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In the antebellum South, the "peculiar institution" of slavery cast a long and
dark shadow over every aspect of society, including the emerging field of
psychiatry.

The Peculiar Institution and the Making of Modern Psychiatry, 1840-1880, a
groundbreaking work by psychiatrist Jonathan M. Metzl, explores the
unsettling connections between slavery, mental illness, and the
development of psychiatry in the 19th century.

Psychiatry in the Shadow of Slavery

Metzl argues that psychiatry emerged in the United States as a way to
manage the social and psychological problems created by slavery.
Enslaved Africans and their descendants were routinely subjected to
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dehumanizing conditions, physical and sexual abuse, and psychological
trauma.

These experiences left a profound impact on the mental health of enslaved
people. Many developed conditions that would later be diagnosed as
depression, anxiety, and post-traumatic stress disFree Download.

Pathologizing Blackness

However, instead of recognizing the social and political causes of these
mental health problems, white psychiatrists pathologized them as inherent
traits of Blackness.

They argued that enslaved Africans were inherently inferior, prone to
mental illness, and incapable of functioning independently in society. This
racist ideology justified the continued enslavement and oppression of Black
people.

The Rise of Asylums

As the number of enslaved people with mental illness increased, so did the
demand for institutions to house them. Asylums, which were often
overcrowded and underfunded, became dumping grounds for the mentally
ill, including enslaved people.

In these institutions, enslaved people were subjected to brutal and
inhumane treatment. They were often chained, whipped, and subjected to
medical experiments.

Challenging the Status Quo



Despite the overwhelming racism and oppression, some psychiatrists
began to question the dominant narratives about Black mental illness.

Doctors like Benjamin Rush and Thomas Kirkbride argued that mental
illness was not inherent to Blackness but rather a result of social and
environmental factors. They advocated for more humane treatment of the
mentally ill and for the abolition of slavery.

The Ongoing Legacy

The legacy of slavery's influence on psychiatry continues to shape mental
health care today.

Racial disparities in mental health outcomes persist, with Black Americans
being more likely to be diagnosed with mental illness, less likely to receive
treatment, and more likely to experience negative outcomes.

Metzl's book calls for a critical re-examination of psychiatry's history and for
a more just and equitable mental health system that recognizes the impact
of racism and social inequality on mental health.

The Peculiar Institution and the Making of Modern Psychiatry is a powerful
and disturbing account of the dark origins of psychiatry in the United
States.

By shedding light on the connections between slavery, mental illness, and
the development of psychiatry, Metzl challenges us to confront the ongoing
legacy of racism in mental health care and to work towards a more just and
equitable society.
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Wisconsin Clinic Pilots Mobile Crisis Response
System For Consumers With Mental Health
Conditions
MADISON, Wis. - A new mobile crisis response system is being piloted in
Wisconsin to help consumers with mental health conditions. The system,
which is being led by...
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