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Archetypal Psychology and Addiction Treatment

by John E. Burns

Can archetypal psychology be used to help addicts?  At Vila Serena, a chemical treatment center in Sao Paulo, Brazil, the answer is "yes," although it was not an easy answer to come by.  A highly motivated and inspired staff creates a compassionate therapeutic environment in which addicts can find their way to a perception of life worth living without psychoactive substances.  We create the climate, and they find their way.  The challenge is to motivate the professionals to become personally involved with the intractable problem of alcoholism and drug addiction.

In Brazil, we have been able to sustain a high level of morale and dedication among our treatment center personnel
 by developing a pragmatic program based on our impressions of archetypal psychol​ogy.  This has resulted in low employee turnover, a high occupancy rate and a reduction in relapses.  When we started, sixteen years ago, we recommended that the addict surrender to a ''Higher Power” or to "the God of your understanding" (as recommended by the Twelve Steps of Alcoholics and Narcotics Anonymous), attend a self-help group,
 and read the literature.  This method gave us about a thirty percent sobriety rate.

We gradually recognized that sobriety was established by having a person in treatment repeatedly tell his or her story in a compassionate environment peopled with other addicts.  Although this focus on the patient narrative seemed to help and we were aware that narrative is the basis of the popular "family systems theory,"
 we lacked the confidence to focus our program on story because we did not yet perceive the philosophical underpinnings for this move.  And, although the monotheistic, Christian nature of the Twelve-Step program is rejected by an increasing number of drug and alcohol dependents, especially adolescents,
 we did not abandon the standard Twelve-Step program because it provided free meetings around the world and addressed religious and spiritual issues unlike most psychothera​peutic programs.  As a result, we overloaded the schedule with activities in an attempt to provide something for everyone, which led to patient dissatisfaction and staff exhaustion.

Weekly personnel meetings were vexatious, so we introduced in-service training to avoid the complaints.  It turned out to be our salvation.  Desperate for something new, we examined the genetic and environmental factors in addiction, especially the influence of the family and childhood.  We wallowed in the scientific data and explored alternative approaches, from crystals and visualization to "Outbound Challenges."  I took the broad view in our efforts to improve our treatment programs and completed a doctoral thesis entitled, "General Systems Theory and the Treatment of Chemical Dependency."  It added little.  In fact, more analysis brought only more confusion to the treatment program.

The first light came with a study of Scott Peck's Road Less Traveled and Further Along the Road Less Traveled.  We did not find his introduction of spirituality into psychiatry relevant, but the subtle shift from an analytic to an holistic, from a literal to a poetic, view of mental health was refreshing even though we felt uncomfortable with abandoning analytic psychology for a more humanistic approach.  James Hillman's book, We've Had a Hundred Years of Psychotherapy and the World’s Getting Worse
 pushed us yet farther, and for the first time we openly questioned the efficacy of psychology or psychiatry to treat addiction.  Some of our professionals took umbrage at this move, and we lost them.

With Hillman’s Archetypal Psychology: A Brief Account as a guide, 
 we launched a long and arduous study of archetypal psychology.  To appreciate archetypal psychology "as a cultural movement part of whose task is the re-visioning of psychology, psychopathology, and psychotherapy in terms of the Western cultural imagination”
 required questioning our fundamental suppositions.  Since this approach is designated archetypal "psychology," the tendency was to use the current popular concepts of academic and therapeutic psychology as points of reference.  This was frustrating.  Not until we realized that we were dealing with an overarching philosophical viewpoint were we able to move forward.  Some of our remaining professionals still resisted, so we read and studied the texts as a group, chapter by chapter.

Our early discussions focused on Hillman's use of soul, a study made difficult because we used Thomas Moore's work.  Moore's writing was accessible, but it kept returning us to a singular Christian "soul as object."  It was difficult for us to grasp soul as "a perspective rather than a substance, a viewpoint toward things rather than a thing itself'”
 and to "try to see soul not as a singular but multiple itself."
   We still struggle with these ideas and occasionally need to remind ourselves that this very struggle is soul.

We also spent time discussing the archetype of addiction, but it was Rafael López-Pedraza who helped us see that compulsive use is not archetypal, but titanic, "no law, no order, no limits."
 This saved us from the trap of using the archetype as a type or diagnostic category.  However, the real change came when we began to focus on "the poetic basis of mind."
   Considering chemical dependency treatment from a poetic, intuitive, aesthetic, and holistic bias as opposed to a literal, analytic, scientific or academic bias caused a deep personal and professional shift, a sea change.

When asked to consider treatment from a poetic basis of mind, therapists generally reply that they already do this since the goal of treatment is improved quality of life or renewed spiritual values.  Yet, brief examination demonstrates how the Twelve-Steps, especially the first five, are used as instruments to "penetrate denial," evoke "surrender" and "acceptance" of some cause for the addiction.  This approach is analytic and literal.

Developing a poetic basis of mind is a lengthy and arduous task and requires a new epistemology which questions the fundamental assumptions of current therapy.  Pathology is seen ''as existentially human and hence fundamentally normal."
  It is difficult for some to accept that "each life is formed by its unique image, an image that is the essence of that life and calls it destiny"
 and to see each image as different, as the totality of the "specific context, mood, and scene."
  The Golden Rule of this form of therapy is "stick to the image,"
 which presents rather than represents, connotes rather than denotes, evokes rather than describes.
  Our therapy attempts to deepen, not change, the image and help a person in treatment to gain perspective and appreciation of this image so that the compulsive use of a psychoactive drug no longer fits the picture.

Hillman's helpful move here is one of restoration.  "Its therapeutic aim [is] neither social adaptation nor personalistic individualizing but rather a work in service of restoration of the patient to imaginal realities."
  And images are multiple.  "The healthy or mature or ideal personality will thus show cognizance of its dramatically masked and ambiguous situation.  Irony, humor, and compassion are its hallmarks, since these traits bespeak an awareness of the multiplicity of meanings and fates and the multiplicity of intentions embodied by any subject at any moment"
  The goal is no longer growth towards perfection.

For us the principle door to the image is story.  We use art, music, sports, and poetry, but the life story related in a gathering of people with a similar experience provides the most economic access to the image.  Sometimes we need to be reminded that the story is the fiction of the moment, the necessary illusion and is not the image, but reveals the image.
  Unfortunately the tendency is to interpret story, destroying both the story and the image.  When a story session becomes boring that is generally what is happening.

It was difficult to abandon individual therapy sessions--although they were time consuming, costly, and divisive--until we were directed towards the final chapter of Robert Stein's book, Incest and Human Love (re-released recently in its original title The Betrayal of the Soul in Psychotherapy). "The use of transference as a therapeutic instrument is bad for the soul,"
 he says.  "The lack of group experience is an unfortunate omission in orthodox analysis."
   And it was enlightening to be told: "To attempt to tell another how he is experiencing me is a bit of destructive scientific hubris."

Merging archetypal psychology with Twelve-Step treatment has produced a better product and improved results at a lower cost.  Highly paid professionals have been replaced by social workers who administer a simpler program.  In the morning there is a didactic presentation and the telling or re-telling of a personal narrative.  In the afternoon there is a "feelings group" followed by diverse common activities such as art, music, or sports. Evenings are free for attending Alcoholics or Narcotics Anonymous meetings.  There is adequate free time for the dependents to exchange their stories informally.  We have learned to open spaces and trust the patients with each other.

As a business we could claim the product markets well. To present this position to the public we organized aesthetic events such as Shakespeare's King Lear, Dante's Comédia, The Myths of Pyche and Eros, I Ching, The Seven Capital Sins, fairy tales, Marlowe's Faust, dream analysis, popular music, and folk festivals.  We viewed them all in light of archetypal psychology.  Participants often leave with the feeling that we are doing something different and profound.

Of course, the rate of recovery is the primary indicator of effec​tiveness.  We know that patients who come to us from corporations such as Johnson & Johnson, Caterpillar, Goodyear, Avon, the public transportation system, and the petroleum industry have between a sixty and eighty percent recovery rate measured by improved job performance.  We can only track the success of private patients by their attendance at aftercare sessions and self-help meetings.  That also averages between sixty and eighty percent. When story is the focus, there is a smooth and natural transition between treatment and aftercare.  It should be mentioned that Brazil lends itself to innova​tive approaches since it is a poetic polytheistic culture
 free from the threat of litigation, obstructive licensing, and certification, nor do we need to pay obeisance to the ever-present diagnostic manual (DSM-4), or managed care.

None of this has been easy.  I studied Hillman's published writings, traveled to the United States to attend his lectures, listened to the tapes of the Festival of Archetypal Psychology held at the University of Notre Dame in 1992, read through the Spring Journal from 1970 to date, and the relevant works of Adolf Guggenbuhl-Craig, Charles Boer, David Miller, Edward Casey, Ginette Paris, Greg Mogenson, Mary Watkins, Rafael López-Pedraza, and Robert Stein.  Jay Livernois, C. L. Sebrell, Charles Boer, Ben Sells, and López-Pedraza all patiently led us through long, intense discussions configuring archetypal psychology to the treatment of chemical dependency.  Like archetypal psychology itself, this effort has been open-ended, constantly metamorphosing, appearing in different guises and interpretations in each of our centers.

Hillman’s summary of the process resonates with the Twelve-Step approach of Alcoholics Anonymous and best expresses the goal of our program:

There is a further consequence of the credit one pays to the images of the soul.  A new feeling of self-forgiveness and self-acceptance begins to spread and circulate.  It is as if the heart and the left side were extending their dominion.  Shadow aspects of the personality continue to play their burdensome roles but now within a larger tale, the myth of oneself, just what one is which begins to feel as if that is how one is meant to be.  My myth becomes my truth; my life symbolic and allegorical.  Self-forgiveness, self-acceptance, self-love; more, one finds oneself sinful but not guilty, grateful for the sins one has and not another's, loving one's lot even to the point of desire to have and to be always in this vivid inner connection with one's own individual portion.

� We operate twelve Minnesota model, inpatient, outpatient, and family program centers with about two hundred and fifty employees and have treated more than 25,000 dependents and their families.  For more go to: www.vilaserena.com


� We recognize an oxymoron here.


� Only five percent of those who join Alcoholics Anonymous remain after one year.  See: John Bragg, Comments On AA 'S Triennial 5urvey (New York: AA General Service Office, 1990).  For an exhaustive discussion of this issue join the Addict-L list server: E-mail To: listserv@listserv.kent.edu and "subscribe addict-l" in the body of the message without colons and no subject.


� Also called hermeneutics.  See A. Parry and R. Doan, Story Re-Visions: Narrative Therapy in the Postmodern World  (New York: Guilford Press, 1994).


� Atheistic self-help groups such as Rational Recovery (http://rational.org/ recovery/) are on the increase.


� James Hillman and Michael Ventura, We've Had a Hundred Years of Psychotherapy and the Worlds' Getting Worse (San Francisco: Harper San Francisco, 1992).


� I developed a thirty page staff study guide with some highlights of the book, Archetypal Psychology: A Brief Account by James Hillman (Woodstock, Conn.: Spring Publications, 1983; rpt. 1997).  A copy, including notes by Hillman, is available on our Web site.


� James Hillman, Archetypal Psychology: A Brief Account, 10.


� James Hillman, Re-Visioning Psychology (New York: Harper Perennial, 1976), xvi.


� Personal correspondence from James Hillman to John Burns, May, 1998.


� See R. López-Pedraza, Cultural Anxiety (Einsiedeln: Daimon Verlag, 1990).  See especially chapter one, "Moon Madness-Titanic Love."


� James Hillman, Archetypal Psychology: A Brief Account, 14.


� Ibid., 50.


� James Hillman, The Soul's Code: In Search of Character and Calling (New York: Random House, 1996), 39.


� James Hillman, "An Inquiry into Image," Spring 1977, 62.


� Attributed to Rafael López-Pedraza. See Patricia Berry, "An Approach to the Dream," Spring 1974, 61.


� James Hillman, "An Inquiry into Image," Spring 1977, 84.


� James Hillman, Archetypal Psychology: A Brief Account, 12.


� Ibid., 64.


� Why recounting the story in a group setting is so effective is seldom questioned because its impact is obvious, but the most profound and technical explanation can be found in Gregory Bateson's brilliant contribution to the study of alcoholism and AA in his chapter, "The Cybernetics of Self: A Theory of Alcoholism" to be found in his book, Steps to An Ecology of the Mind, New York: Ballantine Books, 1972, and in the periodical Psychiatry, Vol.34, No.1., 1-18.


� Robert Stein, Incest and Human Love (Dallas: Spring Publications, 1973), 157.


� Ibid., 160.


� Ibid., 157.


� See John Burns, "A Twelve Step Meeting of the Afro-Brazilian Gods," Spring 61, 1997, 113-124.


� James Hillman, Insearch: Psychology and Religion, 2nd Revised Edition (Woodstock, Conn.: Spring Publications, 1994), 119.





