PSYCHIATRY AS A TOOL OF

REPRESSION

by Jenny Miller

Every year millions of
people in the U.S. are incar-
cerated in psychiatric insti-
tutions and given brain-
damaging psychiatric
‘‘treatments,”’ usually with-
out their consent. About
one percent of the popula-
tion will be inmates on a
psychiatric ward in any
given year, and about ten
percent will be psychiatric
inmates (“‘mental patients’’)
at some time in their lives.'
This does not include the
additional millions of inmates of nursing homes, chil-
dren’s detention centers, prisons, as well as out-patients
who are forcibly treated with psychiatric drugs. Primar-
ily affected are poor people, women, the elderly, Third
World people, the differently-abled, lesbians and gay
men, and other groups who lack power in this society.
Most psychiatrists are white men with high incomes who
are trained to perceive people’s feelings of rage, rebel-
lion, despair, and apathy as symptoms of psychiatric
pathology, rather#than seeing them as natural and valid
responses to an extremely oppressive political-economic
system.

Jenny Miller is a former psychiatric inmate, has been an
activist in the anti-psychiatry movement for nine years, and is
on the editorial stqff of Madness Network News,

14

Temkin

Psychiatric inmates have historically been denigrat-
ed, experimented on, injured, and even exterminated in
the name of healing. In this context it is important to ex-
amine the legal rights of psychiatric inmates today, and
the most prevalent techniques used to control them:
psychosurgery, electroshock, and neuroleptic drugs.

Power of Detention

Legal rights of “‘mental patients’’ are almost non-
existent. Even in California, which is considered to haye
some of the most progressive laws in the country, people
may be locked up for an initial 72-hour period, before
and during which time they do not have the right to a
hearing. The police and certain designated mental
health professionals have the power to commit individu-
als for this period if they think that such persons might
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