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Mental Patients Seeking a Voice

In Determining Their Therapies'

By RICHARD SEVERO

Mental patients are challenging mod-
ern psychiatry, its. heavy reliance.on
treatment with drugs and the whole tradi-
tional mental health system. Many even
question whether ‘‘mental illness” exists.
And their- movement, psychiatrists con-
cede, is having an effect.

Relying heavily on litigation, mental
patients.in the United States, Canada and
Europe are trying to narrow the controls
that psychiatrists have over them in pub-
lic and private mental hospitals. They
want the right to refuse medication and
shock therapy, even if they have been
committed to an institution involuntarily,
and they want more legal safeguards
built into the commitment process.

They .are not objecting as much to
~talking’’ therapy, though many believe
that a peer group can do more for a per-
son with problems..

Psychiatric Terms Questioned

They are also questioning the lexicon of
psychiatry, words such as ‘‘incompe-
tence,”” ' ‘‘schizophrenia’ and ‘‘psychot-
ic.”' They argue that since psychiatrists
frequently disagree on the meanings of
these terms, they are ol questionable
value in commitment proceedings that
can mean the deprivation of a person’s
liberty.

Dr. A.E. Bennett, a psychiatrist who
pioneered in the use of curare as a muscle

relaxant, has called the movement a
‘“menace to society’” and warned, “‘Or-
ganized medicine, especially psychiatry,
must snap out of its apathy and accept
the challenge and meet it for the good of
all patients and psychiatry.""

But Dr. Thomas Szasz, a professor of
psychiatry at the State University of New
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Mental Patients Seek ‘Liberation’ in Rising Challenge to Therapy
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