ENGLISH: WHOSE REALITY

A Street Car Named Desire: ‘No two people can ever share the same reality.’

The following is a letter from a research psychiatrist to an old professor.
Dr. Tran,

There is only one thing of which | am sure in this profession of ours: The human brain never reacts
the way we expect it to. When someone has survived substantial trauma, we expect them to
respond in a certain way. We list signs and symptoms that they should suffer, and somehow make
an incredibly complex disorder that we barely understand, textbook. Unfortunately, the brain doesn’t
follow our rules. Sometimes people cope and sometimes their trauma manifests into something we
didn’t expect. For every book we have written, or discovery we have made, we really know nothing.
People will always have unique reactions to stimuli, they will never share the same psychological
reality, and we as doctors just have to cross our fingers and hope that the diagnosis we have
provided will somehow fit.

This was one of the first things you ever taught me. Now | need your help again.

As you know, the university recently approached me to study the different manifestations of Post
Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD). My hypothesis, that every brain reacts uniquely to post traumatic
stress, was easy to establish, but finding a group of people that had all suffered a severe trauma
and were reacting differently was going to be a challenge. If | ever found them, my plan to apply
unique treatments for each patient would hopefully achieve more efficient results than traditional
therapies.

The night after | was offered the job, fate intervened. | was rounding on the pysch ward, when | met
the strangest woman. Her name was Blanche Dubois and she was a classic case of Borderline
Personality Disorder, if ever there was one.

Blanche had been admitted after an episode of severe hallucinations left her convinced that her
sister's husband had sexually assaulted her. She was diagnosed with borderline personality
disorder, complete with splitting and dissociation episodes. They'd flooded her with beta blockers to
suppress the panic attacks. But really she’d been condemned to the ‘too hard’ pile.

For a character disorder generally summed up by extreme emotional volatility, Blanche was
something else. She’d grown up in a wealthy family, marrying young. It all began to go downhill
when her closeted homosexual husband committed suicide. This traumatic rejection developed
within her a need to receive sexual validity through the desire of men. Eventually her self-
destructive promiscuity led her to engage in a sexual relationship with a much younger,
inexperienced man, who was in a sense easier to control.

Blanche was good at what she did; within half an hour | was totally engaged. Homeless, after the
repossession of her estate, and out of a job, Blanche literally went further down the rabbit hole. |
don’t think | need to spell it out, but Blanche certainly used her, faculties, to survive. But by trying to
manipulate so many men at once, she allowed her mild disorder to escalate until she was having full
blown splitting sessions, switching between idolising and demonizing the men she was, escorting.

Driven out of town she fled to her sister's home in New Orleans. Blanche hadn’t seen Stella for
years, she now had a complete escape from her old life and the hope of recovery was very
promising, but circumstances didn’'t work out like that. The key reason for this being Stella’s
husband, Stanley Kowalski. His aggressive alpha male persona made him incredibly successful in a
wartime situation, but when restricted to domestic settings it resulted in severe and reoccurring
physical attacks on his wife, even during her pregnancy.
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Not surprisingly, the disruption of this pattern by the arrival of Stella’s sister was not well received by
Mr. Kowalski. Stanley was used to controlling the situation, not in the same way Blanche did, but
effectively none the less. He responded the only way an aggressive alpha male would when his
territory was threatened, systematically tormenting Blanche until she was such an emotional wreck
that she dissociated with reality and translated that emotional attack into a physical one, by
imagining that Stanley raped her.

Obviously, | couldn’t trust Blanche’s story as the whole truth. The following weekend | travelled to
the Kowalski’'s to meet her family myself. Masking as Blanche’s new doctor Stella was only too
eager to give me the details of Blanche’s deterioration. What was more interesting than this account
was the interaction | observed between the married couple. It soon became apparent that Blanche’s
impression of Stanley was not far off the mark. While Stella made it very clear that the rape was not
possible, it wouldn’t surprise me if it was.

The general diagnosis thrown around to describe Stella’s situation is battered woman syndrome, but
that doesn’t even begin to cover their relationship, which had transformed from an impulsive sexual
dependence into a complete adhesive of identities. Stella had come from a home where she was
given everything, moving into a big city with nothing had left her desperate to find a figure of
protection. This she found in Stanley, and at first their relationship reaped its rewards. | was reading
an article the other day proposing that we can explain the compulsion of women to return to their
abusive husbands by observing evolutionary traits. Decades ago Darwin concluded that organism’s
possessing habits that increased their chances of survival are more likely to survive and reproduce,
and hence pass on those traits. Well, he wasn’t just talking about physical traits, but behavioural
ones also. In the wild being under the protection of the alpha male was the surest way to survive.
Century’s later when society has evolved so that these men don’t have the same outlets for their
aggression; this once protective trait has now turned destructive. A behaviour that once meant that
a woman was safe and well fed now means that she is physically abused by her partner. But
genetically she has been trained by thousands of years of evolution to return to him.

These three people are perfect for my experiment, all of them have endured significant trauma, but
rather than reacting in the expected way, their PTSD had manifested into a wide spectrum of
psychological disorders. | couldn’t believe my luck. | started their individual treatments right away,
slightly blurring the ethical lines of psychiatry to ensure Stella and Stanley’s involvement. | only had
to convince Stella that a group therapy session might help Blanche and she was insisting that they
attend.

That brings us to why | need your help. You know how hard it is to convince a pathologically
abusive male into reform. From what | have seen | would need individual sessions with Stanley over
a number of years before | even scraped the surface. He is the root of this family’s problems,
without counselling him; he will continue to exacerbate both women'’s ailments.

They don’t share the same reality, but all of their opposing disorders are connected. Without helping
them all, no one will recover. This is not an easy case, but together we might just be able to save
this family.

| look forward to working together,

Dr. Coade
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