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Zigmond M. Lebensohn

The history of electroconvulsive therapy [ECT) in the
- United Sta'tes is traced from fts crude beginnings in
*4940 10 Tts'emerdence as a hlghl'y sophisticated and
effectiva traatmant for. many severe psychiatric disor-
‘ders. The: ganeral d’rstmst ‘of ali: sumaﬂc ﬂwmpses in
-the 13305 ‘and: 19405 oxpressed by many prominent
psyc‘nmmsts Ibaﬂn aﬂa'lysts an-d nnnana!vsm contrib-

AMEHICAN PSYCHIATRY BEFOHE ECT

THE HISTORY. OF electroconvillsive !hmpy
(ECT) in the-United States cannot be com-
pletely understood without knowing something
about the history.and character of American Psychia-
try from its European roots to the evolution of its
uniguely American style.

In colonial days and for men}' ycars thereafter,
the only psychiatry known in the United States was
mental hospital psychiatry. We borrowed heavily
from the Tukes and the Quaker retreats in England,
but in the eady 180Ds, American psychiatrists
developed a system of “moral treatment™ that
elicited praise and admiration from many including
the famous novelist Charles Dickens,! who de-
scribed his visit to the Boston Psychopathic Hospi-
! in 1842 in glowing prose. Shortly thereafter, the
flood of immigration to our shores plus the increase
in our population overburdened and overwhelmed
the state hospital systems and the quality of care
deteriorated.

In April 1938, when ECT was first used in Italy,
the state hospitals in this country were still over-
crowded and grossly understaifed. The only medi-
cations available were sedatives, chiefly in the form
of barbilurates, bromides, paraldehyde, and chloral
hydrate. Theelin injection was occasionally used
{with eguivocal results) for menopausal depres-
sions. Hydrotherapy with cold packs, continuous
tutb baths, and Scotch douches were a mainstay of
mos! state hospital treatment. However, the major

uted to an ambivalent relationship between ECT and
the rest of American psychiatry. The media coverags
of ECT is roviewsd, and suggestions for dealing with
the antipsychiatry movement and antl-ECT prejudice
are discussed.
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approach to treatment was psychological, support-
ive or custodial. There was general distrust of
somatic therapies for the functional disorders.

The chief exception was the Sodium Amytal
Interview introduced in the 1920, which ofien
enabled mute catatonics to speak under its influ-
ence. Unfortunately, the long-term results were
disappointing, Egnally disappointing had becn the
introduction of “Dauerschiaf™ (1922) by the Swiss
psychiatrist Klaesi,? which consisted of administer-
ing large amounts of barbiturates over a long
period, thus placing the patient in a state of mild
barbiturate intoxication until such time as he was
permitted to awaken and presumably resume his
more normal activities. Because of the frequency of
preumonia and the poor success rate, this treatment
never gained acceplance and was soon abandoned.

The first of the somatic therapies used to treat a
then-major mental disorder was the malarial therapy
for general paresis (1918) for which Professor
Wagner von Jauregg? of Vierna was awarded the
Nobel Prize in Medicine in 1927. However, the
general distrnst and dislike of somatic therapies by
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