Psychiatric Bias and Bigotry in Mainstream Corporate Media
by Don Weitz

In a democratic system of thought control…[it is] necessary to take over the entire
spectrum of opinion, the entire spectrum of discussion, so that nothing can be thinkable
apart from the party line; not just that it be obeyed, but that you can’t even think of
anything else.
– Noam Chomsky, linguist and political activist
The myths and stereotypes surrounding “mental illness” and the “violent mental patient”
are unfortunately alive and well. Medical reporters and columnists, editors and producers
in the mainstream, corporate-controlled media in Canada and the United States constantly
parrot psychiatry’s discredited medical model of “mental illness,” “mental health,” “safe
and effective medication” and “lifesaving” electroshock as though they were proven
scientific facts. I charge the corporate-controlled media with promoting fraud –
presenting psychiatric opinion and “mental health” ideology as “medical science.” They
air psychiatric propaganda – psychobabble – almost every day, repeating like a mantra
that “schizophrenia” is a brain disease; that “bipolar mood disorder” is caused by a
“chemical imbalance in the brain”; that “Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder”
(ADHD) is a neurological disorder. So-called objective and balanced articles and TV
specials on “mental illness” or “mental health” broadcasts by the Canadian Broadcasting
Corporation (CBC) and published in The Toronto Star, The Globe & Mail and the
National Post never cite credible medical or scientific evidence to support such claims –
because there is none.
I also charge the corporate-controlled media with elitism and bigotry. Personal
statements, and in particular psychiatric survivors’ testimony, that criticize forced
drugging and electroshock and promote non-medical alternatives are routinely dismissed
as “anecdotal” or not credible, or, even more commonly, edited out of major news stories
on “depression,” “schizophrenia” and “mental health.” Where are the balance and
fairness on which the media pride themselves?
When reporting on research findings that support psychiatric claims of the alleged safety
and effectiveness of psychiatric treatments, the media generally oversimplify them and
overstate their scientific credibility and social significance. Challenges of such claims are
extremely rare. At the same time, studies whose findings do challenge – or flatly
contradict – the notion that these treatments work and are safe are glossed over. For
example, studies that expose the fraudulent diagnostic label “ADHD” and the addictive
effects and violent behaviour triggered by the amphetamine-type drugs used to “treat”
this so-called disorder (such as Ritalin and Adderall) are rarely or never cited, much less
discussed. Although scientific studies conducted over the last ten years have proven
conclusively that Prozac, Paxil and other SSRI antidepressants frequently trigger
“suicidal ideation,” suicide attempts, and mania in young people and others, the media
did not even begin reporting on these alarming “side effects” until three or four years ago.

In 1998, I was surprised and pleased by the publication, on January 23, 1998, of my letter
(under the headline “Resist right-wing agenda of force, incarceration”) expressing my
outrage at the Star’s seven-part “Madness” series (January 10 to 16, 1998):
Most disturbing, the series irresponsibly links mental illness with violence and
criminality, which only reinforces the myth and stereotype of the dangerous mental
patient. A 1996 consensus statement signed by more than forty mental health
professionals, advocates and lawyers, and published in the Psychiatric Rehabilitation
Journal, asserts that “mental illness” and violence are not related, stating that “several
recent large-scale projects conclude only a weak association between mental disorders
and violence in the community…. Mental disorders – in sharp contrast to alcohol and
drug abuse – account for a minuscule portion of the violence…”
The Star series lays the groundwork for the legislation of forced drugging and outpatient
committal through proposed amendments of the Mental Health Act allowing more people
to be locked up faster. This is a right-wing Tory agenda which, if implemented, would
facilitate the denial of the human rights of thousands of extremely vulnerable citizens. It
must be resisted now.
The Star’s 1998 “Madness” series provoked considerable outrage in the psychiatric
survivor community, because it demonized psychiatric survivors, and especially those
of us who are poor and homeless, by portraying us as violent or “potentially dangerous.”
Several survivors and other critics of the psychiatric system, including one from the
United States, wrote strong letters of protest to the editor. Because they published a few
of these letters, Star editors erroneously believed that they had done justice to public
criticisms of media bias against, and vilification of, this population.
On February 9, 1998, Dr. Bonnie Burstow and I lodged a formal complaint against The
Toronto Star with the Ontario Press Council. We accused The Star of displaying “a
consistent biomedical model bias, to the exclusion of other major models or perspectives
on human crises labelled as ‘mental illness,’” and of promoting “the common stereotype
and myth of the “dangerous mental patient” through the selective and sensationalist
reporting of violent or criminal acts committed by people deemed “mentally ill”:
We see the bias in The Star series as doing considerable harm and injustice to a
vulnerable and already-stigmatized community. A possible remedy..is a second series of
articles which addresses the topic from a non-medical perspective (including an
antipsychiatry perspective) Despite this valid and powerfully-worded criticism, the Press
Council ruled against our complaint after flatly refusing to listen to us…
In March 1999, increasingly annoyed with the media, I wrote and sent an open letter
citing critical quotes from several mental health professionals titled “Who’s Really
Dangerous? Media Bias-Forced Drugging-Outpatient Committal” to several Canadian
media, including the Toronto Star, The Globe & Mail, The Toronto Sun, and the CBC.
No one replied, the letter was never published. Here is an edited excerpt:

The belief that most psychiatric survivors are more dangerous or violent than so-called
“normal” or “sane” people is a common myth and stereotype propagated by the
mainstream media, biological psychiatrists like E. Fuller Torrey (who wants to lock up
and forcibly drug “the mentally ill homeless”) and family “advocacy” organizations
such as the Schizophrenia Society of Canada and the National Alliance for the Mentally
Ill in the United States. Since there has never been any substantial scientific evidence to
support this view, it [can legitimately be seen as] a false belief or delusion. The following
conclusions from several respected health professionals, researchers and advocates
expose this myth:
The Canadian Broadcasting Corporation (CBC) is also guilty of promoting a propsychiatry bias, uncritically accepting psychiatry’s medical model of “mental illness” and
electroshock (ECT). In 2008, CBC’s Radio One broadcast an interview with Edward
Shorter by its science reporter Bob McDonald, host of “Quirks and Quarks”. Shorter is a
University of Toronto historian who recently co-authored, with psychopharmacologist
David Healy, the book Shock Therapy: A History of Electroconvulsive Treatment of
Mental Illness. The interview was blatantly one-sided; it sounded like a promotional for
electroshock and his pro-shock book.
In a 2008 letter to CBC Producer Jim Handman, I wrote, If CBC radio is seriously
interested in telling the truth about electroshock and growing international resistance,
and correcting its pro-shock bias, it should start interviewing shock survivors. Handman
completely ignored my suggestion that he invite shock survivors, activists or critics on a
future program. So much for “fair and balanced” programming re electroshock and
psychiatry on CBC Radio.
Psychiatric propaganda including drug and “mental health” promotionals and the myth of
“mental illness” continue to be churned out as scientific fact or “medical science” by
mainstream corporate-controlled media, psychiatry’s cheerleaders. The corporate media’s
many distortions and lies about “mental health”, psychiatry and its “safe and effective
treatments”, such as brain-damaging drugs and electroshock, are alarming. Equally
alarming is the media’s continuing refusal to interview psychiatric survivors and its
exclusion of anti-psychiatry and non-medical perspectives – this is not just censorship,
it’s bigotry. The corporate media’s medically biased coverage of “mental health” issues
together with its promotion of psychiatry’s discredited medical model of “mental illness”
and “treatment” and the latest diagnostic labels (e.g., ADHD, Social Anxiety Disorder,
Internet Addiction Disorder..) must be directly and forcefully challenged and publicly
denounced as fraud. More psychiatric survivors, dissident health professionals and other
critics should be blogging, exposing this global disinformation campaign organized by
psychiatry and the transnational drug companies (Big Pharma) and shamelessly parroted
by the corporate media. It’s time more of us spoke truth to power.

