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In 1996, Gregory Hoblit directed a film called Primal Fear.  The movie is about a big-shot attorney, Martin Vail, who takes on the case of a poor boy, Aaron Stampler, accused of killing the archbishop of Chicago.  All of the evidence points to Aaron.  He was caught fleeing from the scene in clothes drenched in the archbishop’s blood and he had access to the archbishop’s apartment.  Aaron is a nineteen year old boy with a soft voice, a charming Southern accent, and a loveable stutter.  Vail believes that Aaron did not do it and enters a plea of not guilty.  When searching for evidence to prove his innocence, Vail hires a psychologist to perform a psychiatric evaluation of Aaron.  The doctor found that Aaron had multiple personality disorder.  During the sessions, Vail and the psychologist find that Aaron has another personality named Roy.  Roy “comes out” when Aaron feels threatened and overwhelmed.  Aaron had been experiencing blackouts and had been “losing time” for several years.  Roy’s personality is markedly different from that of Aaron.  Since Vail cannot change the plea entered at the beginning of the trial to innocent by reason of insanity, Vail uses the prosecuting attorney to provoke Aaron into switching into Roy and Roy attacks the prosecutor.  The event causes the judge to make the case a bench trial and orders Aaron to a local psychiatric hospital for treatment.  At the end of the movie, Aaron asks Vail to apologize for him to the prosecutor.  Vail realizes Aaron should not have remembered what happened while Roy was in control.  It turns out Aaron was making everything up and he took advantage of Vail to make sure things went his way.  

Multiple personality disorder is also known as dissociative identity disorder (DID).  According to the textbook, a person with DID has two or more distinct personalities called subpersonalities.  As we discussed in class, each subpersonality has fragments of a whole personality.  There is usually one personality present for the majority of time called the host personality.  Since the different identities are only parts of a whole personality, they are all very different from one another.  The person switches from one personality from the other.  Patients may experience lost time where parts of actions and memories are lost.  According to the textbook, most DID cases are diagnosed in late adolescence or early adulthood.  Symptoms may begin in early childhood.  Most patients have been abused, including sexually abused, when they were very young.  Personalities can be aware of each other or they may not know the others exist.  The subpersonalities may also have differences in their vital statistics, in their preferences, and their physiological responses.  Some researchers believe DID is an iatrogenic disorder, meaning it is induced by practitioners.  Others think it may be caused by repression to help protect the mind.  Behavioralists believe it is learned through operant conditioning.  The state-dependent learning theory says ideas learned are best recalled during the conditions when it was learned.  Others think DID may be a form of self-hypnosis to help block unpleasant events.  Treatment of DID includes psychoeducation to instruct the patient about their disease and what causes the switch.  Grounding techniques are also employed to help keep the patient oriented to time and place.  It is also important for the patient to become uncomfortable switching between personalities, so cognitive reframing is used.  The absolute goal is integration of the subpersonalities into one whole personality.

The movie, Primal Fear, was only concerned with the symptoms of DID.  The movie did not show any of Aaron’s treatments for his DID.  However, the psychiatrist tells Vail that she finally realized that Aaron had all of the “classic” symptoms of DID.  Aaron mentions that his father was “not a nice man.”  The psychiatrist realized he had a history of abuse and lapses in memory.  The host personality in this case was Aaron.  Aaron’s alternate personality first came out when he was asked repeatedly about his ex-girlfriend.  He would start complaining about a headache and he would grab the sides of his head as if he was trying to squeeze something out of his mind.  All of a sudden, mild-mannered Aaron turned into a cursing, violent person.  Vail was introduced to Roy when Vail revealed to Aaron that he knew about the archbishop sexually abusing him, his friend, and his girlfriend.  Aaron became very scared and started stuttering uncontrollably.  After several indicators that Aaron was switching, Roy took control of the situation.  There were several differences between Aaron and Roy.  One difference was their tone of voice.  Aaron was mild and quiet, but Roy was loud, offensive, and controlling.  Roy smoked whereas Aaron did not.  Even their posture and facial movements were different.  Aaron would sit still with a blank look and his mouth hanging open.  Roy had a very cunning look in his eye and could not sit still.  Aaron called Vail Mr. Vail and Roy called him “Marty.”  Roy was the personality that took care of Aaron.  In his conversation with Vail, Roy said that Aaron came to him, crying and upset about the archbishop’s abuse.  It became apparent that Roy was the identity who killed the archbishop.  Aaron said that he was in the room after the archbishop was killed and he saw a figure leaning over the body.  This is indicative of a dissociative disorder because this was an out of body experience for Aaron.  Aaron was actually the one performing the act physically, but mentally it was Roy who was in control.  Aaron did not remember what exactly had happened when Roy was in control.  Aaron would have probably only had to go to the mental facility and be out in a few months if he had not given away that he remembered what happened in the courtroom.  Vail realized that Aaron did not actually have DID.  However, it is possible that the different identities know about each other and are aware of what the others are doing even though they have no control over it.  It was characteristic of Aaron to not remember what happened while Roy was in control.  He realized Aaron was pretending the entire time in order to not be punished for the murder.  

Multiple personality disorder is a very controversial topic.  It would be very easy for some one to commit a vicious crime and then blame it on DID.  The book discusses a few cases where this is the case.  It is very interesting how all of the personalities are so different; yet they do not make up a whole personality of their own.  The person with DID must have a very active imagination to see how their different and varied personalities would react to different situations.  I would be interested in learning more about DID.  Several of the books mentioned in the textbook would be interesting to read.
