happening
when we’re involved in some especially thorny
discussion or debate. Beisel’s methods of eliciting
critical thinking are so successful that he, I am

sure, never stoops to such pandering. Instead, he
makes his subject matter so personal to his students
that they are eager to think critically.

Beisel’s brief discussion of Erikson’s no-
tion of disciplined subjectivity makes the crucial
point, one brand new to many undergraduates, that
in history not only is total objectivity impossible,
it’s not even desirable. We want to know what
happened, but also why it happened. Was it good
or bad? Worthy of emulation, or to be avoided at
all costs? When “the topic chooses us” because of
our inner needs and conflicts, we bring not only
our skills as historians, but our passion to answer
those questions. In the words of environmental
historian William Cronon, “Rather than evade
[making personal value judgments]—which is in
any event impossible—we must learn to use [them]
consciously, responsibly, and self-critically. To try
to escape the value judgments that come with sto-
rytelling is to miss the point of history itself.” To
move students, as Beisel does, beyond “history is
the study of immutable truths” and into “the study
of history enables us to think critically about
events and people of the past and in so doing better
understand the present and ourselves,” is to facili-
tate a vitally important and empowering transition.

At the same time Beisel is repeating to his
students’ concepts about groups about which he
has taken pains to communicate in accessible lan-
guage, he refuses to let things rest at the “neatly
tied in a bow” stage. The study of Nazi Germany
is, understandably, a favorite topic for many psy-
chohistorians interested in group thinking. Laur-
ence Rees’s Auschwitz: A New History (Public Af-
fairs, 2005) is the latest, and one of the best, inves-
tigations into the thinking of regular Germans, the
Nazi high command, SS camp administrators,
guards, and prisoners. Beisel could easily restrict
the portion of his course dedicated to the study of
groups to this grim but intensely instructive period,
a focus that would protect his students from any
uncomfortable considerations of their own roles in
groups, allowing them instead to focus their under-
standing of the role of groups exclusively on “the
other”—people in an entirely different place and
time. Beisel resists this temptation, however, in
favor of a far riskier exercise: involving students in
a discussion of their own participation in group
behaviors, including the construction of group fan-
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tasy images. Beisel skillfully counters their resis-
tance to overcoming the “uncomfortable reality
that we may not want to see if a group we’re in is
acting irrationally.” He wisely doesn’t reject out
of hand his students’ resistance, their charges that
he is projecting his own “stuff,” but gives their
views careful and respectful consideration, grant-
ing at least “a kernel of truth” to their charges. He
also doesn’t hesitate to push his students to con-
front ideas and topics that are not only increasingly
sophisticated, but that can make students uncom-
fortable, even downright defensive.

For a generation immersed in television,
film, and popular music, Beisel’s examples drawn
from recent televised news reporting and popular
film not surprisingly hit home with his students.
Beisel’s talking about their favorite movie, and
suggesting that it is not only that film’s artistic
merit (or lack thereof—consider the huge popular-
ity of The Blair Witch Project) that has made it so
appealing to them. The concept of one’s own un-
conscious participation in a shared group fantasy
can be anxiety-producing even in students like
Beisel’s, who have been immersed in discussions
of the role of the unconscious in the human condi-
tion. But it’s the personal nature of these topics
that, once Beisel helps them to overcome their ini-
tial resistance, make them such a potentially pro-
found learning experience.

Beisel’s discussion of the role group fan-
tasy plays in what makes and stays news is fasci-
nating. It brought to my mind the two recent me-
dia obsessions: the Lacy Peterson case (in which a
young pregnant woman was murdered by her hus-
band), and the disappearance in Aruba of Alabama
teen Natalee Holloway. The unfortunate fates of
these two attractive, white, middle class women
were stories that refused to die, garnering far more
press than significant economic and political up-
heavals, both domestic and international. A dis-
cussion of the group fantasy behind the insatiable
appetite for more information about these two
cases (and whatever current “obsession of the
month”) would make for fruitful class discussion.

Beisel’s fascinating questions about the
appeal of popular films seem virtually guaranteed
to involve his students in passionate discussion of
the psychological study of groups. To the many
questions he poses in his article concerning film, I

would add one more: why do some films perform
disappointingly at the box office, only to attain
status as “classics” (from [t’s a Wonderful Life to
The Shawshank Redemption) through subsequent
airings on television or as DVD’s? I would also
ask, in view of the large role popular music plays
in the lives of my students, currently made virtu-
ally omnipresent by the iPod, why some bands that
are enormously popular in the United States gener-
ate little interest outside the country, while other
bands that struggle for audiences here have large
followings abroad? What has the role of group
fantasy played in the rise (and in some cases the
fall) of popular music trends, including rock and
roll, disco, punk, rap and hip hop? A final consid-
eration that might appeal especially to college-aged
audiences: what might we learn about group fan-
tasy by studying the best-selling/most popular Hal-
loween costumes of various time periods, espe-
cially the political masks?

Like Beisel’s students, 1 frown at the no-
tion that violent images can actually reduce the
incidence of acting out. I would counter the quote
from Martin Scorsese about exposure to cinematic
violence being largely therapeutic with the first
hand experience of writer, producer, and director
Ron Nyswaner which he relates in the documen-
tary The Celluloid Closet. Some of what inspired
Nyswaner to write the screenplay Philadelphia,
which features a sympathetically depicted gay
man, was to counteract the violent homophobic
reactions evoked by William Friedkin’s film Cruis-
ing. When physically attacked by a group of street
youths, Nyswaner and his partner were told during
the beating, “If you’d seen the movie Cruising,
you’d know why.” The questions that Beisel poses
about group fantasy and the impact of film vio-
lence, pornography, and rape are important ones
that are not only controversial, but can engender
intense debate and be emotionally upsetting. It
takes enormous skill to discuss such intense sub-
jects productively in a classroom setting, and I
think many of us might shy away from such poten-
tial minefields. Beisel’s courage in tackling such
subjects is to his credit and his students’ benefit.

In short, David Beisel’s essay “Teaching
About Groups” gives insight into the philosophies
and practices of a master teacher, one who under-
stands and respects both his subject and his stu-
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dents. I wish I could take his class.
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sor of History, Women'’s and Gender Studies, and
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Bob La Follette: The Righteous Reformer
(University of North Carolina, 2000), winner of the
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History.” She can be reached at nunger@scu.edu.
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David Beisel Responds

This Symposium caught me doubly by sur-
prise. In the first instance, | wrote the essay as a
straightforward outline detailing how I treat group
psychohistory in my classes, never imagining it
would become the occasion for a Symposium, and
when our editor suggested he circulate it for com-
ment I never dreamt it would stir so many re-
sponses. [’m glad it happened that way. Writing
while looking over my shoulder would have surely
produced a different essay.

My second surprise has to do with the
number of positive responses. I’m honored and
delighted, of course, and doubly honored since I’ve
long respected the work of each of the respondents,
whose work, I’'m happy to acknowledge, has found
its way into my own thinking and classrooms over
the years.

As academics, we’re not particularly prac-
ticed at handling praise, at least I'm not. Part of
the academic game, learned with ruthless effi-
ciency in graduate school, is that one must always
be as critical as possible, pounce on, then flail
away at what others haven’t said, while never, ever
praising another’s work, but if you must, give it
only the most imperceptible nod, otherwise you’ll
lose points. In any case, psychological historians

(except from fellow psychohistorians) are more
accustomed to insults, so a great deal of praise is
new to me.

Uncertain now how to react, I find myself
wanting to adopt an embarrassed, “it was nothing
special” posture, but it doesn’t feel quite right and
is potentially insulting to those who’ve said such
thoughtful and nice things about my teaching. As
a possible way out, I keep hearing Golda Meier’s
words to Moishe Dayan, “Don’t be so modest.
You’re not that important.”

I learned as a child that one way to escape
getting a swelled head (as my mom would have
said), or becoming too big for my britches (another
colloquialism worth further analysis), was to throw
myself into work, no doubt part of the
“Stakhanovite” drive that allows me an immediate
escape from some of my feelings. After days of
preparation, I’'m now ready to write my reply at
length from the thumb-thick pile of handwritten
notes on 81/2 x 11 typing paper I’ve compiled
which contain my thoughts on each of the com-
mentaries, but am now told by our editor that time
is short, the current issue needs to be put to bed,
and space restraints demand I keep my comments
to a bare minimum. Ideally, I’d like to address
each response in turn, but will instead keep my
general observations to a few short paragraphs
while promising to engage in detailed dialogue
with each contributor via e-mail.

The commentaries reduce, 1 think, to three
main areas: 1) content; 2) issues of teaching; and
3) places where content and pedagogy meet. Some
respondents focus on all three, others on only one.

Issues of course content—that is, what to
teach—span the whole psychohistorical spectrum,
the respondents’ ideas moving in several directions
beyond the merely psychological and the psycho-
history of groups. Wide associations are to be ex-
pected here, of course, connecting in many ways to
the personal issues we all bring to the table, includ-
ing disagreements on what should and should not
be taught on the psychohistory of groups, but also
reflecting questions of what should be taught in
psychohistory courses in general.

On how to teach the material, some respon-
dents offer thoughts specifically on teaching about
groups, others on teaching psychohistory, while




