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A posthumous work

Mon apres-guerre a Paris. Chronique des années retrouvées (My post-war in Paris. Chronicle
of the years found) is Serge Moscovici’s second autobiographical volume. It was published
by Editions Grasset by the perseverance of his sons, Denis and Pierre Moscovici, with the
support of the Mémorial de la Shoah, and won the “Influences” Ideas Prize 2019. The
manuscript was edited from notes handwritten in seven or eight languages found posthumously.
It was edited, introduced and annotated by Alexandra Laignel-Lavastine, philosopher and
historian specializing in totalitarianism and the intellectual and political history of the Eastern
European Countries and the Shoah. It contains superb photos of the period covered by the
story, from the family’s personal archives.

It follows the first volume, Chronique des années égarées: récit autobiographique
(Chronicle of the Lost Years. Autobiographical Narrative, Stock, 1997). Serge Moscovici,
a survivor of anti-Semitism and pogroms in Eastern Europe, talks about his arrival in
Paris in 1948, as a young Jewish immigrant raised in Romania by his father’s family, cut
off from his mother when his parents divorced. He recounts the first years of his human
and intellectual journey in post-war France, a society and a world which he would analyze
as one of the founders of modern social psychology and a precursor of political ecology.
The book is written with the voice, the questions and the humor of a man whose
psychosocial, Proustian gaze still questions contemporary societies.
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Who is this young foreigner, a “personless” (sans-personne) who arrived in Paris at
22 years old carrying with him “6 million dead as legacy” ? How did he transform a
traumatic lifecourse into a legacy of innovation, creativity and change ? How did his gaze,
coupled with a particular sensitivity that he called his radar, change the trajectory of
social psychology, innovate its questions, lead to new scientific paradigms? How does
his heritage touch us today, in a European and global context marked by extreme crises,
threats, the polarization of the political field, populist propaganda, the rise of extremism,
hostility towards people perceived as “foreign”, all facets and reflections of what Serge
Moscovici called in 1987 a divided representation of society ?

This second autobiographical volume is easy and quick to read. The story is captivating.
Moscovici’s scientific texts” regular readers discover once again the influential author and
scientist, five years after his death, his inevitably personal writing style, immersed in the
experience of a historical period. New readers will discover the story of a man observing
Paris’s post-war life while living it and remembering significant incidents and encounters. The
book includes a number of intimate insights, something that was rare for those who knew
him. “We rarely dare to venture into the depths of our inner hearts and expose our subjectivity
to the eyes of others” he wrote in the Chronique des années égarées (Moscovici, 1997, p. 9).

Trauma

Having survived the horror of pogroms and anti-Semitism in Romania a few years earlier,
he describes the psychotraumatic explosion that occurred once safe in Paris. Almost every
page contains the trace of trauma: “My life was in perpetual imbalance, and in my eyes
this meant an unfair punishment which translated into all kinds of phobias and anxieties.
But I had understood one thing: I should especially not sink into melancholy or else I
would wreck” (p. 92). “Sometimes I was telling myself that I would find a way out, having
been lucky to have been very unhappy when I was little, which should have hardened my
character : I had had no home, no garden to love, nor a family strictly speaking, between
an absent father and a mother who had abandoned me” (ibid.). A search for healing and
appeasement, “in the absence of anchors firm enough to tame these torments”. A life to
build, yet shattered, and impossible nights: flashbacks, “recurring nightmares sounding
like alarms... I only wanted one thing : to be safe”, reliving terror, “in this particularly
painful year, not a single evening passed without terror overwhelming me”, hypervigilance
(the “radar”), dissociation, “a pogrom disconnects the nerves from life”. For the first time,
he writes that he had been tempted by the prospect of suicide during the “first two seasons
adrift” in Paris : “I have spent my life giving death imperative dates that I have all missed”,
“especially at night abominable ideas come to us”. The psychotraumatic impact is so strong
that “no longer knowing how to ward off this lifesickness that was dragging me like
seasickness, sometimes upwards, sometimes downwards, I was thinking of suicide”.

The resources for survival came from other victims. A few months earlier “the survivors
in the DP camps had taught me that there is one thing that we must abhor more passionately
than misery : resignation to misery”. A commandment to resist, out of the duty towards
those who had resisted. “I sang myself in Yiddish the most beautiful hymn ever written on
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Jewish resistance, Zog nit keynmol... ! , «Never say...!», The Song of the Vilna partisans
(...), armed boys and girls under the orders of poet commander Abba Kovner who raised
their heads and fought the Nazis with insane courage in the forests of Lithuania”. Moscovici
had briefly met Kovner in Bucharest, in the spring of 1945. And what did this poignant
song command to young Serge? Myr zaynen do, “We are here”. “The psyche is an
extraordinary entity : resigned to die, I resigned to live,” he writes. Hence, connect with
life, seek to restore a feminine face of love to repair the wrong, while doubting and self-
protecting. The face and name of love was Marie Bromberg-Moscovici, the mother of his
two sons, herself a psychoanalyst. “I would have liked so much to be a man on the side of
women,” writes Moscovici, whose work with feminism informed both the theorisation of
ecofeminism and his reflection on social change based on the influence of active minorities.
“Unfortunately, I have become a man on the side of men.”

Transformation

Moscovici scrutinizes the mystery of post-war France’s sophisticated social scene through
the particular gaze of the young broken refugee that he was, coming from an Eastern
Europe so different that “while located on the same continent, it is a whole different
world” (Moscovici, 1997, p. 389).

He talks about the meaning of being Jewish: “My way of being Jewish ? I would say
a gift for stubbornness and a penchant for disobedience. And I never lived without a
religious presence, or rather without the impetus of the believer, no matter if I became
an atheist”. It combined with his status as a foreigner and stateless person, which he kept
until 1958. “There is yet another difference between the ordinary foreigner and the Jewish
foreigner. The former faces xenophobia, contempt, humiliation, but rarely hatred. The
Jews, however, face hatred and jealousy as passions. (...) What irresistible envy can Jews
awaken in the souls of others?”

Marked by the strange feeling from those whom he called “French Israelites”, intrigued
by what he viewed as “the esoteric profession of researcher”, astonished at the same time
by post-war Paris, the French left fascinated by Stalinism and the right, which he distrusted,
“at odds on all sides”, he found an anchor in a small group of outsiders formed with Isac
Chiva and Paul Celan, cemented by “a rage to live and a need to take revenge on death”.
Isac Chiva, also born in 1925 in Romania, who later became Claude Lévi-Strauss’ right-
hand, remained one of Moscovici’s lifetime and most loyal friends. Paul Celan, the
“heartwounded poet” and translator of German, born in 1920 in Romania, a witness and
survivor of Nazism, killed himself in Paris in 1970. He is considered one of the greatest
German language post-war poets in Europe. According to Moscovici, their subversive
marginality came from their propensity “to ask questions differently and to make associations
which, in the eyes of the French, could seem academically unusual”. How these questions
of the post-war years in Paris helped change the paradigm in social psychology and
especially at what cost and with what tumult is what we learn from the book.

The “trio of aliens” with Paul Celan and Isac Chiva was a luminous, indestructible
link in those years of cold, hunger, loneliness and toil. Laughing through tears, Moscovici
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notes with his unique bitterer gelekhter, a leitmotif of the book : “I could now count on
Paul and Chiva. But they themselves struggled with their own difficulties : Paul’s hotel
room had just been repainted in yellow with a flower wallpaper that was driving him nuts,
and Chiva had relapsed from his primary infection. As for me, it must be admitted that
nothing is more monotonous, more poor, nor more repetitive than a depressed person’s
complaint” (p. 183).

This “trio of aliens”, “educated by the terror of history”, “three Romanian Jewish
refugees with no return, no family and no money”, who “had just understood that they
were the last Jews in Europe”, formed an active minority in Moscovici’s scientific terms.
They began to work (sewing machine, shoe manufacturer counter...), formed a community
of destiny and sorrow, and it was together that they decided to get out of it at all costs
and enroll at the Sorbonne, in the summer of 1948.

For the young Moscovici there were “on one side the hard sciences, on the other,
philosophy. All the rest, humanities and social sciences, were a terra incognita”. The very
recent Bachelor of Psychology created at the Sorbonne in 1947 became a solution for his
residence papers. At a time when it had lost its early twentieth century appeal, psychology
appeared as a new territory to him. “Everything would be invented” he wrote. He dedicated
himself entirely to studying it while working full time.

The book mentions “the precious Bulletin de Psychologie, which published courses
transcribed by students, reviewed by teachers”. The Bulletin “was an essential working
tool for us, a meeting place for different psychology fields, a forum open to young
researchers”. Moscovici fondly remembers his first article published there in 1953,
alongside those of Claude Lévi-Strauss and Daniel Lagache, the only one who taught
social psychology, and who later became his supervisor.

He writes that he chose to study psychology because of the discrepancy between
“society as Marx saw it with his telescope and that which Proust described through his
microscope” (p. 116). For the young Moscovici this was a territory that he barely knew
from “random readings in Bucharest about philosophy, literature or history of science”,
with a profession that “leads nowhere”. He recalls the role played in his choice by what
he calls “the events that I had just gone through in Romania”, which commanded him to
“to unravel the mystery of such collective hysteria, which also had me taught that an
individual or a group could resist the most deadly ideologies, hence the interest, in my
eyes, of working on social representations”. If trauma is a loss of meaning, then the book
is perhaps a contribution to one of the most important functions of psychology, restoring
meaning (Johnstone, Boyle, 2018). The reader may have the feeling that the book sheds
a deep light on the meaning of Moscovici’s contributions to social psychology. “In
retrospect, I think that I brought into my later reflection these two collective experiences,
that of Zionism and that of Communism, the attraction for the few and the fascination
for the many. To write The Age of Crowds (1981), the communist experience served as a
sting ; for the Psychology of active minorities (1979), it was rather the Zionist movement.
In fact, my past has not ceased to secretly operate in my work.” (p. 59)

Serge Moscovici has repeatedly stressed the strategic position of social psychology to
answer the political and social questions of contemporary societies. The book reveals his
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mature retrospective look towards the young man who had crossed the great History of
the mid-twentieth century with his singular and traumatic history, both of which nourished
his thinking, transformed psychosocial paradigms, opening transdisciplinary borders.

His sons, in their beautiful afterword, mention their wish to find their father’s
handwritten notes about the following years, those that made him famous around the world
through his personality, his ideas, his teachings and research. Their wish will hopefully
take shape through the transmission of their father’s precious and unique work, a charismatic
and founding work that continues to inspire generations of researchers around the world
who cultivate and take it further in humanities and social sciences and beyond. Flaubert,
to whom Moscovici was very attached, wrote : “The man is nothing, the work — everything”.
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