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Notes from a
Psychology Watcher:
Words that Harm,
Words that Heal
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Ed. Note: The following article was
contributed by Michele Ritterman at the
request of the editor. The views expressed
are those of the author and not neces-
sarily the opinions of the Milton H.
Erickson Foundation.

Using Hypnosis in Family Therapy
(Ritterman, 1983)! exposed micrody-
namics in the relationship between in-
dividual symptoms and family sugges-
tive processes, conscious and automatic.
1 tracked specific symptoms back to uni-
que, but naturally occurring hypnotic
patterns and focused on the destructive
suggestions families made. My study of
Ericksonian and other hypnotherapies
“gave me a sense of how self-suggestion
leads to rigid mental-sets and how fam-
ilics contribute to the cause of problems.
But what about the broader social con-
text?

1 was aware that symptoms are af-
fected outside of families by social
forces ranging from institutionalized
racism to religion. I lacked the neces-
sary psychological zoum-lens to scruti-
nize, at the moment of impact, the

results of a specific social suggestion on
an individual. The research I conducted
for Hope Under Siege (Ritterman, 1991)
helped me to begin to design that lens.

Hypnosis: Abused by
Totalitarian Governments

I looked for an incontestable case in
which society used hypnosis-like tech-
niques to hurt a person. The only well-
documented and unquestionably de-
structive use of state apparatus upon an
individual is torture. According to Am-
nesty International, torture is used by
governments in one-third of the coun-
tries of the world, Hypnotic and other
scientifically refined methods are rou-
tinely abused as part of state violence.
Itis well known that these methods are
designed not for information gathering,
but for people-breaking.

Initially, 1 studied what state-spon-
sored harming did to Salvadorans in the
U.S., Costa Rica and Nicaragua. |
learncd how government-mandated cru-
clty changed, often permanently, per-
sonalities, moods, and range of usable
mental states, Even without physical
abuse, after professional psychological
mistreatment by the state, survivors
were never again who they once were.
Al this time I wrote "Symptoms, Social

Justice and Personal Freedom™ (Ritter-
man, 1985)? my first professional foray
into the social-hypnosis-symptom links.

In 1986, I was invited to Chile by a
group of relatives of the tortured, im-
prisoned and disappeared who had
banded together under the dictatorship
there. Chile was different from EI Sal-
vador in that hypnosis and other forms
of psychological abuse were much more
routinely employed by the medical at-
tachés to the investigative police. It was
in Chile, surrounded by scores of sur-
vivors of all forms of torture that 1
realized I was the wrong person for the
job I had undertaken. I feared 1 could
becorhe a hateful person. My subject
was unravelling me.

I wrote “Torture: The Counter Ther-
apy of the State” (Ritterman, 1987)¢ and
began to study a Chilean survivor, a
young man who had been disoriented
and manhandled in every imaginable
manner. He was under a death sentence
when I met him, and had a positive,
even humane attitude. 1 began to look
at the flip side of my original question:
how can an individual or family resist
when the state wields against them its
technical forces and its psychological
suggestions of hate?

Hypnotists and the
Power of Words

I studied how this young Chilean man
immunized himself against the daily
denigrations wielded against him by a
government. Most fascinating was that
his mother, a literate shantytown dwell-
er, studied hypnosis. On family visits,
this woman often hypnotized her son
and provided suggestions about feeling
loved and mentally leaving the harshness
of his physical conditions. His wife, son,
mother, sistery and brotners arew win
emotional net around him, countering
the otherwise annihilative suggestions
with words imbued with his importance
to them, and messages of strength,
worth and dignity.

I had set out to study how social
forces can break down, degrade and
destabilize citizens and ended up in-
trigued with the power of a cooperative
family to break the spell of the injunc-
tions of a totalitarian state,

It is important to mention that hyp-
notists may especially well grasp the ex-
tent to which hateful, even indifferent
suggestions, words, metaphors and sym-
bols are integrated into any planned
violation, Physical abuse often is only
the tip of the iceberg.

When brutality is carried out with in-
difference, as when the torturer apply-
ing electric shock to a person's genitals

takes a break to chat with his wife over
the telephone about dinner, the uncon-
scious mind of the harmed person re-
ceives a profound and lasting indirect
suggestion that his/her suffering, much
less the heroics and good luck of endur-
ing, is trivial.

State Suggestive Forces

Especially from my years of study in
Chile, but also in South Africa (from
1986-1990), I learned that when social
control and not government account-
ability is the name of the game, the state
must work on the unconscious minds of
its citizens to occupy their daily reveries
and narrow their range of mental states.
Fear, terror and hate are necessary men-
tal states for various sectors of the
population and become primary politi-
cal goals. The police-controlled media
are employed to send the needed direct
and subliminal messages, as are the
military-run universities, hospitals and
so on. Loyalty to the state must replace
love even of family, as well as fear,
curiosity, terror, and ambition.

Is There an Applicability of
All This to the United States?

1 think Hope Under Siege applies to
lifc here in two ways. First, consider-
ing the rise of hate movements, and the
neglect of public health and education,
the cornerstone of an effective democ-
racy, we in North America need to think
broadly about hypnosis, learning its
macro- as well as its micro-dynamics.
Any society sends messages to its citi-
zens about how to act, and even how to
feel. Torture chambers are only the ex-
treme end of the line in government con-
trols. Hate, suggested directly or in-
directly by officials, will produce psy-
chiupliysiuiigical 1esponsss in most peo-
ple and may lead to seemingly automatic
behavioral responses, from cross-burn-
ings to reactions of hurt and outrage.

Second, the social context in which
hypnotherapy occurs charges the hyp-
notist client relationship, Ericksonian
hypnotherapy could not be used by a tor-
turer or anyone else in a totalitarian
regime because from start to finish it is
designed 10 empower the subject, not
the hypnotist,

1 remember Jay Haley used to say it
was a good thing Milton Erickson was
not a despot because of the tremendous
charisma of his (fortunately) benevolent
personality. Ericksonian therapy is root-
ed in a democratic philosophy based on
assumptions of cquality, justice and
mutal respect. In Chile under Pinochet,
victims of state-hypnosis were not open
10 hypnosis in subsequent therapy. The

process of induction itself became as
toxic to them as electric wires may he
to those who were electrically tortured

When | went to Denmark to meet the
director of the first international torture
treatment center, Dr. Inge Kemy
Genefke, I was told that she did not wan
to meet me because she was told I hac
come to discuss the applicability of hyp
nosis 10 tortun- treatment. She said hyp:
nosis was what torturers did, and ther
apy was the opposite of that: empower:
ment of the subject. I told her | was par
of a new hypnosis movement that sharec
her same aspirations. We began ou
dialogue from there.

I would like to see national and inter
national movements that preservt
human dignity, fostering not only
economic change but also imparting
suggestions of sharing. caring. workiny
together, universalism, laden witl
respect for culral and religious dif
ferences. Imagine real social program
provided hand in hand with some sug
gestions other than ““Hate while yo
Wait™* How about “To Live is to Give!”

Social suggestions, like those in in
dividual hypnosis, can be used o
abused. They are tools we have, am
they are here to stay. How, when an
why they are used need to become sub
jects of concern for humamty to prever
government abuse in the comin
decades.
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Using Hypnosis in Family Therapy
(Ritterman, 1983)! exposed micrody-
namics in the relationship between in-
dividual symptoms and family sugges-
tive processes, conscious and autoratic.
1 tracked specific symptoms back to uni-
que, but naturally occurring hypnotic
patterns and focused on the destructive
suggestions families made. My study of
Ericksonian and other hypnotherapies
‘gave me a sense of how self-suggestion
leads to rigid mental-sets and how fam-
ilies contribute to the cause of problems.
But what about the broader social con-
text?

1 was aware that symptoms are af-
fected outside of families by social
forces ranging from institutionalized
racism to religion. I lacked the neces-
sary psychological zoom-lens to scruti-
nize, at the moment of impact, the

results of a specific social suggestion on
an individual. The research I conducted
for Hope Under Siege (Ritterman, 1991)?
helped me to begin to design that lens.

Hypnosis: Abused by
Totalitarian Governments

1 looked for an incontestable case in
which society used hypnosis-like tech-
niques to hurt a person. The only well-
documented and unquestionably de-
structive use of state apparatus upon an
individual is torture. According to Am-
nesty International, torture is used by
governments in one-third of the coun-
tries of the world. Hypnotic and other
scientifically refined methods are rou-
tinely abused as part of state violence.
Itis well known that these methods are
designed not for information gathering,
but for people-breaking.

Initially, 1 studied what state-spon-
sored harming did to Salvadorans in the
U.S., Costa Rica and Nicaragua. 1
learned how government-mandated cru-
clty changed, often permanently, per-
sonalities. moods, and range of usable
mental states. Even without physical
abuse, after professional psychological
mistreatment by the state, survivors
were never again who they once were.
At this time 1 wrote “Symptoms, Social

Justice and Personal Freedom” (Ritter-
man, 1985)? my first professional foray
into the social-hypnosis-symptom links.

In 1986, I was invited to Chile by a
group of relatives of the tortured, im-
prisoned and disappeared who had
banded together under the dictatorship
there. Chile was different from El Sal-
vador in that hypnosis and other forms
of psychological abuse were much more
routinely employed by the medical at-
tachés to the investigative police. It was
in Chile, surrounded by scores of sur-
vivors of all forms of torture that 1
realized I was the wrong person for the
job I had undertaken. I feared I could
becorhe a hateful person. My subject
was unravelling me.

I wrote “Torture: The Counter Ther-
apy of the State™ (Ritterman, 1987)* and
began to study a Chilean survivor, a
young man who had been disoriented
and manhandled in every imaginable
manner. He was under a death sentence
when I met him, and had a positive,
even humane attitude. I began to look
at the flip side of my original question:
how can an individual or family resist
when the state wields against them its
technical forces and its psychological
suggestions of hate?

Hypnotists and the
Power of Words

1 studied how this young Chilean man
immunized himself against the daily
denigrations wielded against him by a
government. Most fascinating was that
his mother, a literate shantytown dwell-
er, studied hypnosis. On family visits,
this woman often hypnotized her son
and provided suggestions about feeling
loved and mentally leaving the harshness
of his physical conditions. His wife, son,
mother, sister, and brotners arew an
emotional net around him, countering
the otherwise annihilative suggestions
with words imbued with his importance
to them, and messages of strength,
worth and dignity.

I had set out to study how social
forces can break down, degrade and
destabilize citizens and ended up in-
trigued with the power of a cooperative
family to break the spell of the injunc-
tions of a totalitarian state.

It is important to mention that hyp-
notists may especially well grasp the ex-
tent to which hateful, even indifferent
suggestions, words, metaphors and sym-
bols are integrated into any planned
violation. Physical abuse often is only
the tip of the iceberg.

When brutality is carried out with in-
difference, as when the torturer apply-
ing electric shock to a person's genitals
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takes a break to chat with his wife over
the telephone about dinner, the uncon-
scious mind of the harmed person re-
ceives a profound and lasting indirect
suggestion that his/her suffering, much
less the heroics and good luck of endur-
ing, is trivial.

State Suggestive Forces

Especially from my years of study in
Chile, but also in South Africa (from
1986-1990), 1 learned that when social
control and not government account-
ability is the name of the game, the state
must work on the unconscious minds of
its citizens to occupy their daily reveries
and narrow their range of mental states.
Fear, terror and hate are necessary men-
tal states for various sectors of the
population and become primary politi-
cal goals. The police-controlled media
are employed to send the needed direct
and subliminal messages, as are the
military-run universities, hospitals and
so on. Loyalty to the state must replace
love even of family, as well as fear,
curiosity, terror, and ambition.

Is There an Applicability of
All This to the United States?

1 think Hope Under Siege applies to
lifc here in two ways. First, consider-
ing the rise of hate movements, and the
neglect of public health and education,
the cornerstone of an effective democ-
racy, we in North America need to think
broadly about hypnosis, learning its
macro- as well as its micro-dynamics.
Any society sends messages to its citi-
zens about how to act, and even how to
feel. Torture chambers are only the ex-
treme end of the line in government con-
trols. Hate, suggested directly or in-
directly by officials, will produce psy-
chuphysinicgical responsss in most peo-
ple and may lead t seemingly automatic
behavioral responses, from cross-burn-
ings to reactions of hurt and outrage.

Second, the social context in which
hypnotherapy occurs charges the hyp-
notist client relationship. Ericksonian
hypnotherapy could not be used by a tor-
turer or anyone else in a totalitarian
regime because from start to finish it is
designed to empower the subject, not
the hypnotist.

1 remember Jay Haley used to say it
was a good thing Milton Erickson was
not a despot because of the tremendous
charisma of his (fortunately) benevolent
personality. Ericksonian therapy is root-
ed in a democratic philosophy based on
assumptions of cquality, justice and
mutal respect. In Chile under Pinochet,
victims of state-hypnosis were not open
1o hypnosis in subscquent therapy. The

process of induction itself became as
toxic to them as electric wires may he
to those who were electrically tortured
When I went to Denmark to meet the
director of the first international torture
treatment center, Dr. Inge Kemp
Genefke, I was told that she did not want
to meet me because she was told I had
come to discuss the applicability of hyp-
nosis to tortun- treatment. She said hyp-
nosis was what torturers did, and ther-
apy was the opposite of that: empower-
ment of the subject. 1 told her | was part
of a new hypnosis movement that shared
her same aspirations. We began our
dialogue from there. ’
I would like to see national and inter-
national movements that preserve
human dignity. fostering not only
economic change but also imparting
suggestions of sharing, caring, working
together, universalism, laden with
respect for cultural and religious dif-
ferences. Imagine real social programs
provided hand in hand with some sug-
gestions other than ““Hate while you
Wait.” How about *“To Live is to Give!”
Social suggestions, like those in in-
dividual hypnosis, can be used or
abused. They are tools we have, and
they are here to stay. How. when and
why they are used need to become sub-
Jjects of concern for humanity to prevent
government abuse in the coming
decades.
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Using Hypnosis in Family Therapy
(Ritterman, 1983)! exposed micrody-
namics in the relationship between in-
dividual symptoms and family sugges-
tive processes, conscious and automatic.
1 tracked specific symptoms back to uni-
que, but naturally occurring hypnotic
patterns and focused on the destructive
suggestions families made. My study of
Ericksonian and other hypnotherapies
“gave me a sense of how self-suggestion
leads to rigid mental-sets and how fam-
ilies contribute to the cause of problems.
But what about the broader social con-
text?

1 was aware that symptoms are af-
fected outside of families by social
forces ranging from institutionalized
racism to religion. I lacked the neces-
sary psychological zoum-lens to scruti-
nize, at the moment of impact, the
results of a specific social suggestion on
an individual. The research I conducted
for Hope Under Siege (Ritterman, 1991)?
helped me to begin to design that lens.

Hypnosis: Abused by
Totalitarian Governments

I looked for an incontestable case in
which society used hypnosis-like tech-
niques to hurt a person. The only well-
documented and unquestionably de-
structive use of state apparatus upon an
individual is torture. According to Am-
nesty International, torture is used by
governments in one-third of the coun-
tries of the world. Hypnotic and other
scientifically refined methods are rou-
tinely abused as part of state violence.
Itis well known that these methods are
designed not for information gathering,
but for people-breaking.

Initially, I studied what state-spon-
sored harming did to Salvadorans in the
US., Costa Rica and Nicaragua. 1
learned how government-mandated cru-
elty changed, often permanently, per-
sonalities, moods, and range of usable
mental states. Even without physical
abuse, after professional psychological
mistreatment by the state, survivors
were never again who they once were.
At this time 1 wrote “*Symptoms, Social

Justice and Personal Freedom” (Ritter-
man, 1985)? my first professional foray
into the social-hypnosis-symptom links.

In 1986, I was invited to Chile by a
group of relatives of the tortured, im-
prisoned and disappeared who had
banded together under the dictatorship
there. Chile was different from El Sal-
vador in that hypnosis and other forms
of psychological abuse were much more
routinely employed by the medical at-
tachés to the investigative police. It was
in Chile, surrounded by scores of sur-
vivors of all forms of torture that 1
realized I was the wrong person for the
job I had undertaken. I feared 1 could
becorhe a hateful person. My subject
was unravelling me.

I wrote “Torture: The Counter Ther-
apy of the State™ (Ritterman, 1987)¢ and
began to study a Chilean survivor, a
young man who had been disoriented
and manhandled in every imaginable
manner. He was under a death sentence
when I met him, and had a positive,
even humane attitude. I began to look
at the flip side of my original question:
how can an individual or family resist
when the state wields against them its
technical forces and its psychological
suggestions of hate?

Hypnotists and the
Power of Words

1 studied how this young Chilean man
immunized himself against the daily
denigrations wielded against him by a
government. Most fascinating was that
his mother, a literate shantytown dwell-
er, studied hypnosis. On family visits,
this woman often hypnotized her son
and provided suggestions about feeling
loved and mentally leaving the harshness
of his physical conditions. His wife, son,
mother, sister, and brotners arew ai
emotional net around him, countering
the otherwise annihilative suggestions
with words imbued with his importance
to them, and messages of strength,
worth and dignity.

[ had set out to study how social
forces can break down, degrade and
destabilize citizens and ended up in-
trigued with the power of a cooperative
family to break the spell of the injunc-
tions of a totalitarian state.

It is important to mention that hyp-
notists may especially well grasp the ex-
tent to which hateful, even indifferent
suggestions, words, metaphors and sym-
bols are integrated into any planned
violation. Physical abuse often is only
the tip of the iceberg.

‘When brutality is carried out with in-
difference, as when the torturer apply-
ing electric shock 1o a person's genitals

takes a break to chat with his wife over
the telephone about dinner, the uncon-
scious mind of the harmed person re-
ceives a profound and lasting indirect
suggestion that his/her suffering, much
less the heroics and good luck of endur-
ing, is trivial.

State Suggestive Forces

Especially from my years of study in
Chile, but also in South Africa (from
1986-1990), I learned that when social
control and not government account-
ability is the name of the game, the state
must work on the unconscious minds of
its citizens to occupy their daily reveries
and narrow their range of mental states.
Fear, terror and hate are necessary men-
tal states for various sectors of the
population and become primary politi-
cal goals. The police-controlled media
are employed to send the needed direct
and subliminal messages, as are the
military-run universities, hospitals and
so on. Loyalty to the state must replace
love even of family, as well as fear,
curiosity, terror, and ambition.

Is There an Applicability of
All This to the United States?

1 think Hope Under Siege applies to
lifc here in two ways. First, consider-
ing the rise of hate movements, and the
neglect of public health and education,
the cornerstone of an effective democ-
racy, we in North America need to think
broadly about hypnosis, learning its
macro- as well as its micro-dynamics.
Any society sends messages to its citi-
zens about how to act, and even how to
feel. Torture chambers are only the ex-
treme end of the line in government con-
trols. Hate, suggested directly or in-
directly by officials, will produce psy-
ChuplySiuicgical 1esponses in most peo-
ple and may lead v seemingly automatic
behavioral responses, from cross-burn-
ings to reactions of hurt and outrage.

Second, the social context in which
hypnotherapy occurs charges the hyp-
notist client relationship. Ericksonian
hypnotherapy could not be used by a tor-
turer or anyone else in a totalitarian
regime because from start to finish it is
designed to empower the subject, not
the hypnotist.

I remember Jay Haley used to say it
was a good thing Milton Erickson was
not a despot because of the tremendous
charisma of his (fortunately) bencvolent
personality. Ericksonian therapy is root-
ed in a democratic philosophy based on
assumptions of ecquality, justice and
mutal respect. In Chile under Pinochet,
victims of state-hypnosis were not open
to hypnosis in subsequent therapy. The

process of induction itself became as
toxic to them as electric wires may be
to those who were electrically tortured

When I went to Denmark to meet the
director of the first international torture
treatment center, Dr. Inge Kemp
Genefke, I was told that she did not want
to meet me because she was told I had
come to discuss the applicability of hyp-
nosis to tortun- treatment. She said hyp-
nosis was what torturers did, and ther-
apy was the opposite of that: empower-
ment of the subject. I told her | was part
of a new hypnosis movement that shared
her same aspirations. We began our
dialogue from there. '

I would like to see national and inter-
national movements that preserve
human dignity, fostering not only
economic change but also imparting
suggestions of sharing, caring. working
together, universalism. laden with
respect for cultural and religious dif-
ferences. Imagine real social programs
provided hand in hand with some sug-
gestions other than **Hate while you
Wait." How about ““To Live is to Give!™

Social suggestions, like those in in-
dividual hypnosis, can be used or
abused. They are tools we have, and
they are here to stay. How, when and
why they are used necd to become sub-
jects of concern for humanity to prevent
government abuse in the coming
decades.
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