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Preface

While I was writing this book it became apparent that people’s reactions to the
idea of a book about brainwashing almost always fell into one of two categories.
The first, much larger, group said ‘How fascinating!” and asked lots of questions.
The second reacted derisively. ‘Brainwashing? You do know it’s all hogwash,
don’t you?

Obviously I don’t think so or I wouldn’t have written this book, but it is
certainly fair to say that brainwashing has some dubious, even seedy, associa-
tions. Like consciousness and emotion, until recently it has been considered
unworthy of scientific attention, the product of deranged conspiracy theorists or,
at best, peculiar political circumstances. But brainwashing is much, much more
than that. At its heart is a malignant idea, the dream of totally controlling a
human mind, which affects all of us one way or another. Brainwashing is the
ultimate invasion of privacy: it seeks to control not only how people act but what
they think. It arouses our deepest fears, threatening the loss of freedom and even
identity. Yet we know remarkably little about it. Given the advances in our
scientific understanding of brains and their behaviours since the heyday of brain-
washing studies in the 1950s, it is more than time we took another look at this
mysterious and terrifying phenomenon.

The book is divided into three parts. Part I: Torture and seduction (Chapters
1-6) focuses on the history and social psychology of brainwashing. The term
itself originally referred to political programmes in Communist China and Korea,
but the concept was too good to waste, and before long allegations of brainwash-
ing were being hurled at any activity which involved changing minds. Are such
claims justified? Brainwashing investigates a number of domains: religion, politics,
advertising and the media, education, mental health, the military, the criminal
justice system, domestic violence, and torture. We discover that brainwashing is
an extreme form of social influence which uses mechanisms increasingly studied
and understood by social psychologists, and that such influence can vary hugely
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in its intensity. And we explore a range of situations involving individuals, small
groups, and entire societies, in all of which the types of influence we call ‘brain-
washing’ are characterized by the use of force or deceit or both.

We also see that the terror of brainwashing, the fear of one’s mind being
broken down and then reshaped to someone else’s specification, draws its power
from our preferred view of ourselves as free, rational, decisive individuals. We
like to think our minds are strong and solid, pure and unchanging entities which
bear a close resemblance to the religious concept of an immortal soul. We prefer
to think that, like diamonds, they keep their shape as the pressure on them rises,
until at last (under the force of brainwashing) they shatter into pieces. We tend to
believe that mental power derives from reason, so we view emotions as weak-
nesses. And we think of ourselves as having free will, choosing whether or not to
be influenced by other people. To understand whether our fears about brain-
washing are appropriate, we need to look at the accuracy of these beliefs.

That means understanding more about human brains, so Part II: The traitor
in your skull (Chapters 7-11) considers the neurosciences. Be warned: this is the
most difficult part of the book. There is just no way to talk neural without going
into detail; brains refuse to be reduced to soundbites. I have included a beginner’s
guide (Neuroscience in a nutshell, p. 106), diagrams, and as few technicalities as
possible. But I have used a lot of examples, not all of which may seem to have
much to do with brainwashing. Bear with me; there are reasons for this. For one
thing, direct modern scientific evidence of what happens to brains during brain-
washing is non-existent: ethical objections forbid such research from taking place.
For another, we need to understand how brains normally work before we can
make sense of the abnormal processes in brainwashing. The themes of Part II—
brain change, beliefs, emotions, how brains generate actions, self-control, and
free will—are each so complex that they require considerable explaining. I have
therefore risked chasing tangents in pursuit of clarification.

Part II shows that the picture of minds as solid and static is misleading. Minds
are more like malleable clay than diamonds. We humans are not the resolutely
independent individuals on whose unbending rationality so much of conse-
quence is predicated (like the doctrine of criminal responsibility, which expects
those it judges to have been acting freely and choosing rationally). Rather,
human beings are born and then made; self-fashioned, of course, but also hugely
shaped by social circumstances—especially the ideas we take from our societies
and the emotions with which we take them. We underestimate the extent to
which even mild forms of influence can change the way we think and act.

Part III: Freedom and control takes this new conception and investigates its
implications for brainwashing. Chapter 12 considers individuals, asking what
makes some people victims and some predators, vulnerable to brainwashing or
attracted by its malevolent potential. Chapter 13 asks the same question about
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societies. The concept of brainwashing, linked from the very beginning to total-
itarian states, is deeply political, so what are the social agents of thought control?
Chapter 14 moves from present to future to ask what impact scientific develop-
ments may have on brainwashing techniques. Finally, I consider perhaps the
most important question of all: can we resist brainwashing? Arguing that the best
form of defence is to take advance precautions, I discuss ways in which each of us
can boost our personal protection against unwanted influence attempts.

But individuals by themselves can only do so much. Brainwashing is not a
magic bullet, a short cut to thought control. Rather, it is a complex phenomenon
which uses increasingly well-understood psychological processes to wreak its
havoc. While this may seem reassuring, the consequence is that no magic bullet
exists for ‘anti-brainwashers’ either. Brainwashing is above all a social and politi-
cal phenomenon, and our best defences will also be at the level of society: only
politics can maximize protection. To defend ourselves we need to favour certain
kinds of political approaches—those which emphasize the importance of person-
al freedoms—and avoid belief systems which value cultures, organizations, or
societies more highly than individual human beings. Brainwashing therefore
culminates, perhaps surprisingly, in a discussion of politics. Throughout the book
I have tried to answer some of the questions of the many people who reacted
positively when they heard the proposed book’s title: what happens during brain-
washing? Is it real? How does it work? Is it still going on? How can we stop it?

I should add three technical notes. Firstly, I have used [sic] to confirm peculiar
spellings only for modern quotations. John Milton, for example, wrote in an age
before English spelling had been standardized, so I have left his words as his
editors have rendered them. Secondly, italics in quotations are original unless
stated otherwise. Thirdly, English poses a problem for those attempting to write
gender-neutral prose: ‘he or she’ is clunky, ‘s/he’ abominable. I have used ‘he or
she’ at times, but where that is painfully clumsy I have resorted to the male
pronoun in most cases. This is partly for convenience, but mostly for historical
reasons: brainwashing first emerged as a weapon of war, and most of the people
involved—as perpetrators, victims, or researchers—were men.

Now to acknowledgements. I would like to thank everyone who has contrib-
uted, however indirectly, to this book—including the scholars cited in the text
whose mighty resources I have plundered, I hope to good purpose. Faults which
remain are mine alone, but they are fewer than they were thanks to all the help I
have had. Particular thanks are due to Professor Quentin Skinner and Dr Helen
Sutherland for their kindness and patience in reading and advising on sections of
the text and in supplying source material. Dr Peter Hansen also commented on
some chapters. Dr Xuguang Liu provided the ideograms in Chapter 1, Mr Alan
Taylor an image in Chapter 10, Andy Bennett a picture of mountains used in
Fig. 10.3, and the Council of Europe assistance with a query. Dr Kathy Wilkes
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gave generously of both time and advice; her untimely death in 2003 was a great
loss to me as to many others. Heartfelt thanks are also due to Dr Tim Littlewood
and his colleagues, without whom this book would never have been written.

Oxford University Press has given me a great opportunity, and my especial
thanks go to Michael Rodgers and Marsha Filion for unstintingly generous
encouragement and inspiration, support (when needed), and criticism (likewise).
Abbie Headon, Debbie Sutcliffe, and Michael Tiernan were also very helpful.
The three reviewers of the original book proposal, Professor Elliot Aronson,
Professor Miles Hewstone, and ‘Reviewer B’, provided careful and constructive
reports which were extremely useful in shaping the book; their input was much
appreciated. Professor Hewstone also read the first full draft; his comments were
invaluable. Professor John Stein deserves thanks for helping me to study neuro-
science in the first place, and I should also acknowledge the role of Oxford
University, an institution which has taught me a great deal (not just about neuro-
science) and which provided much of the motivation for writing this book.

Finally, I owe a debt beyond words to Alison Taylor, David Taylor, and Gillian
Wright for their unfailing help and patience in shaping Brainwashing—and its
author’s mind—for the better. To these, my three great influences, this book is
dedicated.

At this point authors often say that “writing this book has been a voyage of
discovery’. I can’t help hoping that my voyage is only beginning; but writing
Brainwashing has certainly taught me a lot. Thope you enjoy the journey, as I have
done.
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Chapter 1: The birth of
a word

The systematic and often forcible elimination from a person’s mind of more
established ideas, especially political ones, so that another set of ideas may take
their place; this process regarded as the kind of coercive conversion practised
by certain totalitarian states on political dissidents

Definition of ‘brainwashing’ in the Oxford English Dictionary

The intent is to change a mind radically so that its owner becomes a living
puppet—a human robot—without the atrocity being visible from the outside.
The aim is to create a mechanism in flesh and blood, with new beliefs and
new thought processes inserted into a captive body. What that amounts to
is the search for a slave race that, unlike the slaves of olden times, can be
trusted never to revolt, always to be amenable to orders, like an insect to
its instincts

Edward Hunter, Brainwashing

The term ‘brainwashing” was born in the crucible of war. Not, as one might
expect, the Second World War—though it was retrospectively applied to Nazi
techniques—but the Korean War. This conflict broke out in 1950 when North
Korea, supported by China’s Communist regime, invaded South Korea, to which
the young United Nations then sent a multinational force. The United States, the
major participant in this joint effort, soon noticed that something strange was
happening to US troops taken captive by the enemy. Some emerged from prison-
er of war camps as, apparently, converted Communists, ready to denounce their
country of birth and sing the praises of the Maoist way of life. Of course, the phe-
nomenon of prisoners forced to laud their captors was not a new one. But some
of these soldiers continued their bizarre—and passionate—disloyalty even after
they were free of the Communists” grip. Unnerved by their behaviour, and con-
cerned about potential effects on morale, the US began to investigate what their
CIA operative Edward Hunter had in 1950 publicly christened ‘brainwashing’.
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Hunter himself expresses his negative reactions very clearly in describing a victim
of the strange new phenomenon.

Those who interviewed him were bewildered and horrified not only by what
he said [...] but by the unnatural way in which he said it. His speech seemed
impressed on a disc that had to be played from start to finish, without
modification or halt. He appeared to be under a weird, unnatural compulsion
to go on with a whole train of thought, from beginning to end, even when it
had been rendered silly. For example, he spoke of no force being applied to him
even after someone already had pointed out that he had been seen in shackles.
He was [...] no longer capable of using free will or adapting himself to a
situation for which he had been uninstructed; he had to go on as if manipulated
by instincts alone. This was Party discipline extended to the mind; a trance
element was in it. It gave me a creepy feeling.

Hunter, Brainwashing, pp. 14-15

That war, like other extreme situations, could do strange things to human
beings had been known for centuries. William Shakespeare refers to the madness
of war; so does the Bible. More recently, William Sargant’s 1957 book Battle
for the Mind recounts his work as a doctor and psychiatrist with veterans in the
Second World War. Many of these men were suffering from what used to be
called shell shock or combat stress and is now known as post-traumatic stress dis-
order. Sargant notes extraordinary changes in personality, wild fluctuations in
mood and behaviour, alarming increases in suggestibility, and loss of self-control
shown by both soldiers and civilians affected by traumatic experiences. Clearly
the stresses of war could have a catastrophic impact on human brains.

But brainwashing is more than neurosis or psychosis. Such states may be
induced as part of the brainwashing process, but they are only a step on the way
to the goal of forcing the victim to succumb to the propaganda of the brainwash-
ers. Edward Hunter’s books, Brain-washing in Red China and Brainwashing, them-
selves fine pieces of propaganda, emphasize the deliberate, mechanistic malice of
the Communist enemy. Brainwashing is characterized in wholly negative terms
as a kind of mental rape: it is forced upon the victim by an attacker whose inten-
tion is to destroy the victim’s faith in former beliefs, to wipe the slate clean so that
new beliefs may be adopted.

Origins and cognates

The word itself, according to Hunter, is a translation of the Chinese concept
of xi-nao or hsi-nao (the Chinese ideograms are shown in Fig. 1.1). This term
was used as a colloquial rendering of szu-hsiang-kai-tsao (‘thought reform’; see
Fig. 1.2), the Chinese Communists’ formal term for their procedures. However,
the concept of hsi-nao, ‘heart washing’ or ‘cleansing the mind’ using meditation,
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A

Figure 1.1 The Chinese ideograms which represent the concept of xi-nao, translated as
‘brainwashing’.

2R WE

Figure 1.2 The Chinese ideograms which represent the concept of
szu-hsiang-kai-tsao, translated as ‘thought reform’.

is much older than Communism. Hunter claims that it dates to the time of Meng
K’o (known as Mencius in the West), a fourth-century Bc Confucian thinker. If so,
itis an early example of the long tradition of applying metaphors of washing and
cleaning to human minds, spirits, or souls. In English, this tradition is well illus-
trated by the seventeenth-century poet Lucy Hutchinson, writing long after
Mencius but nearly three centuries before Edward Hunter. This devoutly
Christian woman, having translated the work of the philosopher Lucretius and
found it ‘blasphemously against God’, writes that she “found it necessary to have
recourse to the fountain of Truth, to wash out all ugly wild impressions, and
fortify my mind with a strong antidote against all the poison of human wit and
wisdom that I had been dabbling withal’.!

Not quite the word ‘brainwashing’ but very close. Hutchinson, however, is
using her concept in a positive sense—the fountain of (Christian) Truth washing
her brain clean of the corruption caused by translating pagan Lucretius. Many
followers of Chairman Mao viewed their techniques of ‘re-education’ or
‘thought reform’ in a similarly positive light, their aim being to scrub out the
poison of imperialist and reactionary thoughts. As the psychiatrist Robert Jay
Lifton says in his seminal work on the subject, ‘it is most important to realize that
what we see as a set of coercive maneuvers, the Chinese Communists view as a morally
uplifting, harmonizing, and scientifically therapeutic experience’.? The pejorative
sense we now associate with re-education, thought reform, and brainwashing
came from Mao’s opponents at the time, the USA, and distorted the original
meaning.
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The birth of the term ‘brainwashing’ reflected a need to label what were seen
as terrifying new dangers. This need had become increasingly pressing with the
Soviet show trials of the 1930s, in which discredited former leaders of the Com-
munist Party stood up and publicly denounced their entire careers, policies, and
belief systems with apparently inexplicable sincerity. When Americans in China
and Korea started showing similar behaviour the need to explain how this could
happen became urgent. Edward Hunter’s label was able to paper over, if not
actually fill, the conceptual gap: the very fact that there was now a word for
whatever mysteries had gone on in Chinese prison camps calmed the American
public’s fear of the unknown. It has also been argued that the concept of brain-
washing allowed Americans to avoid confronting the idea, implicit in the
Christian doctrine of original sin (and the fallout from Hiroshima and Nagasaki),
that they themselves were capable of great evil. As Scheflin and Opton note in
The Mind Manipulators, brainwashing ‘sounds like an explanation’, apparently
shifting responsibility elsewhere and obviating the need to look at ourselves too
closely; this capacity to reassure makes it ‘a strangely attractive idea’.

As initially conceived, brainwashing was a State-controlled process, adminis-
tered by a totalitarian regime against dissidents, whether citizens or foreigners.
Such a term, however, was far too useful to remain in its original political
territory, and ‘brainwashing’ as a term of abuse was soon being applied to smaller
groups and even to individuals. The highly political nature of the term ‘brain-
washing’ reflects one of the central questions about brainwashing. Does it actu-
ally exist, or is it a totalitarian fantasy, dreamt up by an American journalist to
describe the menace of an alien culture? Certainly the term is often used today
in casual denigration to mean any attempt to influence the minds of others.
Advertising and the media, education, religion, and the mental health professions
have all, as we shall see, been accused of brainwashing, broadening and devalu-
ing the term from Hunter’s usage. Robert Lifton bemoans ‘irresponsible usages
by anti-fluoridation, anti-mental health legislation, or anti-almost anything
groups leveled against their real or fancied opponents’.> His book was first pub-
lished in 1961, a mere eleven years after ‘brainwashing’ entered the language.
Today, brainwashing is often little more than a casual term of abuse, often used
ironically.*

In the febrile anti-Communist paranoia of 1950s America, however, brain-
washing was anything but a casual concept. Rather, it was a terror—a fear of
losing control, free will, even identity.” Reviled as another lethal aspect of the
Red Menace, it was quickly taken up to fuel the fires of popular outrage. In this, it
is similar to the concept of evil—still popular as an easy explanation—and the
older concepts of witchcraft and demonic possession which have haunted
America since the Salem witch trials and earlier.® Although the idea of possession
has lost ground as society has become more secularized, it is arguable that brain-
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washing is in fact a secular equivalent, possession being brainwashing by a super-
natural agent rather than a human one. Certainly, the concept of brainwashing
has re-emerged into public consciousness at intervals ever since its birth, usually
in response to particular high-profile events which seem to admit of no other
explanation: a last-resort concept, a veil drawn over one of the many gaps in our
understanding of ourselves.

As already noted, Hunter’s concept did not appear out of nowhere. Human
beings have been trying to change each other’s minds since they first discovered
they had them. Often with the best of intentions: the Greek edayyélcor
(euangelion)—good message—gave us ‘evangelism’, while from the Latin
propago—to extend, to plant—came the congregatio de propaganda fide, a com-
mittee of cardinals set up by the Roman Catholic Church to oversee foreign mis-
sions. ‘Education’ is from educere—literally, to draw out; ‘re-education’ is simply
asecond attempt. Similarly, ‘thought reform’ brings with it positive overtones of
cognitive improvement. ‘Indoctrination’, which has acquired increasingly
negative connotations since its introduction into English in the seventeenth
century, comes from the Latin doctrina, a body of knowledge or learning. And
‘conditioning’, made famous by Ivan Pavlov’s work training dogs to salivate at
the sound of a bell,” derives from condicere: to appoint, settle, or arrange.
Spreading good news, bringing out the best in people, learning, making arrange-
ments. What could be more harmless? Only ‘coercive persuasion’, the approxi-
mate synonym for thought reform used by the psychiatrist Edgar Schein in his
book of the same name, hints at the darker side of influence techniques.®

If someone disagrees with you, you can of course kill him, but that is risky.
Alternative methods were already being developed by the earliest human groups.
Lifton identifies four such methods: coercion, exhortation, therapy, and realiza-
tion. Coercion says: ‘You must change in the way we tell you, or else ...; it
may involve death as an extreme penalty. Exhortation invokes a higher moral
authority to argue: “You should change, in the way we suggest, to become a
better person.” Therapy says: ‘You can change, with our guidance, to become
healthy and free of suffering.” Finally, realization says: “You can change, and
come to express your full potential, if you are willing to confront new ideas and
approaches.” Like many methods of persuasion, thought reform as practised by
the Chinese Communists uses elements of all four classes. However, what Lifton
calls ‘ideological totalism’—a tendency towards extreme, all-or-nothing modes
of thought characteristic of totalitarian regimes—leans most heavily upon the
first two’, coercion and exhortation.

By the time tribes had started to conquer other tribes, persuasive arts of all
types were already esteemed. The Old Testament Book of Exodus (Chapter 4,
verses 10-16) records Moses, when confronted with God’s plans for him, plead-
ing to be excused on the basis that T am slow of speech, and of a slow tongue.’
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The Lord replies: ‘Is not Aaron the Levite thy brother? I know that he can speak
well ... he shall be thy spokesman unto the people.” Even earlier in Biblical
history is Abraham, greatest of the Jewish patriarchs, who at one point bargains
with the Lord over the fate of the city of Sodom and succeeds in extracting a
promise that if even ten virtuous men can be found there the place will be spared.
This argumentative attitude goes unpunished, although unfortunately for Sodom
only one good man—Lot, Abraham’s nephew—can be found. Still, ‘it came to
pass, when God destroyed the cities of the plain, that God remembered Abraham,
and sent Lot out of the midst of the overthrow’ (Genesis, 19:29). Persuading the
Almighty to change his mind is an achievement modern spin-doctors can only
dream of. (It is noticeable that, as in the case of thought reform, examples of
coercion and exhortation are far easier to find in the Old Testament than instances
of therapy and self-realization.)

As empires and their administrative burdens grew the need to control subject
peoples became ever greater. The violence of armies was the ultimate threat; but
armies could not be everywhere. And, as the Roman Empire found when it came
up against the Jews, creating too many martyrs could be counter-productive.
Some systems, like the Persian Empire (c.550-330 Bc), adopted a pragmatically
liberal approach: pay your taxes, keep the peace, your gods and customs are your
own. Others were more dictatorial. Each culture developed its own forms of
increasingly sophisticated control: networks of spies, management hierarchies to
keep the revenues flowing, the coercion or bribery of local leaders, and legal and
social institutions. Many of these relied heavily on methods of compulsion such
as torture, which might be brutally physical or more subtly psychological. From
this rich heritage of coercion come many of the techniques associated with
brainwashing: indeed, the line between brainwashing and psychological torture
may be so fine as not to be worth drawing. I will explore this topic further in
Chapter 5.

Aspects of brainwashing

Clearly there are several points to be made about the term ‘brainwashing’.
Firstly, if we want to think about brainwashing we cannot avoid discussing
politics: the two are intertwined. Brainwashing, like God or love or freedom,
means different things to different people depending on their background and
agenda. This by itself does not discredit the term. If we could explain all the
different mechanisms by which people change each other’s minds, would we still
need Hunter’s word? I think so. There may be atheists out there able to avoid the
word ‘God’, determinists convinced that free will is an illusion who never say ‘I
chose’, and physiologists who replace declarations of passion with, ‘Darling, 'm
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having a hormone-surge’, but most of us still use the language of love, choice,
and (however attenuated) religion. Similarly, there is more to the usage of brain-
washing than the processes which may or may not explain it.

Secondly, brainwashing has a variety of aspects which can be teased apart. As
well as its political function as a term of abuse, it can also be used as a functional
description of a scientific process or processes for achieving such control. Those
sceptics who argue that “it’s all hogwash’ are arguing against the idea that such
scientific processes exist: that minds have ever been totally dominated in the way
suggested by The Manchurian Candidate, whose brainwashed protagonist mur-
ders when ordered to do so, even when the target is the girl he adores.® I will
return to the sceptics later. For now, it is worth noting that such objections
neglect all but the most mechanical aspects of brainwashing. But brainwashing
is not just a set of techniques. It is also a dream, a vision of ultimate control over
not only behaviour but thought as well, of having the secret skills possessed by
Matthew Arnold’s gipsies:

... arts to rule as they desired
The workings of men’s brains,
And they can bind them to what thoughts they will.
Arnold, The Scholar-Gipsy, lines 45-7

Brainwashing is more ambitious, and more coercive, than simple persuasion,
and unlike older cognates such as indoctrination, it has become closely associated
with modern, mechanistic technology.' It is a systematic processing of non-
compliant human beings which, if successful, refashions their very identities.
This association of mass technology with the obliteration, psychological or
physical, of human beings is one of the nastiest legacies of the twentieth
century—Auschwitz and Hiroshima cast long shadows across the post-war years.
Dreams of control can be potent determinants of action; they should not lightly
be ignored.

Finally, brainwashing has a guise as a concept of last resort, a screen pulled
across to hide the abyss of our ignorance. We invoke it when we have no other
explanation, or are not motivated to look for one.!’ When faced with something
extraordinary, such as apparent mass voluntary suicide, or the sympathy of some
kidnap victims for their captors, our first instinct is to describe the dead of
Jonestown, or Patty Hearst, as brainwashed; we have to call it something, and we
do not know what else to call it. I will return to Jonestown in the next chapter.
For now, however, the story of Patty Hearst provides the first of five case studies,
illustrating some of the ways in which the concept of brainwashing has been used
in the half-century since its birth.'*
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Case study: Patty Hearst

On 4 February 1974, Patricia Hearst, heiress and granddaughter of the powerful
US media magnate William Randolph Hearst, was kidnapped by an organization
calling itself the Symbionese Liberation Army (SLA). She was kept bound and
blindfolded in a closet for several weeks, physically assaulted, forced to have sex
with SLA members, and threatened with death. Meanwhile the SLA demanded
a ransom from the Hearst Corporation, including not only requests for money
but for a food give-away worth millions of dollars and the release of two SLA
members jailed for murder.

On 14 April of the same year Patty Hearst caused a sensation by participating
in the SLA robbery of a bank in San Francisco, after which she publicly denounced
her family and expressed her commitment to the SLA. Finally arrested in
September 1975, after at least one other armed robbery and a gun battle with
police in which six SLA members were killed, she described her occupation as
‘urban guerrilla’ and proclaimed her revolutionary beliefs. At her trial, the central
issue was whether she was acting voluntarily at the time of the robbery. The
defence’s two-pronged argument—that she was coerced, and that she was brain-
washed—put brainwashing centre stage. The prosecution argued strongly that if
she was acting under duress at the time of the bank robbery, she was not brain-
washed; if she had been brainwashed, duress would not have been necessary.
The prosecution also concentrated on observable facts: that Patty had been living
for months separately from any SLA members; that she had had a number of
chances to escape—and a gun; that on the videotape of the San Francisco bank
robbery she appeared to know exactly what she was doing; and that she took the
Fifth Amendment (the right not to answer a question when the answer could be
incriminating or dangerous) forty-two times. The jury sided with the prosecu-
tion and sent Patty Hearst to prison.'?

Was Patty Hearst brainwashed? Her case illustrates four important aspects of
the concept of brainwashing: its purposeful nature, the ‘cognitive difference’
between the beliefs held by a victim before and after the alleged brainwashing,
the timescale over which belief change occurs, and the use, already remarked
upon, of brainwashing as a ‘concept of last resort’.

Purpose

Brainwashing is a deliberate act; that is, intentional behaviour on the part of the
brainwasher is part of the essence of brainwashing. This purpose may not be
malicious—the brainwasher may sincerely believe that the victim will benefit
from ‘re-education’—but judging an act as malicious depends heavily on per-
spective, so hostility is not the essential point. What matters is that the action is
intended and carried out in order to change the victim.
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However, purposeful attempts to change someone’s mind do not in them-
selves constitute brainwashing, or the 1950s US authorities would have arrested
every lawyer in the country (in an adversarial justice system such as America’s or
Britain’s, changing the minds of jurors and judges plays a key role). What else is
needed? We can distinguish three other important components of the concept of
brainwashing.

Cognitive difference

The first is the strangeness of the new beliefs compared to the old. Imagine a
fanatical football fan who claimed to have been brainwashed into believing
that his team’s captain was in fact the best footballer in the world. He probably
wouldn’t get much sympathy or interest. But a young American heiress who is
kidnapped and then caught committing armed robbery is a different story. The
discrepancy between Patty Hearst’s luxurious upbringing and the ideals of the
Symbionese Liberation Army seemed so huge that brainwashing became a popu-
lar explanation at the time of her trial.

It is also worth noting that the newly acquired beliefs of a brainwashing victim
may or may not be ‘sensible’ beliefs to hold in their current environment. For
prisoners in Chinese thought-reform camps, adopting the prevalent (Communist)
belief system was the only way out of extreme deprivation and torture. Yet some
continued publicly to maintain these ‘enemy’ beliefs even once they were back
in the United States. Given the strength of feeling about anything Communist-
related at the time, this was not a prudent way to behave. Beliefs acquired
through brainwashing, like beliefs acquired by more routine methods, may not
actually benefit the holder. In some cases they may be positively harmful.

Timescale

Beliefs and personalities change continually as people grow. My belief about the
existence of Santa Claus is now diametrically opposed to the belief I had when I
was young. Was I brainwashed by the adult world? No. I simply grew up, gradu-
ally accepting along the way that there was no such person as Santa Claus. But
consider my friend Keith’s extremely strong belief in Christianity. If Keith were
to vanish for a month and then reappear a fervent atheist I would suspect that
someone had been exerting undue influence, whereas if I hadn’t seen Keith for
ten years I would be much more likely to attribute the lapse to natural causes. In
other words, the shorter the time of transition—between old and new beliefs—
the more likely that some form of brainwashing has occurred.

Last resort
Finally, as noted earlier, brainwashing (when it is not being used as a casual
insult) is often a ‘concept of last resort’, typically invoked only when no other
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explanation is apparent. In Patty Hearst’s case, for example, the argument that
she was brainwashed was a way of bridging the gap between her upbringing as a
scion of an exemplary capitalist dynasty and her apparently voluntary participa-
tion in a radical and violent left-wing group.

Two other aspects of brainwashing also need to be taken into consideration.
The first is the strength of the beliefs involved, and their association with emo-
tion, both during the brainwashing itself and later, in the victim’s response to
attacks on their new beliefs. People who work with victims of cults, for example,
often observe that the new beliefs are associated with extremely emotional
states. Challenging such a belief rationally is difficult if not impossible. The victim
not only perceives any such challenge as hostile but refuses to engage in rational
debate; the new beliefs are considered ‘sacred’ and beyond the reach of reason.
This is something we all do to some extent, but the hostile resistance of an alleged
brainwashing victim can be extreme. The content of the new beliefs can also
strike outsiders as bizarre—though again, this is a matter of perspective.

Itis often assumed that brainwashing involves a change from one set of strong
beliefs to another. However, this may not necessarily be the case. The Americans
shocked by their brainwashed compatriots assumed that initial belief in the
American way of life was as strong as the belief in Communism which these
men later adopted. This may or may not have been so. The Americans had been
the champions of the Second World War; their way of life was beginning to
dominate. Beliefs held in a relatively free society which has just won a war, and in
which freedom and individualism are important ideals, do not need to be held
with such conviction as beliefs held in an 