Understanding and Ending ECT

A FemwnivT Perypect)ve
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Il s'agit ici de repenser In thérapie des
électrochocs comme une violence faite
aux femmes. On dit qu’ils
endonmagent cervean, qils sont un
maoyen de renforcer les riles sexuels, er
qu'ils torturent. L'auteure demande
aux monvements des fernmes de mettre
fin it ces pratiques, Elle donne des inds-
cations pour redéfinir [‘dlectrochoc er
pour en parler dans lenrs conférences,
leurs livres et leurs déclarations des
commed uneviolence faite aux femmer.

[t may initially seem strange discuss-
ing ECT or electroshock in a journal
issue devoted to violence against
women. Afterall, isnot ECT astand-
ard psychiatric reacment? Indeed, it
is. It is despite the fact that since its
inception in fascist [taly, there have
been mammoth concerns about it.
Significandy, objections and qualms
were immediately voiced by both re-
cipientsand professionals. AsLeonard
Frank documents, no sooner did the
first jolt of electicity surge through
the head of the first ECT victim than
the victim bolted upright, screaming
in horror, “Non una seconda!
Mordificare!” (Not again, it will kill
me) (8). “When [ saw the patent’s
reaction, I thought to myself, this
should be abolished,” ECT’s inven-
tor acknowledged (see Frank 11).
Since this horrific beginning, the
questioning and the protests have
continued. Researchers such as Peter
Breggin (1979, 1991, 1997) have
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alarmed people with findings that
establishdamage. Throughout North
America and Europe, shock survi-
vors and their allies routinely dem-
onstrate against the treatment and
submit depurations on the harm
done. Throughout all this protest, as
evidenced in Ontario Coaliton to
Swop Electroshock (1984a, 1984b)
and Breggin (1997), sexism is repeat-
edly raised. And yet not only is ECT
continuing, but as MindFreedom
shows, it is on the rise. Moreover, it
contdnues to be theorized as treat-
ment.

The purpose of this article to reach
past the commonplace understand-
ing of ECT as treatment to reveal
ECT as state-sponsored violence
againstwomen—yviolence, moreover,
which must be stopped. The bulk of
the article explores ECT as violence
and the gendered nature of it. The
article culminates in a discussion of
theroleofthe women’s movementin
ending this violence.

Technically, What is ECT?

ECT is procedure that consists of
passing sufficient electricity through
the head (100-190 volts) to produce
a grand mal seizure. In unilateral or
modified shock, both electrodes are
placed on one side of the head; in
bilateral or unmodified shoclk, one
electrode is placed on each side (see
Frank; the Electro-convulsive
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Thermpy Review Committee; Breggin
1997).

Flectroshock as Damage: Scien-
tific Evidence of a Crime

As early as the 1950s, animal experi-
ments established that ECT causes
brain damage. For example, in a de-
finitive double blind study
(Hartelius), a pathologist examined
the slides of the brains of cats—half
of which had received electroshock.
Significantly, on the basis of observ-
able brain damage (cell death and
hemorrhages), he wasable to idendify
accurately which animals had been
administered shock,

To cite relevant research on hu-
manbeings, Weinberger found more
cerebral atrophy in the brains of
“schizophrenics” who have had ECT
than those that have not. And in a
CT (computed tomography scan)
study, Calloway found a correlation
between frontal lobe atrophy and
ECT.

Memory loss, intellectual impair-
ment, and the creation of neuropa-
thology are standard and well docu-
mented. An experimental study by
Templer, Ruff, and Armstrong es-
tablishes that ECT causes permanent
memory loss and general intellectual
impairment. On the basis of a thor-
ough literature review—including
seizure studies, autopsy studies, and
studies of memory loss and intellec-
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