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The Need: 

 

It has become increasingly apparent that a deep and proper understanding of the present time, the 

past and a sense of what the future may bring requires  a keen historical sensibility concerning 

how people, nations and institutions function, coupled with the deeper insight into the mind/brain 

that the twenty first century revolution in the psychology and neurophysiology of humans 

yields.  

That is, psychohistory, based on the phenomenological work and insights  of Freud and Piaget 

( with their errors clarified by our present understanding of the mind/brain) will give us a new 

understanding of history for our time.  I will bring Freud and Piaget into the twenty first century. 

Historical analysis will have a scientific, empirical basis which will also help to validate 

psychoanalytic and Piagetian theories.   

 

To understand how human affairs, war and peace play out, historians generally take a 

phenomenological approach with data based in time and space, geography and story line 

involving kingdoms, human laws, governments, religions, the past, the present and the 

prognosticated future. Accessing our twenty first century understanding of minds/brains will 

importantly and additionally  allow the perspectives of Freud and Piaget and psychology and 

neuropsychology to deepen our knowledge, insight and understanding of human affairs. Thus we 

will bring Freud and Piaget into the twenty first century and illuminate history with 

psychohistory. 

 

The psychological proposals of Freud and Piaget during the twentieth century, their gedanken 

experiments and understandings of the mind/brain function of individuals, can now, in the 

twenty first century, be tested and probed by our growing insights of mind/brain activity, using 

functional MRI and other neurophysiological probing techniques. We may now probe and 

explore the mind/brain to determine the validity of Freud's ideas concerning the id, the ego and 

the superego and to deepen our understanding of them.  Assessing Piaget's developmental ideas 

concerning number, cognition and logic can now be done using our deepened neurophysiological 

knowledge-- and this can be used in understanding past history, present affairs and our beliefs 

concerning our estimates of the future, by knowing what people were capable of understanding 

and how that affected what they did. For example, people's tendency toward egocentric thinking 

deterred the development of the understanding of a heliocentric solar system.   

 

One can find the interplay of psychoanalysis and history  in H. Stuart Hughes' 'History As Art 

And Science', p. 42-67 (1964), where he shows in a number of cases that a Freudian perspective 

deeply illuminates history: in the career of Joseph Goebbels, the Nazi propaganda chief, who was 

pained psychologically by the loss of his ancestral catholicism, and his need for a redeemer 

found its resolution in Adolph Hitler. In Erik Erikson's 'Insights And Responsibility', we note 

psychohistory at play in his suggestion that Hitler's brutality and cruelty toward people, cultures 



and countries was an outgrowth of his father's brutality and cruelty toward Hitler as a baby, a 

child and a youth. 

 

We are then led to illuminate the mind of Freud and psychoanalysis by today's insights in the 

mind/brain and neurophysiology using MRI based investigations: How can we probe Freud's 

phenomenological psychology of the Id, Ego and Superego in the Mind/Brain. Where and how 

are they manifested in the geography of the brain? How do the Oedipus/Electra complexes 

manifest themselves in children and adult mind/brains? ( consider Freud's understanding of 

Shakespeare's Hamlet's equivocations as manifesting an Oedipal problem). We would then have 

a literary analysis rooted in a psychoanalytical understanding. This , thinking of the king of 

Denmark and Hamlet as potentially historical personages, could be understood as psychohistory. 

 

An interesting aspect of Jean Piaget's cognitive theory is that he tried to effect a connection 

between his cognitive analysis and Freud's psychoanalysis. He also worked, in his younger days, 

in Binet's laboratory in Paris, where I.Q. testing of children  was being established. Piaget 

became particularly struck by the question of why children made errors. ( not only what they 

knew-- but why they made mistakes. This led him to the studying of  knowing and erring as 

developmental processes. (R. Kalechofsky deals with these processes in his book, ' Knowing and 

Erring').  As in Freud's case, Piaget's understanding of such things was phenomenological: how 

did children talk about what they knew or believed and how did they act on what on what they 

knew and believed. Both Freud and Piaget knew that the mind/brain and neurophysiology were 

there, but it was only in the revolutionary insights of the past twenty five years that our insights 

(derived from their understanding and errors), using MRI type analyses, begin to uncover where 

and how our thinking takes place.  

 

Piaget's phenomenological analyses of the growth of logical reasoning and the younger child's 

trial and error analyses concerning balance on a see-saw, understanding the logic of class 

inclusion and the development of the logic of implicative reasoning can now be probed in today's 

MRI type investigations. Where and how children's discoveries concerning distance and weight 

to achieve balance are manifested in the brain-- where and how class inclusions are understood 

by children in Piaget's bead experiments, and where and how the child's mind/brain develops in 

the younger child to eventuate in the adolescent understanding of logical and implicative 

reasoning-- are now being studied.     

 

In the following, I will show how psychohistory illuminates historical phenomena: 

Inside our brains we expect retaliation for aggression. This is a built-in tendency which may be 

manifested by all humans. It is also a gedanken experiment that requires empirical, 

neurophysiological validation. Freud accepted it, the so-called 'talion principle', in his theory of 

psychoanalysis. He believed, for example, it was the reason that many voyeurs are troubled by 

the fantasy that they will go blind. The talion principle has its roots in the biblical principle,' an 

eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth…', which, today, has an excessive ring to it, but thousands of 

years ago was a measured sense of justice, since much more severe retribution was exacted in 

those times. 

 

 We find, using the talion principle, psychohistorical illumination when trying to understand the 

behavior of Arabic countries over the past hundred years (usually among Arabic males). It is 



triggered in a culture which promotes sharp retaliation  for perceived hurts. It is often promoted 

in Koran based schools and madrassahs. The consequences can be seen in the extreme reactions 

to hurts perceived by Arabs in the Middle East due to the United States  and the existence of the 

state of Israel. This results in the great difficulty Arab countries have in negotiating differences 

and peace treaties. This essentially psychological reason is not usually treated in traditional 

historical and contemporary analysis. The lack of such understanding is manifest on our news 

broadcasts when terror activities of ISIS, Hamas and Al Queda are analyzed. 

 

Further insight into the relevance of Freud's and Piaget's thoughts may be found in the very 

nature of warfare. The cognitive capabilities of men (usually men, not women, another 

phenomenon to be considered later) will determine the application of science and technology 

brought to the battlefield. Many years ago, axes, swords, battering rams to break sieges were 

used and as science and technology and developing cognitive capabilities came into play , 

submarines, nuclear weapons, poison gas, drones etc. came into the fray. Lurking in the brain 

were Freud's insights concerning the aggression drive. That it was a drive and not an instinct 

which Freud eventually '''' understood it to be, lends it, thankfully, to sublimation and 

modification-- but we require more care and sensitivity to moderate our aggressive tendencies 

than is exhibited today in such ventures  as the deeply flawed United Nations, conceived with 

reasonable expectations but in need of a mighty overhaul. We must keep in mind the dreadful 

frequency of war in this world. The world has been at war far more often than it has been at 

peace 
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