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The modern version of electroshock “treat-
ment” began in the 1930s, but one can go much
further back in time and find the shock principle
practiced as a form of “healing.”

For example, the son of Jean Baptiste van
Helmont, a celebrated Dutch physician, wrote
about the ducking technique his father introduced
in the early part of the 17th century. Its purpose
was to shock the victim out of his supposed
madness or, as the younger van Helmont put it,
“suffocate the mad Ideas.” Mad people were
stripped, bound to a bench and lowered by pully
“‘more or less deep into the Water . . . and there left
till he judged that their upper Parts were drowned,
It may happen indeed that some through fear, or
because they are not strong enough to stand out
this method, may miscarry and die.” But this was
of no concern because “Fools or distracted Per-
sons, by being bereft of their understanding, are of
no use in the Commonwealth.”

For some, the phrase “of no use” when ap-
plied to the psychiatrically labeled may have a
familiar ring to it. During the 1920s, German
psychiatrists, in formulating theories to justify
their sterilization and “‘euthanasia’ programs
against the so-called mentally disabled, referred
to them as ‘‘useless eaters” and persons ‘‘devoid of
value.”

Shock in its modern form was introduced
during the early 1930s in Austria and Hungary.
Soon after, insulin coma and Metrazol shock
spread rapidly throughout psychiatry. But it was
left to two Italian psychiatrists, Ugo Cerletti and
Lucino Bini, to develop electroshock, the mainstay
of contemporary shock “treatment.” Partly insti-
gated by observing the electroconvulsive pacifica-
tion of hogs in a Rome slaughterhouse before they
were stabbed and bled to death, and having tested
the method on experimental dogs, Cerletti in 1938
found a fit condidate for human experimentation
in the person of “S.E.,"” a 39-year-old engineer who
the police commissioner of Rome had sent to his
institution “for observation.”

The man had just been arrested at a railroad
station “while wandering about without a ticket on
trains ready for departure.” He was diagnosed
“schizophrenic” and readied for treatment. The
first shock jolted his body but failed to produce the
desired coma. As the psychiatrists were discussing
plans for making a second attempt the next day,
(and I quote Cerletti here), “The patient, who
evidently had been following the conversation,
said clearly and solemnly, without his usual gib-
berish: ‘Not another one! It’s deadly.' " In spite of
this emphatic request, Cerletti went ahead with
the experiment and S.E. became the first of






