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Of all the phenomena which today invoke the opprohrium and psycho-legal 
scrutinv of contemporary Westerners, child abuse is regarded as perhaps the most 
reprehensible. When this abuse includes an occult ritual element the moral 
revulsion increases exponentially. The reason is not hard to discover. The sadistic 
abuse of a child by an adult invokes the archetypal polarities of absolute innocence 
and absolute malevolence. When this emotionally charged moral duality is fuelled 
hy the sinister spectre of satanic ritual involvement. the socio-psychological 
dimensions of the issue are eclipsed by the apocalyptic supernatural contest of 
good against evil. The abuser is no longer regarded as a mere social deviant, hut in 
the popular imagination becomes a demonic instrument, no longer a fallen mortal, 
hut rather the very incarnation of supernatural destructiveness. 

For this reason. allegations of organised satanic cult worship that involve 
blasphemous perversion of Christian sacraments, hallucinogenic drug abuse, 
paedophilia. bestiality, ritual human sacrifice. and cannibalism, confront us with 
existence at the extreme margins of humanity. In this world, characterised hy the 
assiduous pursuit of moral violation, we can no longer speak of psychic conflict. 
Psychic conflict. in Freudian terms, assumes a tension between life and death 
instincts, loving and destructiveness. The real significance of satanic ritual abuse 
lies in the cultivation of Thanatos (the death instinct) till it xwc ll-, to the full 
circumference of psychic life, thereby actualising the almost inconceivable state of 
instinctual monism. Anv residue of life instinct is split off, ceremonially disavowed 
and ab u s ive lv corrupted. ,\t these absolute limits of our moral universe 
psvchological language <e e m-, to fail. and we find our sclve s reaching for the 
archaic concept of evil. 

Psychoanalysis has mapped and navigated madness more successfully than am 
other psychological discourse. But even if we use the problematic metaphor of 
exorcism ( as the English analvst Ronald Fairbairn did). to describe the analytic 
encounter with the intrapsychic manifestations of unconscious de structive ne sx, our 



traditional metupsychology does not e asi lv encompass demonic wor hip and it, 
perverse rituals. I see three reason- for this. Firstly. the moral-thculoeical term evil 
is foreign to the language of psychoanalysis. The co nccp tu al boundaries ot 
psvchounalvt ic dixcour se extend to include the various per mutau«n-, of iu-t and 
rage. The concept of evil docs not sit comfortably here amid t a ,e,;i\ar catalogue 
of conflict-defence co ns t e l l a t i o ns . Phillips ( 1994) goe, tu r t he r , ,aving that 
psychoaualy-i», the "art of the unacceptable", i, phobic about the word evil. Freud. 
in the spirit of post-Lnl ighte nme m rationality. felt compelled to speak of the 
unacceptable without evoking the supernatural. We may sav that Freud naturalised 
the supernatural hv interpreting spiritual experience - both gtiod and bad - as the 
symbolic expression of intrapsvchic conflict. In psychoanalytic discourse both god, 
and demons were humanised hv reformulating them as prujectc d rm thologic;d 
embodiments of instinctual forces, unconsciouslv fused with childhood imagoe: of 
god-like parental figures. Rather than people being created in the image of (iod. 
both God and Satan are unconsciously created in the ambivalent image of people. 
ma nut actur cd from the tantas1es of young children struggling toward a moral 
idc ntitv a mids t the turbulence of oedipal desires and prohihuio:». There 1s an 
obvious discursive gulf between the Christian mvthologv of ,aunic n ii. and the 
secular psychoanalytic rnvihol ogv of dc st ructive instincts and int e r n«! objc c: . 
which 1, not casilv spanned. 

A second difficulty lies in psychoanalysis' eschewal of the moral divide between 
childhood innocence and adult culpability. a division which is <till presupposed b\ 
societ\ ir: general. Ac,ording t o thi- v in, children arc ase.xual exe mplar s of \me 
and mnocc nce. becmning corrupted onh b\ tr aumauc c.xpo. ure to adult, wl;o 
sexual Iv exploit or abuse them. l 'hildrcn are guileless victims and adult abusers are 
depraved perpetrators. Freud initiallv subscribed. at least irnplicitlv. lll this notim 
by formulating his eurlv seduction theory of neurosis. He inuiallv attr ibute d adult 
neurotic symptoms to repressed memories of traumatic childhood e xu al 
seductions by adults. It was. howcve r. Freud's subsequent r e je ct io n of ihi , 
assump1i"n in his theory of invt inctual wish-fu lfil li ng Iarua-,v. that established 
p,yclrnanahsi, as a r adicallv distinct the orv of psychologictl deve iopmc nt and 
disturbance If children entertain both sexual and aggressi\e fantasies toward 
adults. a nd adult recollections of childhood sexual seduction, arc Ir e que nt lv 
disg1i1,nl wish-fu lfi l l i nj; t a nt.r-ic«. then the purported moral ch;1,m bernecn 
diildrer1 and adults i, untenable. 

Thi, 111trnduco a third dift1c·u\t1. !lame\\ that patients· allq:cd mcnwries ,1I 
childh11<ld abuse arc· tq11L"allv reg;irded with anahtic sc·c·Jllicism. 1-rom the 
ps\cl1o;rn;d1!1c per pcctJ\ e the ubiquitous presence of unconsc1,n1s fantas\ mean 
that rc,olkctiom are rcc<1n'1ruct11ins. rather than replica. of actual events 
l\1choan;1\\ is has ne,cr dellied the realitv of child abuse. hut the truth it pur.ue 
i, narr;n11e rathn th;111 \Jtnal. The ana\Y!ic attitude entertain, ;1mb1p11t\ becau.e 
its fti,us 1s psyd11c reality. rather than empir1,al rea\itv. Thi, 1 prohk ma tic \s hen 1: 
comes l<> cv;duat1ng the claim, <>I tho c· who allege that thn \sere lll11allv abu,cd 
1"11e nn c·"ary d1s,r im1nat1on ol altJ1al events and those intnpcr. onal happernng 
trar1stmrnnl bv im;1gil1;1t1on 1, ;,lien t<1 the psH"hoanaht1c metiH>d ol 1:1\·1tin!c! and 
1ntnprc·t111g l;1nta,\ 

(ii\cll the c· dci1n1ng lc;111irc ,it p 1c·lwan;1\\ I.. II I l1ttlc wrrndn that the· 
Jl\lch11l11~i,;d 1nd11,tn that Ii;, clllngcd ar<111nd the 1 11e ot d11:d ;,hie detec"t1<1n 



and psychotherapy features little contribution from psychoanalytic authors. It is 
thus extremely interesting that Valerie Sinason, a British psychoanalytic 
psychotherapist, should edit a book concerned with the psychoanalytic treatment 
of satanic ritual abuse survivors. The book emerges at a time when Satanism, ritual 
abuse, and the psychotherapeutic treatment of abuse survivors has generated 
heated controversy. 

In November 1994 The New York Review of Books featured a scathing two-part 
article by Frederick Crews, in which he reviews a number of books on recovered 
memories of childhood abuse, including ritual abuse. Crews not only scornfully 
dismisses the evidence for recovered abuse memories, but also trashes 
psychoanalysis for devising the notion of repression, the concept used to explain 
why abusive memories are only recalled in psychotherapy. Crews ( 1994:58) 
consigns both recovered memory therapy and psychoanalysis to "history's ashcan", 
and concludes: 

"Out in the rough-and-tumble psychotherapeutic marketplace, to which our mental 
health associations discreetly turn their backs, Freudian clich s are breeding 
promiscuously with those of religious zealots, self-help evangelists, sociopolitical 
ideologues, and outright charlatans who trade in the ever seductive currency of 
guilt and blame. So long as 'Freud's permanent revolution', as Nagel calls it, 
retains any sway. the voodoo of 'the repressed' can be counted on to return in 
newly energetic and pernicious forms". 

Sinason's book was published in the same year as Crews' article, and these two 
texts reveal irreconcilable perceptions. While Crews is a sceptical American 
academic. Sinason is a British psychoanalytic therapist. Her rationale for editing a 
clinical work on satanic abuse is outlined in a harrowing case study comprising 
chapter one. Sinason's story begins in I 990 with her long-distance supervision of a 
Swedish psychotherapist who was treating a 44 year-old mentally retarded woman. 
Sinason, an authority on the psychotherapy of retarded people. was shocked by the 
patient's elaborate descriptions of ritual sexual abuse. "material that sounded more 
like a horror film than therapy sessions with a severely mentally handicapped 
woman" (pl6). Details of abduction, sadomasochism, blood drinking, and sexual 
abuse emerged. The question of fact versus fantasy was quickly resolved for 
Sinason: "Ingrid's limited cognitive abilities meant she could not lie or fantasise. 
She was trying to make sense of something insensible she had actu a l lv 
experienced" (p16). 

The book comprises 34 articles, written mainly by British analysts. 
psychotherapists. and psychiatrists. The articles cover a broad range of topics, from 
the historical foundations of ritual abuse, to satanic cult practices and therapeutic 
strategies with satanic abuse survivors. Unlike many self-styled experts in the field 
of occult ritual abuse Sinason is no religious crusader. She emphasises in her 
introduction that "the number of children and adults tortured in the name of 
mainstream religious orthodoxv historically outweighs any onslaught by Satanist',' 
(p3). 

As the quote b~ Crews indicates. a common objection raised by sceptics concerns 
the question of whether satanic ritual abuse and murder really occurs. In a 
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historical article. subtitled "an excavation of ancient infanticide". Kahr writes 
dr amat icallv that the "vc rv foundations of humanity have been constructed upon 
the ch a r r c d hones of dead infants" (p53). lie goes on to suggest that "the 
infanticidal urge of fathers and mothers also seeks expression in ritualistic. 
satanistic and sadistic forms of child abuse'{p Sx). Chapter six. a review ot 
literature on false allegations of sexual abuse in childhood bv Gwen Adshcad. is 
more cautious. Citing child abuse statistics from reputable researchers she 
dismisses Freud's 1924 theory that most victim accounts of childhood abuse arc 
faruasv. However. she is careful to emphasise that because child sexual abuse is 
criminal behaviour the truth of the alleged events must necessarih be determined 
by legal criteria: 

"It is not possible for health care professionals to determine uch a 'truth'. No: onl, 
are t h cv not trained to detect crime there is nothing about a health care 
professional training that enables them to 'know· if someone is telling the truth. 
l-listorv-taking and experience of talking tu pe ople as patients is not the same a, 
the dialogue of interrogation. which provides the basis for evidence within a legal 
framework. The role of the investigator is quite different from that of the 
therapist" ( po3 ). 

This does not mean. however. that the therapist can suspend judgement as to the 
truthfulness of rituallv abused patients' account, Sina. on and Hale e mphaticallv 
assert 111 chapter 32. "Internal and external re alitv", that: 

"it is crucial to discover as near to the historic truth as possible and have 1: 
confirmed .... Whilst psvchothe rapists are usually primarily concerned with the 
patient's emotional truth regardless of whether it is corroborated by external 
reality. for ritual abuse survivors this is not adequate. We see the survivor's need to 
establish what happened with us as a way of making such experiences thinkable· 
(p274) 

Obviou,lv this kind of clinical work involves liaison, with a number of ot hcr 
institutions and prnfrss1onals. manv of whom may disbe licv c ;,nd denigrate the· 
therap1,1·, cl a i m-; a cuun tc r t r an-fe r e nce ta\lc: of the general r c spo nse w h icl: 
typicallv meets the abuse survivor': revelations. Work of this kind necessitate a 
close support network t" sakil conram ther api-ts' own cmuuonal response, l<> 
their patients' experiences. 

The second and third part, "f the hook, the most interesting part for this reviewer. 
cuncer n d1nic·al wurk with L"hild and adult ritual ahu. e survivor .. Here the reader 1, 
L"O!l!1<HJ,c·d. albci: tr om ;1 te: tu.i: di-t.mce. with cxpc rie nua] uccour.t- "t event: th.u 
arc: so ~rntc:sque and hor r 11, Inf a, to be almost unthinkable .. And d the: rc:«!e: 
slrnf'gk t<l hold thoc: event 1n mind. how much more difficult mu. t It he tur 
thc:r;1p1sts to hc·;,1 ;111d C(lnt;i1n tir-thand tcxiimonv of unbearable act. of crucltv ., 
The c;, c: stud1c:s dou1mc 11t tltc m.uc r ial of children and adult: ,\ h« have been 
suhJc:c·t !<l rape. ho1alagc:. ph\\1L"al p;un and mutilati()n, sodo1m. he,tialm. fmL"c:d 
hlood-d1111klllg, cxcrc:111e11t ingestion and the witne"ing ot rnu;il acnfict In he: 
i11trml11c·t1on Si11aso11 ljU<ltes ~bdii:tlt: 



I have almost [orgot the taste of fears 
I have supped (11/1 with horrors. 

While this initially strikes the reader as perhaps overly dramatic the later clinical 
case material dispels any thought of sensationalist excess. Mollon, in an article 
titled 'The impact of evil", identifies what is unique about ritually abused patients. 
They have 

"experienced concrete enactments of primitive and very violent scenarios of 
murder, dismemberment and cannibalism, which for other people are merely 
phantasies. This leads to a hlurring of the distinction hetween phanrasy and reality. 
For these people, the external world has mirrored extremely primitive levels of the 
paranoid-schizoid position" (p 145 ). 

Ironside's article, "Psychotherapy with a ritually abused 3-year old", details the 
extreme symptomatic consequences of ritual abuse: "He fluctuated between 
withdrawn or violent moods, could go into a trance state and pass out at times of 
stress. He also exhibited disturbing sexualised behaviour, self-mutilation and 
sexual and violent attacks on children and pets" (p87). 

Extreme experiences require extreme defensive measures. the most notahle of 
which is extreme dissociation. But as Conway. in a chapter called "Trance­ 
formations of abuse", notes, "this adaptation has its price - while dissociation may 
help the individual defend against the experience of physical helplessness. it does 
so at the risk of eventual psychological helplessness, of being taken over by 
spontaneous episodes of reliving the event, or by dissociated personalities and, in 
the extreme case, of multiple personality disorder" (p255). In clinical work of this 
nature, which involves details of unspeakable trauma, therapists are not only 
confronted with the task of hearing their patients' experiences. hut also with 
entertaining, processing, and staying with their own revulsion, horror, and fear. 
Mollon notes that the therapist's countertransference "will involve a sense of 
disorientation and loss of bearings - a fear for one's own sanity and grasp of reality" 
(pl46). 

The hook has a number of useful chapters dealing with ritual abuse assessment, 
identification. and treatment. It is clear that classical analytic technique needs to 
he substantiallv modified in order to ade quate lv treat these cxtr aordinarv patient>. 
Onlv bv amas,ing rigorous clinical case studv detail will refined strategies for 
treating ritual abuse survivors emerge. Sinason's book represents a valuable 
beginning in this regard. 

Not only are therapists (and readers) forced to imagine the psychic experience and 
consequences of such depravity for the victims/survivors; they must also trv and 
enter t hc minds of the perpetrators. Mollon puts this succinctly: "There is 
something about the existence of evil that is difficult to grasp and cnmpre he nd. It 
is the idea that someone may be not just a hi! had, dishonest or cruel, not just 
psychopathic, hut dedicated to heing had" (pl36J. It is, however, the experiences ot 
the ritual ahuse survivor, that linger long and disagreeably in the reader's mind. 
Aspects of this hook are difficult to digest. Psychoanalysis has long devoted itself to 
understanding the fantastical transformation of historical experience h1 



unconscious distortion and elaboration. Can alleged satanic abuse survivors 
accounts really be true? 

Mollon'« conclusion to his article provides a humane and el"quent answer: ··1 
would rather risk being deluded by my patients - rather risk appe;mng a fool - than 
risk abandoning the terrified traumatised child within the patient who i, 
attempting to tell their story" (p147). 
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