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THE ASSASSINATION OF YITZHAK RABIN: RESONANCE OF
A NATIONAL TRAGEDY IN PSYCHOTHERAPY
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This single-site study looked at reactions
of Israeli patients in psychotherapy to the
assassination of Prime Minister Yitzhak
Rabin. Data were collected during the
first psychotherapy session following the
fatal shooting of the Prime Minister.
Thirty-one vignettes were provided for
investigation by eight clinicians. The
patients' reactions were subjected to
qualitative data analysis that yielded high
intercoder agreement with regard to 20
codes clustered in four content
categories: (1) object of reference;
(2) perceived threat; (3) personal
association; (4) affect. No apparent
relationships between DSM diagnoses
and any response patterns were
identified, indicating that our subjects
might have responded with grief
reactions that transcended diagnostic
nosologies. Our findings indicate,
however, that subjects with a history of
paternal child abuse were significantly
more likely to respond in a unique way:
they often identified with members of the
surviving family or with the assassin
rather than with the slain leader,
explored anxieties about the looming
dangers emanating from the Israeli
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extreme right, and displayed feelings of
revenge, disgust, or satisfaction with this
figurative patricide. These findings are
discussed from a psychodynamic
perspective.

The patriarchal image that a national leader
often symbolizes and the unexpectedness of the
rare drama in the case of the death of a head of
state are reckoned to evoke intense emotions in
the hearts of the citizens. Several articles on psy-
chological aspects of the demise of national lead-
ers have been published. Prominent among them
are papers on public reactions. Schwartz (1991)
analyzed the public mourning rites in reaction to
the assassination of Presidents Lincoln, Garfield,
McKinley, and Kennedy, and found a contrast
between what people actually felt towards and
believed about the slain leader while he was still
alive and how they felt and acted in response to
his murder. Schwartz agreed with Kertzer's claim
(1988) that ritual builds cohesion and solidarity
in a divided people, and argued that when despite
national divisions the public does share a funda-
mental agreement on such absolute tenants as the
value of democracy and the integrity and power of
the state, mourning rituals can produce solidarity
without consensus.

Following the death of World War II era Presi-
dent Roosevelt of the United States, Orlansky
(1947) published an impressive analysis of private
observations and newspaper reports of individual
reactions to the President's death. He attributed
the "mass anxiety" he thought he found to the
identification of citizen with leader and the fear
of death in each individual. Relating to the same
event, Wolff (1947) analyzed 32 written reactions
of undergraduate sociology students, and found
a relationship between writers' attitudes towards
the President and their designations of him.
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Several studies on public reactions to the assas-
sination of President Kennedy were published.
Banta (1964) reported a generalized emotional
activation characterized by nervousness, crying,
and anger. Sheatsley and Feldman (1964) found
a tendency to personify the event, and thought
that it evoked feelings and grief patterns similar
to those felt at the death of a close friend or
relative. Rather than concern for political conse-
quences of the event, the authors found that im-
mediate reactions were most often of sympathy
for Mrs. Kennedy and the children, feelings of
sorrow and loss of a capable leader, anger at the
assassin and personal shame that such a thing
could happen. Wrightsman and Noble (1965) re-
ported a temporary disillusionment with human
nature among subjects who agreed with Ken-
nedy's policies. In an attempt to test Durkheim's
ideas, Briller (1977) looked at suicide rates in the
United States for the week in November in which
Kennedy died. In contrast to the figures for that
week during the previous 17 years he found that
no suicides occurred during November 22-30,
1963, and argued that people focused their atten-
tion on the crisis outside themselves and possibly
viewed the crisis as a source of meaning in their
lives that helped reduce the tendency to commit
suicide. Similar counter-intuitive findings were
presented by Somer, Keinan, and Carmil (1996),
who demonstrated that anxiety disorder patients
did not respond with more distress than controls
did following the first Iraqi missile attack on Israel
during Operation Desert Storm in 1991. The Gulf
War, as it was also termed, generated some clini-
cal literature on the impact of that common soci-
etal stressor on the psychotherapeutic process.
Schneider (1993) described how the forced inti-
macy between group patients and their therapists
in the sheltered sealed rooms fostered relation-
ships that were a mixture of parental and sibling
transferences and countertransferences. Spero
(1992) offered his reflections regarding the con-
taining function of the therapist and the therapeu-
tic framework in the face of the potential disaster
that the Iraqi missiles posed for the population
in Israel.

The emotional arousal and the high degree of
consequentiality associated with the political as-
sassinations was recognized by memory scholars,
who termed such memorable emotional mile-
stones "flashbulb memories" (Brown & Kulik,
1977). These memories have a common informa-
tional structure, consisting of combinations of six

'canonical' categories: location, ongoing event,
informant, own affective reaction, other's affect,
and aftermath. Most of the 121 subjects studied
by Pillemer (1984) reported flashbulb memories
of the assassination attempt on President Reagan.
The stronger the reported emotional reaction, the
greater the consistency of narrative and the better
the visual memories were. Another attempt to
investigate the impact of a political murder, the
assassination of the Swedish Prime Minister Olaf
Palme, yielded little support for the idea that
flashbulb memories persist accurately over time
(Christiansen, 1989).

The effects of a leader's death upon patients
in psychotherapy were first presented by Fairbairn
(1936). In a paper he first read before the British
Psycho-Analytical Society, one month after the
death of King George, Fairbairn felt it was partic-
ularly informative to study the reactions of pa-
tients under analysis to the same significant exter-
nal event. Nevertheless, he made no attempts to
formulate the influence of such an intense external
event on the analytical course. Instead he docu-
mented three cases which he selected for illustra-
tion because of the extreme nature of their reac-
tion to the king's death. Fairbairn presented
numerous dreams which he thought demonstrated
how the king's death represented a consummation
of the patients' oral-sadistic designs against their
fathers, whose incorporation became responsible
for this sense of a destructive force within.

Fairbain's line of investigation was probably
influenced by Freudian theories suggesting that
people's responses to a civil authority are rooted
in experiences with parents and that at least for
a portion of the population, the head of state is
the unconscious symbolic surrogate of childhood
authority figures (Freud, 1913, 1921, 1939). This
theoretical formulation was a common theme in
several clinical reports of psychiatric patients' re-
actions to the extraordinary stimulus of the deaths
of heads of state in office. For example, a number
of analysands were reported to have reacted to
President F.D. Roosevelt's death in a way that
implied that they had symbolically equated the
President with their own fathers (de Grazia, 1945;
Sterba, 1946).

The impact of the assassination of President
John F. Kennedy in 1963 on psychotherapy pa-
tients was anecdotally documented by Banta
(1964). He reported that clinical hours following
the assassination were filled with references to
these events and that they were viewed within a
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frame of reference of feelings about close rela-
tives. Katz (1965) informally polled eight psycho-
analysts for both analysand and personal dreams.
Although only scanty data were made available
(Katz believed that viewing the events on televi-
sion substituted for dreaming) the author stated
that people with "deep homosexual problems" re-
ported the most disturbing dreams allegedly por-
traying impulses to kill off the hated father and
paranoid fears of being killed themselves.
Kirschner (1965) shared his observations on psy-
chotherapy sessions held with eight "good" neu-
rotic female patients who had lost one or both
parents and who had still been dealing with unre-
solved hostility and ambivalence toward the de-
ceased parent(s). Kirschner posited that his pa-
tients' reactions were not pathological in view
of the fact that similar outpourings of different
emotions were reported throughout the normal
population. Thus an understanding of patient re-
actions to the tragedy was suggested to facilitate
further knowledge of normal psychodynamics at
a time of mass emotion. The author noted, how-
ever, that in discussing their reactions to the Presi-
dent's death most of these women were able to
bring to light and work through repressed ambiva-
lence toward their own deceased parents.
Kirschner claimed that the strong expressions of
grief shown by these patients might have been
related to the fact that only the idealized side of
the coin of ambivalence was represented. Most
of Kirschner's patients were reportedly struck by
the marked contrast in their grieving for Kennedy
compared with the lack of this affect in relation
to their own parents.

The most recent article on the impact of the
assassination of a leader on psychiatric patients
was published after the demise of Prime Minister
Indira Gandhi in 1984. Varma, Chandiramani,
Rao, Behave, and Kahur (1989) administered a
semistructured interview to 14 in-patients and to
14 controls. They found that compared with con-
trols, psychiatric in-patients responded with an
unrealistic appraisal of the situation, inadequate
mental representation, and variable emotional re-
sponsiveness that led to inadequate working
through which manifested in the form of worsen-
ing of psychiatric symptoms and unusual behav-
ior patterns.

On the night of Saturday November 4th, 1995,
while leaving a peace rally in Tel Aviv, Israel,
Prime Minister Yitzhak Rabin was assassinated
with three handgun bullets fired at point blank

range by a 27-year-old Jewish orthodox law stu-
dent, an activist in the Israeli extreme right-wing
fringe. The murder took place amid bitter differ-
ences of opinion within the Israeli public regard-
ing the sacrifices Rabin's Labor government were
willing to make in order to achieve peace. At the
November 4th rally Rabin said: "For 27 years I
was a military man, I fought all the time, and
there was no chance for peace. I believe that
there is now a chance for peace and we must
take advantage of it." He was gunned down only
minutes later. The country was stunned. The
shocking reality that the unprecedented assassina-
tion of an Israeli leader was carried out by a fellow
Jew threw the nation into deep grief and turmoil.
Thousands of mourners, many of them youth,
gathered for days in Israel's town squares, weep-
ing and lighting white candles. Between Sunday
and the start of the state funeral on Monday, about
one million Israelis (almost 20% of the country's
entire population) passed the slain leader's coffin
in front of the Israeli parliament. Rabin was the
nation's first native-born Prime Minister and at
the center of its history for more than 50 years.
Dubbed "Mr. Security," Rabin was one politician
many Israelis trusted enough to take the risks
involved along the path toward peace.

The purpose of the present study was to investi-
gate how the theme of this shocking event mani-
fested itself in psychotherapy in Israel during the
first treatment session following the fatal shooting
of the Premier. We had set out to employ qualita-
tive analysis methods, so we could not have
known in advance what content themes the ther-
apy would yield verbatim. Nevertheless, we were
interested to explore the patients' associations and
expressed affect. We also wondered if patients
who had had troubled relationships with their fa-
thers would respond in unique ways to this na-
tional figurative patricide.

Method

Subjects
The 14 members of the Israel Institute for

Treatment and Prevention of Stress (ITTPS) held
a staff meeting 48 hours after Rabin's murder.
On that occasion we asked our colleagues to re-
cord all the references that had been and would
be made by the patients during their first treatment
sessions with regard to the assassination of the
Prime Minister.

ITTPS is a private out-patient clinic serving
about 200 patients per week and is located in an
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upper middle class neighborhood of Haifa. Ex-
cept for the first author, who provided 13 case
studies, the other seven psychotherapists who re-
sponded to the appeal presented 1-4 vignettes
each. In total, 31 vignettes were collected. Twenty-
two were related to female patients and 9 de-
scribed the reactions of male patients. The ages
of these patients ranged between 15 and 60, 65
percent of the subjects were aged between 21 and
40. These patients were in treatment for periods
spanning from 1 month to 4 years. The distribu-
tion of primary clinical diagnoses among the cases
according to the criteria of the Diagnostic and
Statistical Manual (American Psychiatric Associ-
ation [APA], 1994) were as follows: Personality
Disorder—13, Dissociative Disorder—5, V-
Codes—5, Anxiety Disorder—3, Affective Dis-
order—2, Adjustment Disorder—2, Unspecified
Mental Disorder— 1.

The Vignettes
Most of the 31 vignettes were one page long,

provided vital anamnestic data of the patient, and
described the patients' unsolicited verbalizations
concerning the dramatic news. The accuracy of
the material gathered was guaranteed by the im-
mediacy of production of the written case studies.
Most of the material was taken from the thera-
pists' notes written shortly after the session. My
own (E.S.) 13 vignettes were based on notes
taken during the psychotherapy sessions under
study.

Instrumentation

The verbal data base that we collected lent itself
to qualitative analysis. The first step that we took
involved the focusing of the "raw" data that ap-
peared in the therapists' reports. We were inter-
ested to find out who were the objects our patients
had been preoccupied with when commenting on
the Premier's assassination; what aspect, if any,
of the tragic event was threatening to them; what
kind of personal associations were activated by
this powerful event; and what sort of affect char-
acterized their verbalizations.

We read the "raw" data several times with the
purpose of identifying the different distinct vari-
ants for each category, or research question. We
followed a procedure described by Miles and
Huberman (1984) and revised our sub-categories
by conducting a repeated double coding. That
is, we coded the entire data set separately and
discussed our disagreements. These differences

resulted in the amendment of some codes, the
expansion of others, or the elimination of codes
that did not "work."

Results
The entire body of data was given to a third

psychologist for analysis. This professional was
an IITPS staff member who had not submitted
vignettes of her own for this study. Table 1 de-
scribes the proportion of patients who responded
with each code and the levels of intercoder
agreement.

For all but three codes the likelihood of agree-
ment between judges was up in the 99.9 percent
range. Most of the patients talked about Rabin
himself. Forty-two percent showed no verbal sign
of any perceived threat, but an equal proportion
felt that Rabin's murder may compromise their
own personal sense of safety. Interestingly, only
13 percent of the sampled patients proceeded with
a direct association concerning the death of a
loved one.

The majority of the subjects associated with
therapeutically significant material unrelated to
the issue of death and often raised in treatment
for the first time. Affective responses varied in
scope, but 35 percent of the patients in this sample
had at least one response that indicated a dissocia-
tive process in action. Six percent of the subjects
(n = 2) were pleased with the assassination.

Initial examination of the analyzed data did not
reveal any apparent relationships between DSM
diagnoses and specific configurations of coded
verbalizations. The small number of subjects rela-
tive to the number of variables in this study pre-
cluded the application of statistical procedures
normally used for the identification of such rela-
tionships. The following is illustrative of a pattern
that included codes frequently used in our sample.

E (Subject 6) was a 15-year-old girl who was
first seen six months prior to the assassination of
the Prime Minister. She was experiencing test
anxiety and academic performance problems. E
was a bright and sensitive adolescent who had
been exploring in therapy her jealousy of her 3-
year-old sister and feelings towards her mother,
who was often perceived to yield to the younger
sister's manipulations. E had an older sister, seen
as successful, who lived outside the family's
home. The patient equalled her own sense of self-
worth with her scholastic achievements, and tried
vigorously to impress both her teachers and her
classmates. This youngster, whose subjective
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TABLE 1. Frequencies, Relative Frequencies and Significance Levels of Intercoder Agreement
on Patient Reactions to Rabin's Assassination

Category Code
% of % of

N" Responses Patients' P*

A. Object of reference

B. Perceived threat

C. Personal association

D. Affect

1. Rabin
2. Assassin
3. Orphans and family
4. Personal/national fate
1 . Rise of the extreme right
2. Destabilization of the peace process and of

national security
3. Destabilization of a personal sense of safety
4. No sense of threat
1 . Death of a significant other
2. Other painful memories
3. Relationship with a significant other
1. Anxiety
2. Sadness
3. Anger
4. Guilt
5. Helplessness
6. Revenge
7. Satisfaction
8. Dissociation
9. Disgust

17
5
5

10
4

2
13
13
4

16
21
13
8
7
6
5
3
2

11
1

46
13.5
13.5
27
12

6
41
41
10
39
51
23
14
13
11
9
5
4

20
2

55
16
16
32
13

6
42
42
13
52
68
42
26
23
19
16
10
6

35
3

.0001

.0001

.0002

.0001

.0001

.1269

.0001

.0001

.0035

.0001

.0001

.0001

.0001

.0009

.0001

.0011

.0002

.0645

.0001

.0323

* Some patients responded with more than one code per category. Total N and percentages may thus exceed 31 and 100
respectively.

* Fisher's Exact Test.

sense of security was shaken following the birth
of her youngest sister, frequently expressed ap-
prehension with regard to any expected change
in her life. A sample of E's verbalizations on the
first session after Rabin's murder follows:
Daddy woke me up and told me Rabin was dead. I was in
shock. I couldn't believe I would never see his face on television
again. . . Something was awfully wrong with this country, I felt
Israel had changed. I was totally finished when his granddaughter
spoke in the funeral . . . all my friends in class admitted they
wept . . . I'm afraid this can happen again. I'm concerned for
the fate of all of us in this country . . . I'm afraid this murder
means the Likud Party may win the next elections and there
will be another war. I am scared. Someone from my family
might get killed . . . We lost a leader who listened to the people
. . . I can appreciate such a person, I myself miss the experience
of being listened to at home. I feel alone . . . I'm not sure how
I am going to cope with the transition from secondary to high
school . . . I condemn the murder and I am angry that more
support was not lent to his peace initiative.

Since we could not establish definite relation-
ships between DSM diagnoses and patterns of
response to Rabin's death, we decided to further
investigate those codes that were the least fre-
quently found in the patients' reported verbations,

and then, inductively, attempt to identify com-
mon variables among these subjects. Based on
the findings presented in Table 1, we decided to
look at the data that represented the following
uncommon content codes:
A. Object of reference:

2—Assassin (13%)
3—Orphans and family (13%)

B. Perceived threat:
1—Rise of extreme right (12%)
2—Destabilization of peace process and na-
tional security (6%)

C. Personal association:
1—Death of a significant other (10%)

D. Affect:
6—Revenge (5%)
7—Satisfaction (4%)
9—Disgust (2%)

Object of Reference: Assassin
Subjects 1, 10, 12, 24, and 25 focused on the

assassin. They were specifically diagnosed as suf-
fering from Avoidant Personality Disorder and
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Parent-Child Relational Problem, Dysthymic Dis-
order, Borderline Personality Disorder, Dysthy-
mic Disorder and Child or Adolescent Antisocial
Behavior respectively. While the DSM diagno-
ses, again, did not provide a clear pattern, we
found that data concerning the history and psy-
chodynamics of these patients was fairly consist-
ent: all five patients had perceived themselves to
be current victims or survivors of psychological,
physical, or sexual paternal abuse.

A (Subject 10) was a 60-year-old divorced fe-
male attorney who had suffered from a life-long
depression. She was rediagnosed two months
after the data for this study were collected as
suffering from a dissociative disorder. She always
had explicit memories of paternal incest. A said:

. . . I wonder what the assassin felt when he shot Rabin?
What motivated him emotionally to do it? ... I wonder what
it would feel like to defend the killer in court . . . (weeps)
. . . I feel I could have stabbed my father . . . Something
within me is sad that Rabin died . . .

Object of Reference: Orphans and Family

Five subjects were coded under this heading:
Subject 3 (Academic Problem), 4 (Posttraumatic
Stress Disorder—Chronic), 11 (Unspecified Men-
tal Disorder), 15 (Avoidant Personality Disorder),
and 28 (Borderline Personality Disorder). Again,
the DSM classification did not seem to provide a
readily observable pattern. The clinical data, how-
ever, did shed some light on a possible common
denominator. All five patients were processing
emotions of anxiety, sadness, and anger relating to
early experiences of parental abandonment.

For example, subject 11, L, was a 50-year-
old woman who was never married. She was a
recovered Dissociative Disorder Not Otherwise
Specified patient, who was terminating five years
of intensive psychotherapy. Her parents were de-
scribed as aloof and emotionally unresponsive.
She grew up in a small remote desert town and
the only person who had showed interest in L
was an older neighborhood boy who frequently
molested her. She never felt she could tell her
parents how miserable she had been. L said:
. . . I was deeply moved by Leah Rabin's interview on CNN,
she showed such admirable composure . . . She is a brave
woman . . . I admired the way she communicated what she
felt . . . She inspires me to try to improve myself in this
area . . .

Perceived Threat: Rise of the Extreme Right
The patients who were preoccupied with this

threat were subjects 2 (Dissociative Identity Dis-

order), 9 (Dissociative Identity Disorder), 12
(Borderline Personality Disorder) and 27 (Dissoc-
iative Disorder Not Otherwise Specified). The
dissociative disorder patients were female incest
survivors and the other subject was a male survi-
vor of physical child abuse. This theme seemed
to have been relevant mostly to patients with a
dissociative disorder and only to patients with a
known history of child abuse. For example, N
(subject 2) was a 48-year-old divorced woman,
a teacher by vocation; she had endured sadistic,
semi-religious ritualized forms of abuse by both
parents. She had violent parental introject person-
ality alters who had been holding on to a delusion
of complete separateness. N had been four years
in therapy when the assassination occurred. N's
host personality was quoted as saying:

. . . Rabin was not protected well. . . nobody is safe anymore

. . . I saw on television all sorts of people who think like the
killer and are pleased that Rabin died . . . Here we go again
. . . The name of God is used to justify the infliction of harm
on a fellow human being . . . They will disintegrate this
country . . . I can't believe they are saying God is on their
side . . . it's so scary . . . how could God allow a good man
to be killed? or maybe Rabin was bad after all and had to be
punished like myself . . . ?

Perceived Threat: Destabilization of the Peace
Process and of National Security

Subjects 16 (Y) and 30 (B) were diagnosed as
suffering from Panic Disorder with Agoraphobia-
mild and Personality Disorder Not Otherwise
Specified, respectively. Only these two were con-
cerned with the potential military and political
ramifications of the Prime-Minister's assassina-
tion. They were both men. Y was 35 years old,
a high-ranking infantry officer, and B was a 33-
year-old rationalistic, emotionally remote and
excessively rigid man who had never had a mean-
ingful romantic relationship. Despite their differ-
ent diagnoses, the two men had similar stereo-
typic male patterns of emotional expressivity.
They were both harboring intense affect of sad-
ness (B) and fear (Y). They both had experienced
difficulties in admitting and owning their feelings.
They both tended to utilize rationalization and
intellectualization defenses when faced with
stressful situations. For example, Y was the ambi-
tious son of a poor peasant who had been devel-
oping a brilliant military career, much to the pride
of his family and the other villagers. Six months
prior to the data collection Y was about to be
promoted again before he was referred by the
Medical Corps for therapy. He had experienced
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a series of panic attacks which were followed
by increasing avoidance of public speaking and
highway driving due to an apprehensive expecta-
tion of another attack. Y was quoted to say:

. . . the next day my chauffeur drove me off to a meeting in
Jerusalem . . . on the way I felt the tension building up in
my chest and I had to ask him to pull over so I could calm
myself down . . . I am concerned that there is not enough
discipline amongst our people . . . This people is so divided
that I am afraid this might affect our soldiers' motivation to
do their jobs. . . We need to tighten up discipline and enhance
our training so that the Arabs don't get the wrong ideas into
their heads . . .

Personal Association: Death of a Significant
Other

Four patients processed feelings associated
with personal grief: Subject 5 (Narcissistic Per-
sonality Disorder), 9 (Dissociated Disorder Not
Otherwise Specified), 26 (Phase of Life Problem)
and 30 (Personality Disorder Not Otherwise Spec-
ified). All four either mentioned these personal
losses in therapy for the first time or were able
to weep for their lost objects for the first time
during the investigated session.

Affect: Revenge, Satisfaction, Disgust

An example of this uncommon affective reac-
tion was provided by Subject 1. He was a 20-
year-old male student, who had been living with
his parents and who had been arrested recently
for vandalizing his parents' home. He said:

. . . I don't feel I am a part of this people. In fact Rabin's
assassination made me happy. The more this people is united
in its sorrow, the happier I become . . .

The other two subjects who expressed aggres-
sive feelings of revenge were number 10 (C), who
was also described earlier as having identified
herself with the murderer, and number 17 (Partner
Relational Problem).

As the qualitative analysis progressed we felt
that the patients who responded with the less usual
comments seemed to have had common back-
ground variables. We felt that they had a dispro-
portionately high representation of adult survivors
of child physical or sexual abuse. To homogenize
the unusual response pattern we excluded from
our subsequent analysis the reactions of subjects
who associated Rabin's death with the unpro-
cessed loss of a loved one and those of the two
men who responded with an intellectualized anal-
ysis of possible future political repercussions. The
distribution of infrequent responses shown in Ta-

ble 2 represents an object of reference that was
either the assassin or Rabin's family, concern
about the rise of the extreme religious right, and
a feeling of revenge or satisfaction.

The likelihood of the relationship between the
existence of infrequent reactions among our sub-
jects and a past history of child abuse was calcu-
lated with Fischer's Exact Test and was found to
be significant (p < .005).

Discussion

This article presents the qualitative analysis of
31 vignettes supplied by psychotherapists con-
cerning the reactions of their patients to the assas-
sination of Prime Minister Yitzhak Rabin. The

TABLE 2. Number of Infrequent Reactions to the
Assassination of Rabin and a History of Child Abuse

Subject

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9

10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31

Number of
Infrequent
Responses

3
3
1
1
0
0
0
0
0
2
1
2
0
0
1
0
1
0
0
0
0
0
1
1
0
1
1
0
0
0
0

Known History
of Child Abuse

Physical Sexual

+
+ +
- -
+ +
- -
- -
- -
- +
- +
- +
- +
+ -
- -
- -
- -
- -
+ -
- -
- +
- -_ _

- -
+ -
- -
- -
- +
- -
- -
- -
- -
- -
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national crisis that ensued clearly affected almost
every inhabitant of Israel. One can safely assume
that in many respects, the reactions of persons in
out-patient psychotherapy to the shocking event
were not always categorically different from those
of the general public, but rattier reflected individ-
ual differences that may represent the distribution
within the general population. The intense objec-
tive emergency Israel was once more thrown into
triggered a widespread outpouring of affective
expression among the general population, which
"normalized" the psychological reactions of many
of our patients.

Before we offer any further explanations for
our findings, let us review some of the apparent
limitations of the presented data. Only eight of
the 14 therapists in IITPS (57%) responded to the
researchers' appeal for clinical data. The 31 cases
presented for investigation represent about 6 per-
cent of the total concurrent case-load in our re-
search site. The reporting therapists were affected
by a bias to report conspicuous reactions. The
investigated data also probably did not include the
more subtle, disguised, and subconscious process
reactions. The data did not include vignettes of
patients who totally avoided dealing with the ex-
ternal crisis, and obviously lacked any contribu-
tions from the six therapists who declined our
appeal for clinical material. Kleber and Brom
(1992) suggested that a frequent shortcoming of
studies on traumatic stress is a high non-response
rate, often ranging from 30 to 80 percent. Re-
searchers in this field seem to agree that refusal
to participate can be related to denial and avoid-
ance of the experience and its meaning. Indeed,
Weisaeth (1989) showed that those who initially
resisted undergoing psychological examination
had significantly more serious posttraumatic dis-
turbances at the follow-up examination. As in
qualitative research, we suggest that our findings
be regarded as representing the studied sample
only. Any comparisons we made between diag-
nostic categories should, therefore be interpreted
with utmost caution. However, while there might
be a higher representation of people more ad-
versely affected by the assassination among those
who did not respond, our clinical sample does
not seem to have responded very differently from
non-clinical samples studied under similar cir-
cumstances (e.g., Banta, 1964). The most fre-
quently found categories in our content analysis
revealed that most of our subjects were preoccu-
pied with the tragic demise of their leader. Al-

though many did not perceive any threat in the
situation, many others expressed concerns with
regard to national and personal safety, verbalized
a sense of anxiety, sadness, anger, guilt, help-
lessness, or dissociation, and associated the crisis
with thoughts about their relationship with a sig-
nificant other and with painful personal memo-
ries. These reactions are also similar to public
reactions reported by Associated Press on the
World Wide Web (Nando.Net, 1995), and in line
with reported public reactions to the death of Pres-
idents Roosevelt (Orlansky, 1947) and Kennedy
(Sheatsley & Feldman, 1964; Wrightsman & No-
ble, 1965). Our results are therefore congruent
with data gathered elsewhere in the general popu-
lation under similar conditions. Furthermore, the
literature on mourning teaches us that typical re-
actions can include depression, anger, anxiety,
and helplessness (Siggins, 1966). The death of a
national leader might elicit a sense of bereave-
ment that among other things could be a reaction
to the newly perceived loss and inability to guar-
antee the protection and safety of the self and of
loved ones. The murder of Israel's peace-maker
triggered reactions in our clinical sample that cut
across DSM diagnostic categories. Freud (1917)
had already pointed out that grief is not a patho-
logical condition but rather a normal reaction to
an overwhelming loss. Our data support the no-
tion that an overwhelming external stressor may
elicit reactions that constitute a specific "adjust-
ment" or "posttraumatic" reaction that can tran-
scend pre-existing psychiatric conditions. A
closer look at the infrequent responses identified
in our study revealed that rather than talking about
the slain Premier, some subjects were preoccu-
pied with the bereaved family or with the assas-
sin. Members of this sub-group tended to be
threatened by the possible rise of the extreme right
in Israel and expressed such feelings as wishes for
revenge, disgust, or satisfaction. A subsequent
exploration of the background of these subjects
revealed a significant likelihood for a history of
child abuse.

In families where paternal child abuse occurs,
the mother is too weak to protect the child and
frequently abdicates her role as protector and
benefactor in the family, and often is herself the
father's victim. In such an emotional maternal
void, it is difficult for the child to experience
the mother as a desired libidinal object. It is the
omnipowerfully present father who becomes un-
der these circumstances, the object of attachment
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and internalization (Somer & Somer, in press).
Fairbaim (1943) suggested that an early relation-
ship with a bad object creates a process of identi-
fication with the abusive parent. The deprived
child who needs the father despite his abusive-
ness, cannot adequately resolve the Oedpial con-
flict, so in an effort to control him he/she is often
seen as resolving the problem by internalizing the
bad object. We believe that some of the subjects
who as children had been subjected to paternal
abuse were left with unresolved hostility and ha-
tred that might have led to difficulties in adequate
mourning over the loss of the "national patriarch."
Rather than expressing sadness over the fate of
Rabin, many of the adult survivors of paternal
child abuse in our study identified themselves
either with surviving relatives, probably re-
sponding from their injured orphaned selves, or
with the perpetrator, giving expression to their
unresolved differentiation from their abusive par-
ent. Many in this group of survivors felt threat-
ened by the newly discovered and unexpected
danger of potential perpetrators among the family
of Jews in Israel, and expressed dread about the
rise of the extreme right. We felt that the specific-
ity of this perceived threat to our child-abused
patients reflected reactivated fears of the omnious
dangers that could unexpectedly threaten them
within the deceitful safety of their own families.

Our results seem also to be in agreement with
de Grazia (1945) and Sterba (1946), who reported
that their analysands had reacted to President
Roosevelt's death in a way that implied that they
symbolically equated the President with their own
fathers. The findings presented in this article also
highlight the value of therapeutic exploration of
patients' feelings about powerful events in the
news, even if they do not seem initially to be
related to the main themes in therapy.

References
BANTA, T. J. (1964). The Kennedy assassination: Early

thoughts and emotions. Public Opinion Quarterly, 28,
189-215.

DRILLER, O. A. (1977). Suicide related to the assassination of
President John F. Kennedy. Suicide and Life-Threatening
Behavior, 7(1), 40-44.

BROWN, R. & KULDC, J. (1977). Flashbulb memories. Cogni-
tion, 5, 73-99.

CHRISTIANSON, S. A. (1989). Flashbulk memories: Special
but not so special. Memory and Cognition, 17(4), 435-
443.

DE GRAZIA, S. (1945). A note on the psychological position
of the chief executive. Psychiatry, 8, 267-272.

FAIRBAIRN, W. R. D. (1936). The effect of the king's death
upon patients under analysis. International Journal of
Psycho-Analysis, 17, 278-284.

FAIRBAIRN, W. R. D. (1943). The repression and return of
bad objects. In Psychoanalytic studies of the personality
(pp. 59-81). London: Tavistock/Routledge, 1990.

FREUD, S. (1913). In The complete psychological works of
Sigmund Freud, vol. 13. London: Standard Edition,
Hogarth.

FREUD, S. (1917). Trauer und Melancholic. Internationale
Zeitschrift fur Psychoanalyse.

FREUD, S. (1921). Group psychology and the analysis of ego.
The complete psychological works of Sigmund Freud, vol.
18. London: Standard Edition, Hogarth.

FREUD, S. (1939). Moses and monotheism. New York: Alfred
A. Knopf.

KATZ, J. (1965). On the death of the President: President
Kennedy's assassination. The Psychoanalytic Review,
51(4), 120-124.

KERTZER, D. (1988). Ritual, politics, and power. Yale, CT:
Yale University Press.

KIRSCHNER, D. (1965). Some reactions of patients in psycho-
therapy to the death of the President. The Psychoanalytic
Review, 51(4), 125-129.

KLEBER, R. J. & BROM, D. (1992). Coping with trauma:
Theory, prevention, and treatment. Amsterdam: Swets
and Zettinger.

MILES, M. B. & HUBERMAN, A. M. (1984). Qualitative data
analysis: A sourcebook of new methods. Beverly Hills:
Sage.

Nando.net (May llth, 1995). Mourners express shock, grief
at site of shooting. Associated Press. http://www,nando.
netlnewsroomlntlll05Sisshck.html.

ORLANSKY, H. (1947). Reactions to the death of President
Roosevelt. The Journal of Social Psychology, 26, 235-
266.

PILLEMER, D. B. (1984). Flashbulb memories of the assassi-
nation attempt on President Reagan. Cognition, 16, 63-
80.

SCHNEIDER, S. (1993). Group-analytic psychotherapy under
threat of war: The Gulf crisis. Group Analysis, 26,99-108.

SCHWARTZ, B. (1991). Mourning and the making of a sacred
symbol: Durkheim and the Lincoln assassination. Social
Forces, 70(2), 343-364.

SHEATSLEY, P. B. & FELDMAN, J. J. (1964). The assassination
of President Kennedy: A preliminary report on public reac-
tions and behavior. Public Opinion Quarterly, 28,189-215.

SIGGINS, L. D. (1966). Mourning: A critical survey of the
literature. International Journal of Psychoanalysis, 47,
14-25.

SOMER, E., KEINAN, G., &CARMIL, D. (1996). Psychological
adaptation of anxiety disorder patients following repeated
exposure to emergency situations. Journal of Traumatic
Stress, 9(2), 207-221.

SOMER, L. & SOMER, E. (In press). Phenomenological and
psychoanalytic perspectives on a spontaneous artistic pro-
cess during psychotherapy for Dissociative Identity Disor-
der. The Arts in Psychotherapy.

SPERO, M. H. (1992). Sirens, seals, and containers: Reflec-
tions on psychotherapy during the 1991 Gulf War. Psycho-
therapy, 29(4), 639-645.

STERBA, R. (1946). Report on some emotional reactions to
President Roosevelt's death. Psychoanalytical Review, 33,
393-398.

42



Rabin's Assassination in Psychotherapy

VARMA, V. K., CHANDKAMANI, K., RAO, G., BEHAVE, S., WOLFF, K. H. (1947). A partial analysis of student reactions
& KAHUR, S. (1989). Assassination of Indira Gandhi: Im- to President Roosevelt's death. The Journal of Social Psy-
pact on psychiatric patients. American Journal of Psycho- chology, 26, 35-53.
therapy, XLUI(l), 77-86. WRIGHTSMAN, L. S. & NOBLE, F. C. (1965). Reactions to

WEISAETH, L. (1989). Importance of high response rates in the president's assassination and changes in philosophies
traumatic stress research. Acta Psychiatrica Scandinavica, of human nature. Psychological Reports, 16, 159-162.
80(Suppl.)355, 25-37.

43


