UNIVERSAL THEMES IN PSYCHOTHERAPY

By Reuven Bar-Levav, M.D.

Basic assumptions of cross-cultural psychiatry need thorough examination
although they are often taken for granted. Implied in its name is £he understanding
thaf culture is in some way related to bsychiatry and to psychiatric syndromes, and
'that psychiatric symptoms vary from culture to culture and from country to
country. With the possible exception of such exotic and rare conditions és Amok,

Koro, Latah, Wihtigo and Voodoo, whose etiology, pathogenesis and even separate

existence as valid psychiatric syndromes is still very much in doubt, culture-

bound psychiatric entities may in fact not exist at all. The great interest in cross-{ w
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cultural psychiatry may perhaps be explained # the general ignorance Hon ‘.““"‘

causes of mental illness. As a result, national cEaraEt‘é‘
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emotional # The study of cross-cultural psychiatric phenomena is jims®
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supposed to be helpful in elucidating the true nature of mental disorders by

idenfify_ing factors,unique within the boundaries of any one cultu;'e4that may be

causative or contribute to the formation of mental illness.

Szasz has repeatedly accused psychiatry of being a tool of the establishment

a\\u@l ﬁ\:‘_) & sociek Hat | ' j
v 5 (gjrce conformity to a value system 1s proclaimed by it as sanity. This

seemingly odd accusation from within the profession makes sense, however, if

normality is defined differently in different cultures, which strongly suggests that
mental health and mental illness are basically dependent for their definition on
some cultural determinants. This would justify the study of cultural and cross-

cultural influences that promote health or disease.




But psychiatry in reality is a medical specialty , and mental illness is as
real an illness, only more dibilifating, than most others. Just as cancer, heart
disease, stroke a.nd infectous disease are the same in all cultures, so also
basically is mental illness. Some regions of the world may have specific hygenic
conditions that are responsible for a- hi'gher incidence of certain illnesses ,which.
mayWogeth;}absent in others. Yet, whenever a certain illness is present,
it has)by definition, the same manifestations, etiology and pathogenesis. The )
recognition of these elementary, yet all-important facts is apparently not yet
widespread when it comes to mental illness, probably because psychiatry is
younger and in a relatively primitive state of development, as compared to other

medical specialties.

It is high time that we recognize this strange state of affairs and begin

to change it. Normality in psychiatry, as in other medical branches, must also
‘)
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be defined as a dev1at1on from a universal standard of mental helath. obviously
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not 7/ a—m,‘ t € norm in any one country or region, for such may well
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of the population, we still do not defme orm y ealth & as flu. Similarly,

g psychmtry% regain its pos#mn as a scientific medical specialty it must lay
aside its tendency to define mental illness and ﬂealth by any standard but a universal
one. -

Every person in any culture goes through the process of birth and starts
extra-uterine life as a new-born infant who rﬁust adapt to external reality. All
babies are born with innate qualities that are abviously not dependent on cultural
givens or value systems, but are only the result of biological and nutritional
processes. As such, _é baby in China witﬁ good vision and a well-developed muspulol—

skeletal system probably has more in common at the time of birth with an American
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~ or Yugoslavian baby having similar physical characteristics, than he does with
another Chinese baby with poor vision or a somewhat defectivé musculo’-skeletal
system. The entire life-history of t_he two Chinese babies are likely to be
markedly different from oné anSther, even though_ they will speak the same
language, eat similar food and share simiiar value systems. Basic affects such

as fear, rage, love, pain or hurt will probably be present in different proportions

in each of these two Chinese individuals, m depending dmmsh on their different
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naturesF"m on their different nurturegf A psyc}uatnst treating these
_' A rda."’\'vd Mfé/
grown ups can address himself to recent superficial developmental 1aye§s
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affected by cultur value systems awepyamimergy Or he may recognize
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that the more Eeet,/ore primitive, earlier and much more important determinents
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Freud's personality theory is widely, although not umversally, accepted,
P") a.55:qus b oadiped cenflict which is

although it is obviously degﬁcmnt since 1t evelopmentally late

caaih'ek; central position{ A truer personality theory needs to be elaborated e

reco 1zes the 1mpartance of much earlier expenences on personahty
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real progress in psychiatry occur.
Such an attempt is made as ‘part of the therapeutm approach called Crisis
Mobilization Therapy, C M. T. Ingrossly over-simplified terms, it is theoret1ca11y

assumed that the basic trauma to every individual occurs at birth itself, but Un.h'ke

Otto Rank's concept, it is n?t t;e process or trauma of being born
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. Mﬁut C physical}p sepa.rat”éom an ever-present

mother@ o for nine months physiologically anticipated the baby's every neeé) The
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life-long yearning for wondrous figurs must be worked-through

till mourning emptied yearning of #m power over the individual. This is the basic
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work of good _psychotherépy. These primitive and powerful needé must become
neutralized if normal emotiongl developfnent is to occur, or else life-long depression -
results, sometime_s in clinical forx;n but mostly in sub-clinical manifestations.
Many pﬁenomena that our sociéty has been cursed w_itﬁ, specifically such universal’
pr'oblgms as aggre.ssion and war as wéil as distrubed marital and family relationships,
are all éﬁf-é;O\;rths and signs of the failure to resolve this basic depression.

By e;ctension, .all adult behavior must be regarded as an exprgssion of an
ﬁdiﬁduﬂ's mode of adaptatioh to m separation, before individuation
: occuri'ed. . m&dult. behavior
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is confh'ct-free‘ m-s-o-&nﬂf/w'gre developed to

maximize comfort and minimize anxiety in the separatedlbut not yet individuated ,
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: mhen- such apparently neutral behavior wéaﬁe questioned,
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resistance to change may nonetheless occ i Cultures construct
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their value systems and define the limits of acceptable individual behavior to allow =
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their sub-clinical depression, often referred to as existential anomie or alienation y
from breaking through, forming symptoms’and becoming clinical. |Totalitarian

regimes of the right as well as of the left)and charismatic leaders everywhere, have |
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always intuitively addressed themselves to this uhdeﬂying and ill-defined dissatisfaction
and hopeless yearning for r%éniting with an ever-present mother, to enhance their

personal or political fortunes. In fact, politically a leader is often juaged great
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by his or her ability to bring o(?mp%ry sense of security and purpose to wide
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A Chinese person adulating Mao is, in a dynamic sense, no dif.ferent from
an American who "falls in love".or from an ardent Nazi who bound his personal fate
with that of the Fﬁhrer and followed him blindly. In each case the adored person
or s-ystem is expected to provide freedom from the ever-present sub-anxiety that
results from separation without indivgduation.

Any culture must, therefore, always be regarded as basically a defensive
structure, common t.o members of a group a.nd serving their needs by defiping
limits that permit co-existence within a geographical area without mutual
destructien. Repressed and supressed rage within each pex;son as a consequence
of S experieneing censtant sub-anxiety and of failing to satisfy the
unconscious wish re-umtmg with a beloved "mother" in whatever form ehe comes,
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and every one of its members. / When psycl'uatrys aim
He vestonh. a
resé-es.-o an individual to functioning within the system, it is in fact not addressing

itself at all to the real problem, wh1ch is the completion of the work of sepa:r:atmn-. '
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md:.v:lduatmn, ani-_(n a very real sense is) indead, serving as an agent of

the estabhshment to maintain the common value-system, but it also guarantees the
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continued depressmn of each mdnndual Only when culture is
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. el handled as sou- e poghothirapy ,
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be helped to a11ze hls potent:al as a whole person. The "‘u""ﬁ"‘ Sv ‘f' "“L .
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With this persona.lzty theory which is central to Crisis Mobilization Therapy,

C.M.T, ,every psychotherapist should be able to treat any person in any culture with
only minimal knowledge of the language and with only ; basic understanding of

the values and of :g:t ulture. The real issues that need to be resolved are pre-
cultural and extra-cultural, but never cross-cultural.- It is necessary to know

something about the values of a society simply to recognize which behavior is
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considered to be self damaging lead to punitive reprisals wibivisvbirem—

- AaRborimtbamponteorre, 1If spitting on the street, for instancé, is punishable

in culture A by years of hard and forced labor while it is considered to be only
AV Ay o
an impolite act in culture B, then act okeapidbsmp may have almost suicidal

meanings in culture A but not in aﬂiu!e B. Individuals in culture B would .

not present themselves to a psychiatrist because of spitting, while in culture

'k '
A~an individual might well come for help because% produces major difficulties,

and amgesiweimi is indicative, therefore, of major internal conflicts. Unless

sv ’
issues other than spitting and adjustment to living with others in A culture soon
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become the focus of therapy -- the real &€ missed and the patient is
condemned to unending suffefing and recurrent bouts of clinical depression, in
any of its myraid forms.
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If this discussion seems somewhat theoretical ud;é impractical it is

- only because psychiatry has busied itself with the wrong issues for so long that -

real ones appear strange and unfamiliar. Social and cross-cultural psychiatry
must be re-aefined‘if any hope for a breakthrough in the therapy of individuals
is likely to occur. All individuals in all cultures share the same universal fears:
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fear of abandonment' non- emg} ) erefore’Fea.r of closeness, intimacy and

trusting. All individuals in all cultures must work-through the profound rage at -
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having been unilaterally bq separated from mother’before théy can g truly
loving as whole individuals. Until then’ aggression and violence will lead to even
more crime and wars, unless greater fears keep them in check. But, true

resolution of internalized individual strife is possible, sew-When multiplied many-

folry-:anﬁt but lead also to more real peace on earth.
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