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Gary Walls, Ph.D.*
This is a reply to David Wolitzky’s (2006) apologia for a positivist research agenda for psychoanalytic psychotherapy. I found the form of his article unusual, in that in addition to presenting his own arguments in favor of the empiricist reduction of psychoanalysis to quantitative variables and randomized control trials, he also presented bowdlerized summaries of his critics’ arguments. Nowhere to be seen were accounts of the competing arguments by the dissenting authors themselves, leaving readers in the awkward position of having to trust that Wolitzky would present opposing arguments with the persuasiveness and power of the original authors. Having read (and written) some of these critical arguments countering Wolitzky’s position, I can assure Psychologist-Psychoanalyst readers that nothing could be further from the truth: Wolitzky refashioned opposing arguments as softballs to be propelled out of the stadium. Unless we are to believe that Wolitzky’s critics would agree, for example, that referring to their epistemological constructs as “buzzwords” is a fair rendition of their arguments, one must conclude that he failed to represent opposing arguments in their best light. Perhaps this is why the usual protocol for responsible publications is not to have the different perspectives in a heatedly controversial discussion summarized by one of the passionate protagonists in the debate. 

While a more comprehensive critique of the epistemological fallacies of the empiricist research program is needed, in this limited space I would like to counter just a couple of the assertions that Wolitzky advocates in favor of his version of “scientific method.” One is alluded to in my title. Lest readers interpret my title as an ad hominum attack on Wolitzky, let me say first that every person has a right, as an American, to disparage his or her grandmother’s intellectual rigor. While others may disagree, I do not think this was an instance of patriarchal antifeminist slander. My point is instead substantive, in that Wolitzky’s illustration was an attempt, as best as I can understand it, to establish in concrete form what philosophers of science refer to as “the line of demarcation” between scientific and non-scientific methods of knowing. In likening the epistemology of critical clinical-theoretical dialogue (such as takes place in journals like Psychoanalytic Dialogues and Contemporary Psychoanalysis) to his grandmother’s thoughtful approach to making plum jam, Wolitzky, I think, intends to disparage the scientific claims of clinical empiricism more than he intends to insult his grandmother.

Most philosophers of science agree that no attempt at demarcation has been successful (Weimer 1979). Every proposed set of criteria to establish specific distinctions between scientific and unscientific methods has been shown to exclude activities that are generally accepted as scientific (such as the study of black holes) or the inclusion of activities generally regarded as unscientific (such as astrology). 

In defense of Wolitzky’s grandmother, I believe her knowledge of how to make plum jam, as well as her methods in manufacturing it, have genuine scientific content. Wolitzky, while protesting that he does not devalue clinical methods of knowledge construction, reasserts the typical dominance of academic/laboratory methods over what Donald Schön (1983) calls “knowing-in-action,” or what is also known as practical knowledge. When the designers and makers of plum jam wear white lab coats, they call themselves “food scientists,” but the knowledge they are working with is in no way epistemologically superior to his grandmother’s, and for me the proof is in whose jam tastes better. Unlike Wolitzky, my money is on his grandmother.

A note on chaos theory. Wolitzky singles this perspective out as being not only a buzzword without intellectual content, but as “taken, ironically enough, from the study of inanimate processes.” This is only partly true, and quite misleading. In fact, one of the prime arguments of chaos theorists is that the traditional sciences explain most, but not all inanimate phenomena fairly well, but that its linear, determinative metaphysics produces a dead universe (Prigogine & Stengers, 1984). The laws of physics can explain how a robot functions, but not how a person functions, because a person does not obey laws of mechanics. Unlike inanimate things, life does not obey the second law of thermodynamics, which states that entropy can never decrease, and therefore that matter tends towards increasing disorder. The development of life is in the opposite direction, towards increasing organization. Not only have the principles of chaos theory successfully addressed some inanimate phenomena, such as dripping faucets and weather patterns, but it also has been applied to the population variations of biological species and the morphology of living organisms. Psychology is an apt extension for the application of chaos theory, as the metaphysics of chaos provides a less mechanistic, deterministic basis for the study of the complex, unpredictable phenomena of the living universe.

Other criticisms I have of the kind of quantified systematic research that Wolitzky advocates have to do with its formal qualities. Most of this research works with measurements that involve reductions of lived experience to numbers that, as Wolitzky acknowledges, are nearly always based on arbitrary metrics, such that the scales of measurement fail to correspond meaningfully to the phenomena being studied (Kasdin, 2006). Studies of statistical differences between group means cannot logically draw valid conclusions about the therapeutic processes that take place between individual therapeutic pairs, since the particular qualities of each pair have been erased through the mathematical process of aggregation. Much attention is paid by such researchers to the dynamics of the laboratory (internal validity), but little weight is given to the degradation of experience that accompanies the “gathering” of the “data.” This is not really captured by the notion of external validity, because that term refers only to the limits of the generalizability of what are assumed to be bona fide representations of actual experiences, albeit controlled and decontextualized. Further, Wolitzky considers it a bias that clinical data are often determined by the clinician’s theory, but Kuhn (1970) long ago established that all data are theory determined.

The potential contributions of the systematic research studies to producing better therapists must be compared to knowledge learned from clinical findings reported by master clinicians. I can think of no more cogent testimony than recently published comments by Deborah Luepnitz, from whose writings I have learned much about how to be a more helpful therapist (Crumbly, 2006):
AC = A. Crumbley

DL = Deborah Luepnitz
AC: What do you think about the growing emphasis on empirically-based treatments?

DL: Ah, evidence. I was trained as a researcher, not a clinician, in graduate school and started out believing in "empirical methods." I was forced to stop believing in the relevance of collecting psychological data after I had collected two years’ worth for my dissertation comparing three kinds of child custody arrangements. Fairly early on in the data analysis, I realized that, without lying or exaggerating, I could use the test scores and other numbers, so carefully collected and tallied to argue for my hypotheses, or against my hypotheses, or countless positions in between. This is all not to mention the fact that the credibility of the test scores rested on a belief that strangers are willing and able to rate their self-esteem, well-being, interpersonal conflicts, and those of their children on a five-point Likert scale. It assumes not only that interviewees are willing to be transparent, but that the unconscious doesn't exist, and that transparency is indeed possible.

My personal analysis changed my life for the better, but try to imagine a paper-and-pencil test that could capture its meaning in my life! Some people cry less, go on more dates, and make more money after psychotherapy. But others cry more, are less social and make less money. Take the case of "Don Juan in Trenton" from Schopenhauer’s Porcupines [2002]. You may recall that the patient felt much worse during most of the treatment than he did on entering. He was a better human being by most standards—less apt to exploit people, less apt to lie to partners about his STD, and less likely to obsequiously support an incompetent boss. But he felt a loneliness and an inadequacy he had never experienced before. 

The so-called evidenced-based therapies are, not surprisingly, the ones that work at a level more superficial than psychoanalysis. The research deck is stacked—and always is—by the way the research questions are framed. If people want to go to behaviorists or CBTists—it’s o.k. with me, but the evidence-based zealots are against people choosing something they disapprove of. At bottom, it's an attack on depth. Just another attempt by this culture to make the unexamined life worth living.

This is not about submitting to authority in an unquestioning way, as Wolitzky suggests. We all can learn from others’ clinical writing and retain our critical perspective on what we are learning, comparing it with our own clinical observations and rational evaluation. In fact, that attitude is precisely what defines the “reflective practitioner” that Donald Schön (1983) described in his book based on his empirical study of how competent professionals actually practice. The shoe, I think, is really on the other foot. It is Wolitzky, I believe, who surrenders his critical skepticism to the false guarantee of valid knowledge that he asserts is offered only by so-called systematic scientific methodology. 

But what is the substance of the knowledge contributed to the clinical field by quantitative empirical methods? What contributions to psychoanalytic theory and technique have emerged from empiricist methods as opposed to clinical experience? I personally am unaware of any major contributions to theory or technique from that source, so I will have to rely on Wolitzky to point them out to me. 

On the other hand, I can think of many, many contributions to psychoanalytic theory and technique that have emerged from clinical/theoretical dialogue, case reports, and the ensuing critical discussions of those cases. The list includes Freud's discovery/construction of talk therapy, free association, repression, transference, countertransference, dream analysis, interpretation, resistance, resistance analysis; Anna Freud's elaboration of the mechanisms of defense, and forms of child analysis; Klein and Fairbairn's pioneering formulations of object relations theory, etc, etc. In fact, the list is practically coterminous with the history of the psychoanalytic discipline, including many contemporary psychoanalysts such as Stephen Mitchell, Irwin Hoffman, Donnel Stern, Darlene Ehrenberg, Jody Davies, Jessica Benjamin, Neil Altman, Ted Jacobs, etc. To compare the scientific fruitfulness of clinical methods to systematic empiricist research is truly telling, I think.

In fact, for nearly fifty years, psychoanalysts have been engaged in the kinds of research that Wolitzky assures us will answer our critics and rescue the scientific credibility of psychoanalysis. As Norman Doidge (1997) pointed out, the psychoanalytic psychotherapies are the most frequently studied of the over 150 types of psychotherapies. The results of these studies provide clear empirical evidence of the therapeutic effectiveness of psychoanalysis with a broad range of diagnoses. Why have our critics found these studies so unpersuasive?

The reason is not, I believe, that these studies failed to take the form of controlled clinical trials. Psychoanalysis is not directly comparable to other treatments in the ways that would make such horse race research meaningful. Psychoanalysis has been demonstrated to alleviate symptoms, but what distinguishes it as an approach is that it does so much more, as the quote from Luepnitz shows. Some of the important reasons for the lack of public acceptance of psychoanalysis include, I would argue, that political policy-makers, wealth holding elements of society, insurance companies, behaviorists and cognitive-behaviorists, and academic psychologists have vested interests that converge in promoting more superficial, cost-effective and authoritarian therapies that serve the purposes of social control and conformity rather than self-awareness and liberation. I realize that this is a bold assertion, one that I have elaborated on previously (Walls 1999), but cannot adequately discuss here. 

Calls for systematic empirical studies of the effectiveness of psychotherapy are not new, and in fact many such studies have been published. David Orlinsky is one of the most prolific and respected of psychologists, one who dedicated 40 years of his career to studying psychotherapy research of just the kind that Wolitzky advocates. What is his assessment of the value of this accumulated research knowledge? In a recent paper Orlinsky (2006) reflected on the value of this approach to research on psychotherapy process and outcome:
«I must start by confessing that I don’t really read psychotherapy research when I can help it. Why? The language is dull, the storylines are repetitive, the characters lack depth, and the authors generally have no sense of humor…» (p. 2, emphasis in original)

Orlinsky argues that, among other things, psychotherapy research in the empiricist tradition fails to take into account the fundamentally relational, bi-directional nature of the therapeutic interaction, as well as the culturally-defined individual subjectivity of the patients studied:
«Neither of these realities seems to me to be adequately addressed by the dominant paradigm or standard research model followed in most studies of psychotherapeutic process and outcome. Instead, the dominant research paradigm seriously distorts the real nature of persons and of psychotherapy (as I see them)» (p. 3).
Orlinsky, the consummate veteran of four decades of Wolitzky-style psychotherapy research, came in the end to reject it as involving a primary distortion of the enterprise he was trying to study. He goes on to explain the persistence of the dominance of positivist research paradigms in terms very similar to the political/economic factors I articulated above.

Further, I am unaware of any empirical evidence to support the assertion that when therapists increase their knowledge of the empirical research literature, they become more proficient in helping their patients. In fact, I find this assertion highly unlikely, and I would challenge Wolitzky to produce, if he can, any empirical evidence to substantiate this improbable claim.

The studies I am aware of, and the results of personal inquiries I have conducted on my own, consistently show the opposite results. When asked what educational experiences helped them most to learn to do psychoanalysis, most analyst will tell you that their own analysis was the most useful, that their supervision by experienced knowledgeable analysts was the second most important learning experience, and that didactic coursework was third. I am assuming that as in my own training, the didactic coursework largely consisted of readings in the clinical/theoretical literature, with very limited reading of systematic empirical research. If the reading of empirical outcome research were on the list, I doubt it would be higher than fourth. Perhaps even fifth, behind tasting Grandma’s jam.

As for myself, I have read many research articles. I have never found the knowledge conveyed by random clinical trials or quantified group studies to be even slightly helpful or relevant to making me a better therapist. I agree with Orlinsky that such studies constitute fundamental distortions of both the nature of persons and the nature of the therapy process, and therefore are likely to degrade rather than contribute to our understanding of psychotherapy. So until something is pointed out to me that I am missing, I’m with Grandma and her plum jam.
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