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The Classics in Addiction Treatment

By John E. Burns, PhD, CEAP

Noting with interest the "Changing Lives Through Literature" presentation in the March/April, 2002 issue of "The Counselor", we thought it might be useful to relate our experience with the classics in chemical dependency treatment.

We are a group of seven full service 28-day, 12 Step based, Minnesota model treatment centers spread throughout Brazil, founded with the assistance of the Hazelden Foundation and the Johnson & Johnson Corporation some twenty two years ago.  We treat private patients and provide support for internal corporate employee assistance programs.  Our client base includes Avon, Caterpillar, BankBoston, Ryder, General Motors, Scania, Volkswagen, Natura, General Foods, Proctor & Gamble and Gessy Lever, among others as well as many Brazilian companies and government agencies.

In Brazil we are not subject to the stringent American certification, licensing and managed care policing so we are free to experiment and cross professional boundaries without fear of litigation.  Since the beginning we  have sought to deepen the 12 Step experience and incorporated the work of Viktor Frankl and Scott Peck among others, but in the past few years have focused on archetypal psychology, a post-Jungian view as espoused by an informal grouping primarily articulated by James Hillman.

In a book that questions much of psychotherapy today, Hillman states:

Psychology would do better to turn directly to literature rather than to use it unawares.  Literature has been friendly to us, openly incorporating a good deal from psychoanalysis.  Those in literature see the psychology in fiction.  It's our turn to see the fiction in psychology.

In a current bestseller addressing the woes of war, the author, a war correspondent remarks:

Our country's past, our political and social philosophy, and our intellectual achievements and spiritual struggles cannot be connected without great holes in the fabric, and failures of understanding, if we are not conversant in the classics.

We've introduced these classics into treatment:

1. Readings of Shakespeare's "Othello", "Midsummer Night's Dream", "Romeo and Juliet" and "King Lear".  A staff member introduces the play, provides the historical setting, explains the characters and plot and facilitates the discussion to keep it focused on chemical dependency, but the patients assign the roles, practice among themselves and often create makeshift costumes and scenery.  A reading is divided into four or five sessions during a week.

2. We visited a gallery exposition of Rodin's "The Gate of the Hell" and Renoir's work.  We subsequently projected transparencies of the sculpture and paintings at the clinic for an in-depth discussion.  We have a good collection of artistic works on slides and such classics as Rembrandt's "Prodigal Son" and Picasso's interpretations of  Velasquez's "Las Meninas" create a rich group discussion.

3. Chosen sections of  "The Illiad", "The Odyssey", "The Divine Comedy" and "Os Lusíadas" (a Portuguese classic), as well as Greek myths, especially "Psyche and Eros", "Pan" and "Oedipus the King" are read and discussed to address specific group issues.

4. Fairy tales such as "Rapunzel" or "The Twelve Brothers" when enacted by the patients become very rich psycho-dramas. 

5. We present the "I Ching", not as divination to foretell the future, but like the classic oracles, to better understand the present moment and available options.

6. An exposition of Beethoven's life and explanation of each movement of his Ninth Symphony with a discussion probing the sentiments after each movement can lift the whole clinic out of the doldrums.

These activities are not a part of the scheduled routine, but are introduced periodically as the staff feels a need to address some particular issue or emotional state of the group.  A particularly insightful presentation by the patients can be carried over into family therapy.

The composition of our patient group is very diverse by sex, age, race and profession.  Beside the corporate executives, lawyers, nurses and doctors, we usually have a group of illiterate employees from the sanitation department.  Initially we feared that the lesser educated would not be able to follow or lose interest in this type of activity, but the contrary has happened.  They listen most attentively, constantly interrupt with relevant questions and are very grateful since they have never had contact with or expected to understand a play by Shakespeare, a symphony or painting.  It does marvels for their self-esteem. 

Although activities with the classics enriches the treatment climate, it is the staff that benefits the most.  It not only keeps the treatment program from falling into a monotonous routine, but provides an outlet for their personal bias and creativity, often fomenting healthy competition, permitting each counselor to formulate applications of their favorite therapy of the moment.   For instance, some might favor a systemic approach
 or a narrative, story or hermeneutic emphasis.
  Each can be accommodated using the classics.

Two comments from the peripatetic and controversial literary critic, Harold Bloom, summarizes the value of the classics in addiction treatment:

Shakespeare is the inventor of psychoanalysis; Freud, its codifier.

I favor a Shakespearean reading of  Freud, and not a Freudian reading of Shakespeare or of any other writer.

John E. Burns, PhD, CEAP
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(John E. Burns, Ph.D., CEAP, is a former Roman Catholic priest and director of the Peace Corps in Brazil, with degrees in philosophy, sociology and a student of archetypal psychology.  He is the founder and director of seven chemical  dependency treatment centers in Brazil based on the Twelve Steps of AA.)

� This group actively includes Mary Watkins, Charles Boer, Patricia Berry, David Miller, Jay Livernois, Greg Mogenson, Rafael Lopez-Pedraza, Edward Casey, Wolfgang Giegerich, Adolf Guggenbuhl-Craig and Ginette Paris among others.  If interested, the following texts by James Hillman are a good introduction: �HYPERLINK "/exec/obidos/tg/detail/-/0062506617/qid=1043606229/sr=1-1/ref=sr_1_1/103-0102335-6775040?v=glance&s=books"��We've Had a Hundred Years of Psychotherapy and the World's Getting Worse�, Harper, 1993;  �HYPERLINK "/exec/obidos/tg/detail/-/0882143212/qid=1043606459/sr=1-1/ref=sr_1_1/103-0102335-6775040?v=glance&s=books"��Archetypal Psychology: A Brief Account� , Spring, 1983; Re-Visioning Psychology, Perennial, 1992; and A Blue Fire: Selected Writings of James Hillman; introduced and edited by Thomas Moore in collaboration with the author, Harper & Row, 1989.
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