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For those who stubbornly seek freedom, there can be no more urgent task than to come to understand the mechanisms and practices of indoctrination. These are easy to perceive in the totalitarian societies, much less so in the system of “brainwashing under freedom” to which we are subjected and which all too often we serve as willing or unwitting instruments.

Noam Chomsky, 1987
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Introduction and Overview

My overall aim in this book is to write about a widespread and serious malady in the way many clinicians conduct psychotherapy. I believe this unrecognized disorder has been present throughout this century and that it is widely prevalent in this country and elsewhere. There are two chief symptoms or manifestations of this disorder and they are (1) the clinician frequently uses methods of indoctrination for the purpose of controlling and directing the patient, and (2) the clinician is unaware because of ignorance and/or denial of the fact that he or she uses such indoctrination methods and their short-term and long-term effects on patients. More often than not, patients are also not aware of the use of these methods or of their effects on themselves.

My purposes are to describe and discuss this hidden disorder as well as its multiple manifestations, signs, and symptoms, and I shall illustrate my arguments with vignettes and case studies. Also, I present some hypotheses and speculations about its different causes.

A major part of this book is taken up with a study of eleven psychoanalytic and psychotherapy treatment cases in which the use of indoctrination methods either caused treatment failure or greatly impaired the therapeutic process. Psychotherapy or psychoanalytic cases that have failed are seldom talked about or written about. The fields of psychotherapy and psychoanalysis have something immensely important to learn from the examination of cases that have failed, or in which the process and progress of the patient have been adversely affected by the use of indoctrination methods. A recent panel (Nuetzel 1993) at a meeting of the American Psychoanalytic Association concluded that case reports of failed treatment could teach us at least as much as reports of successful treatment.

The sexual seduction and overt abuse of patients by some practitioners is only the visible tip of the iceberg of the widely prevalent abuse of power by mental health professionals. The more gross kinds of patient abuse, such as financial or overtly sexual exploitation, are expressly forbidden by rules and bylaws in medical, psychotherapy, and psychoanalytic organizations. Both in Freud’s time and in our own time, however, there are few laws or regulations set down to discourage the more subtle and covert forms of interpersonal control, exploitation, and abuse. The use of more covert methods of interpersonal control and other indoctrination methods is not even considered abnormal or exploitative by many clinicians.

Occasions when practitioners are overtly cruel, abusive, demeaning, or in other ways directly hurtful to patients are most uncommon and such actions among mental health professionals are universally proscribed and condemned.

This is not so with the less obvious kinds of controlling, directive, and covertly abusive communications by clinicians which I aim to describe and discuss in this book. Though (unlike some other types of psychotherapy) psychoanalysis specifically proscribes the use of directive and controlling methods and the varied forms of indoctrination, their use is nevertheless widespread in psychoanalytic treatment. For the purposes of this book, I use the term psychoanalytic treatment to refer both to psychoanalytic psychotherapy and psychoanalysis.

From Freud on to the present time, psychoanalytic treatment has often been compromised by a set of controlling attitudes and indoctrination methods contrary to its avowed values and technical precepts. My studies suggest there exists among many, perhaps most, practitioners a complex of disavowed aims, strategies, and actions carried out for the most part unconsciously in the interests of directing and dominating their patients.

Because these actions are basically the same as the ways individuals in nontreatment situations control and indoctrinate others, I have used the general term indoctrination methods to refer to all of the ways clinicians control, direct, and manipulate patients.

For the purposes of this study, I have coined the term covert methods of interpersonal control to refer to a subclass of indoctrination methods. The tactics and methods of covert interpersonal control include different types of projective identification wherein individuals, through various kinds of interpersonal manipulation, exert control over the cognitions, affects, and overt behaviors of others. My definition of covert methods of interpersonal control specifically excludes overt and explicit communications or concrete actions of control and abuse such as threats of violence, rage, tantrums, denunciations, and other openly hostile actions taken by individuals to dominate and/or shame other persons.

The use of covert methods of interpersonal control, and other indirect as well as direct methods of indoctrination, is far more common in nonpsychoanalytic therapies than it is in the psychoanalytic therapies where it is explicitly proscribed. Many schools of psychotherapy are avowedly directive. Behavior therapy, for example, employs rewards and punishments for controlling and shaping patients’ behaviors. Except for the few older surviving followers of the non-directive methods of Carl Rogers, the majority of mental health practitioners in private practice today deliberately employ directive and manipulative methods to shape and control the behaviors and cognitions of their patients. Mental health practitioners in the United States are increasingly becoming engineers of the soul, what with the impressive and powerful array of biological, social, and psychological modalities they have available for manipulating the minds as well as the brains of their patients.

Where do these indoctrination methods come from and where do mental health professionals learn them? In part, they learn them in their professional training programs, in their psychiatric residencies, and in psychoanalytic institutions mainly through identifying with the practitioners who educate, supervise, and treat them. Today, the trend toward the use of indoctrination methods has been amplified by the markedly diminished time in psychiatric training specifically set aside for learning psychoanalytic psychotherapy. The increasing emphasis placed on the use of manipulative, short-term, and directive methods in the training institutions for mental health professionals (psychiatry, psychology, nursing, social work) has contributed toward the increased employment of indoctrination methods among mental health practitioners.

In my opinion, some of the most important causes for the use of indoctrination methods in psychotherapy and psychoanalytic treatment are social and cultural. Practitioners, like nearly everyone else in Western cultures, learn these ways of communicating and relating early in life in their families, schools, and other social groups and more often than not they continue to do so throughout their lives with their patients as well as others.

My first clinical studies on the use of covert methods of interpersonal control in psychotherapy and psychoanalysis were concerned with the effects of the clinician’s use of questioning on the patient and the treatment process (Dorpat 1984, 1991a). My clinical investigation led me to conclude that questioning was frequently prompted by unconscious countertransference problems and was often used in behalf of directing and controlling patients. More often than not, questioning has a stultifying and inhibitive effect on the treatment process.

Later, my clinical observations on the use of indoctrination methods derived from the following sources: (1) a critical review of Freud’s classic case studies, including especially Dora and the Wolf Man, as well as the extensive literature about them, (2) an investigation of other published analytic case studies such as, for example, Kohut’s “The two analyses of Mr. Z.”, (3) psychotherapy and psychoanalytic cases whose treatment I supervised, and (4) patients I treated in psychoanalysis or psychoanalytic psychotherapy, whose previous therapists had used indoctrination methods. The formulations and conclusions I have reached about the use of indoctrination methods came mainly from my studies of these four types of clinical data.

I have been supervising and teaching psychoanalytic and psychotherapy treatment for over 35 years, and each year in my individual and group supervision sessions, I hear about approximately 100 patients in some kind of psychotherapy or psychoanalysis. I am completely confident of my opinion that the use of covert methods of interpersonal control and other indoctrination methods is (1) widely prevalent among clinicans, and (2) most practitioners, and especially those who use such approaches, are unaware of their significance or their effects. In the approximately 100 cases I hear about each year, I estimate that in 40 percent there is the mild and occasional use of indoctrination methods, and in another 40 percent there is a moderate employment of such methods. In a third group of around 10–20 percent, there is a very serious and destructive use of such methods. Three of the eleven cases presented in this volume are in this latter serious category, and the patients involved suffered from chronic and severe mental and emotional impairments caused by the destructive treatment they received.

STEREOTYPED VERSUS HEURISTIC APPROACHES TO PSYCHOANALYSIS

For his enlightened concepts about the psychoanalytic process, I am deeply indebted to Peterfreund (1983), whose book writes about how stereotyped approaches and strategies bring about a process of indoctrination rather than a truly psychoanalytic process of discovery and personal growth for the patient. The overriding goal of stereotyped approaches is to fit the case into the clinical theory that forms the basis for the analyst’s initial formulation about the patients. In contrast to stereotyped approaches, the fundamental aim in what Peterfreund (1983) calls heuristic approaches is to initiate and foster a process whereby patient and therapist work together to understand as much as possible about the patient and his or her interactions with others. Some of the stereotyped approaches he mentions include “the psychoanalytic process is viewed as an attempt to get the patient to understand the [analyst’s] initial formulation,” “the patient’s failure to understand the analyst or to accept what he says is viewed as resistance,” “the issue of evidence is of little importance” and several more. (The entire list of Nine Stereotyped Approaches described by Peterfreund (1983) may be found in Chapter 11.)

This investigation strongly supports what Peterfreund said about the relationship between the use of stereotyped approaches and an indoctrination process. All of the ten clinicians who used indoctrination methods and whose treatment of their cases is described in Part II of this book also employed the stereotyped approaches and strategies described first by Peterfreund (1983).

Though the use of indoctrination methods and the use of stereotyped approaches are both important causes of failure of psychotherapy and psychoanalytic treatment and the formation of a process of indoctrination, this book’s primary focus is on indoctrination methods and especially on covert methods of interpersonal control.

For nearly two decades, I have become increasingly alarmed both by the widespread prevalence of the use of indoctrination methods by psychoanalysts and by psychotherapists, as well as by the unawareness on the part of both clinicians and patients about these methods and their harmful effects. Because (except for Peterfreund’s [1983] contributions) I could not find much about this problem in the psychoanalytic and psychotherapy literature, I turned to the literature in several other fields, including linguistics, feminist studies, and the Marxist literature. For more knowledge about indoctrination methods, I also reviewed the scientific literature on the use of mind-control, indoctrination methods, and brainwashing methods used in totalitarian countries and in cults.

The review of this literature on this subject yielded a rich harvest of facts and theories which proved helpful to me in formulating my ideas. In this book I have cited and summarized these studies to further illuminate the psychosocial dynamics regarding the use of indoctrination methods in psychotherapy and psychoanalytic treatment situations as well as in everyday life. Two important conclusions coming from my readings of the literature on mind-control and indoctrination methods are similar to the ones I mentioned above about the occurrence of methods of indoctrination in psychoanalytic treatment.

First, the employment of covert methods of interpersonal control and other subtle methods for abusing, controlling, and intimidating other persons is common in everyday life and such methods are used intensively and extensively in special situations such as in cults. Secondly, in everyday life more often than not both victims and victimizers are unaware of the nature and psychic effects of these directive and abusive methods of communicating and relating. This is not so in cults or in totalitarian societies where the same or similar methods are used, but because the victimizers employ them deliberately and systematically, they have much more powerful and devastating psychiatric effects on the victims.

I want to clearly mark and emphasize the boundaries of my investigation. With few exceptions, my purpose is to examine and discuss the use of covert not overt methods of interpersonal control. I propose to describe, and in some ways to explain, the subtle and indirect ways clinicians communicate demeaning, directive, and abusive messages to their patients. I also aim to examine the interactional dynamics and unconscious communications occurring in psychotherapy and psychoanalytic dyads where these methods are used, as well as the short- and long-term psychic effects on patients.

FROM OVERT AUTHORITY TO COVERT METHODS OF INTERPERSONAL CONTROL

The ways individuals in Western cultures typically attempt to control and dominate others has changed in the past several centuries. With the rise of the democracies and the dethronement and disempowering of previously powerful groups such as the military, the nobility, and the like, there has been a gradual shift from the conscious and explicit use of direct methods of interpersonal and social control to ones that are more indirect, subtle, and covert.

During the eighteenth century in Western societies, the ideals of freedom, democracy, and self-determination were extolled both by philosophers as well as the uneducated masses. One basic change in the institutions of Western societies arising out of this was the replacement of overt authority by some measure of freedom from external oppression.

Except in totalitarian dictatorships, authoritarianism, whether in government, in schools, in medicine, or wherever is no longer a conscious ideal among most people. However, the tendency of many humans to seek power and control over others did not disappear when authoritarianism was rejected or at least modified in many social institutions, including the family and the profession of psychotherapy.

What happened was that in many areas of our communal life, in families as well as in education, medicine, and elsewhere, the frank use of overt authority (except for a few situations such as law enforcement, the penal system, and the military) disappeared and was replaced by covert methods of interpersonal control.

Overt authority is carried out directly and explicitly, and it uses force or threats of force and punishment for interpersonal and social control. In contrast, communications containing covert methods of interpersonal control are indirect. Commonly, both the subject as well as the object of such indirect and subtle coercive messages are unaware of the controlling and directive quality of their communications, or its psychic effects on the recipients.

Fromm (1960) has described the shift from overt to covert authority in this way:

It is not that authority has disappeared, nor even that it has lost in strength, but that it has been transformed from the overt authority of force to the anonymous authority of persuasion and suggestion . . . in order to be adaptable, modern man is obliged to nourish the illusion that everything is done with his consent, even though such consent be extracted from him by subtle manipulation [p. xi].

Freud and the psychoanalytic movement made an important contribution to psychiatry and psychotherapy in the transition from overt authority to covert authority. What happened in the general culture in Western societies also occurred in the development of psychoanalysis and other forms of psychotherapy. Values of personal freedom and self-determination were important to Freud personally and in his work with patients (Dorpat 1987a). Through his example and his writings, psychoanalysis took a long step away from the overt authoritarian attitudes previously embedded in practices of psychiatry and psychotherapy.

Freud’s encouragement of the patient’s capacity for self-determination in the face of the authoritarian rigidity of nineteenth-century psychiatry has disguised the more covert and subtle control he, and later many other psychoanalysts, have exercised over their patients.

Though the ideals and principles of freedom and self-determination were ones Freud repeatedly espoused for himself and others, my investigations on the ways he related to his patients (particularly Dora and the Wolf Man) demonstrate his continued use of covert methods of interpersonal control as well as other indoctrination tactics.

In Freud, I surmise, as with many other analysts following him, there developed a vertical split in the ego in which one complex of conscious attitudes upholding values of freedom, autonomy, and self-determination was separated by the defense of disavowal from a largely unconscious complex of controlling and authoritarian attitudes contradictory to his consciously avowed values.

As I shall later discuss in Chapters 6 and 7, Freud’s need for power and control over his patients, and to some extent also his followers, was sufficiently strong that it prevailed irrespective of what he said in his discussion of technique and theory. Perhaps this is an instance of what Freud himself referred
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