Paula Smith   1903588. Medicines and Miracles.  HPHI 6019. Assignment 2. Due 17th Nov. 2024.

Exploring changing perceptions of ECT through film portrayal and personal experience.

 This essay will explore how public perceptions of Electroconvulsive Therapy (ECT) -which is a procedure that induces a seizure with electricity passed across the brain- have been influenced by media in the past and present. Using personal testimony from training as a psychiatric nurse in the 1980’s, I have explored the history and contemporary use of ECT and reviewed the effect the media has had on public perceptions.  In the process my opinion and understanding of what I had been part of, has changed. This essay concludes there is a necessity for dialogue between media stakeholders and health providers, to reduce stigma and increase understanding of this treatment.

Witnessing Electroconvulsive Therapy for the First Time: A Personal Testimony.
 I had seen ‘One Flew Over The Cuckoo’s Nest’ (1975) [footnoteRef:1]before I started my psychiatric nurse training in the 1980’s. I worked in a Victorian Asylum up a hill, surrounded by a brick wall, a world in itself. Third generation nurses worked and lived in the village inside the walls, attending church, working the farm, and being buried there. The rest of us were bussed in, a mixture of all professions side by side, bumping up a long winding road. A hardy bunch with a dark sense of humour. The onsite Social Club had half price beer- it was clear how we would survive working with extremes of human behaviour not seen outside. I was 18, and our cohort of nurses was trained to challenge institutionalisation of both patients and staff by questioning every assumption, and the first thing we did was go on strike [footnoteRef:2]. Patients were nearly another species, so changed were they by lives filled with drugs and rules and lack of privacy and autonomy, and the staff were quite strange too. One placement was the locked ward, where adults were deprived of liberty for years. They would try to escape. Keys on a chain, often jangled by the male staff, was a symbol of ultimate power. It was from here I wheeled a sedated woman down for ECT. Helping her onto the table, I was complicit with what was to happen. Reassuring her despite my significant misgivings, the hands of technicians on her limbs and mouthguard in, I was given her head to hold during the fitting after the shock had been applied. Wheeled comatose into the recovery bay, I sat with her while she came round, made her a cup of tea as if this was a normal thing, and took her bewildered soul back to the ward.  [1:  Forman, Milos (dir.) One Flew Over The Cuckoo’s Nest [Film] (United States: Fantasy Films, 1975).]  [2:  Arnold-Forster, Agnes. When NHS Workers Fought Back Against Thatcher. Tribune. 23.11.2022. 
] 


[bookmark: _Hlk182324756] The anti-psychiatry movement originating in the 1950’s was a challenge to coercive physical treatments such as ECT and lobotomies, and later challenged the basis of psychiatry itself- the purpose and concept of mental illness, and the distinction between madness and sanity [footnoteRef:3]. In his book ‘Psychiatry and Anti-Psychiatry’ in 1967, David Cooper recognises the ‘subtle tortuous violence’ perpetrated by the ‘sane ones’ on patients by the psychiatric system. He saw the invalidation process commencing before admission and ending in the ‘career’ of mental patient [footnoteRef:4], as abuse. The Psychiatric hospital in the 1980’s was a unique arena. As a teenager, the power I had over patients lent by the weight of the institution behind me, was disturbing. The journeys down to ECT seemed to epitomise that and I felt on the wrong side. Nurse Ratched [footnoteRef:5] was not an inspiration I wanted to follow, and my complicity in those early days still shadowed my conscience. [3:  Snelson, Tim, ‘From In Two Minds to MIND: The Circulation of “Anti-Psychiatry” in British Film and Television during the Long 1960s’, History of the Human Sciences, 34.5 (2021), 53–81 ]  [4:  Cooper, David. Psychiatry and Anti-Psychiatry (1st ed.). 1967. Routledge. London.]  [5:  Forman, Milos (dir.) One Flew Over The Cuckoo’s Nest [Film] (United States: Fantasy Films, 1975).] 

 Foucault writing in the early 60’s, described psychiatry as prizing rationality and reason, but resulting in the incarceration of those judged against a ‘generalised state of health’ they were not privy to[footnoteRef:6]. In his first book Madness and Civilisation (1961) he claims the ‘age of reason’ created a cultural sensibility responsible for mass incarceration of ‘unreasonable’ people. Once the ‘mad’ people were excluded, under the authority of medical superintendents, psychiatry could then flourish [footnoteRef:7].The ‘medical gaze’ that filters all but the biomedical, dehumanises patients in an abusive doctor-orientated power structure[footnoteRef:8], and this description I could relate to.  [6:  Lupton, Deborah, Medicine as Culture : Illness, Disease and the Body in Western Societies, 2nd ed. (London: Sage, 2003). p91.]  [7:  Bracken P. On Madness and Civilisation: A History of Insanity in the Age of Reason (1961), by Michel Foucault. British Journal of Psychiatry. 2015;207(5):434-434. ]  [8:  Misselbrook, David. "Foucault." British journal of general practice 63.611 (2013): 312-312.] 

 Cooper and others saw psychiatry as a tool of capitalist imperialism, and psychiatric patients as having a revolutionary role in throwing off the oppressors [footnoteRef:9]. Others such as the Hungarian Psychiatrist Szasz thought psychiatry was based in a medical therapeutic paternalism, and harmful as it supressed symptoms rather than addressing a patient’ state of personal responsibility[footnoteRef:10]. In the 1980’s institution there was no revolting, and little room for patient personal responsibility, the roles of both sides of the power relationship non-negotiable.  [9:  Heaton, J.M. (2006). From Anti-psychiatry to Critical Psychiatry. In: Double, D.B. (eds) Critical Psychiatry. Palgrave Macmillan, London.]  [10:  Ibid.] 

 

              [image: One Flew Over The Cuckoo's Nest (1975) Official Trailer #1 - Jack Nicholson Movie HD]
Video 1. One Flew Over The Cuckoo's Nest (1975) Official Trailer #1 - Jack        Nicholson Movie HD

History of ECT.
 Inducing seizures to treat mental disorder dates to the 16th century when Paracelsus ‘cured lunacy’ by using camphor oil given by mouth [footnoteRef:11]. In the early 20th century neuropathologist Ladislas Meduna chemically induced seizures to treat schizophrenia, after his post-mortem observations highlighted a biological antagonism between schizophrenic and epileptic brains[footnoteRef:12]. This led to Italian Professors Lucio Bini and Ugo Cerletti experimenting by applying electricity directly to the brains of dogs, followed by giving the first demonstration of electricity to induce a ‘full seizure’ in a person, in 1938 [footnoteRef:13].  This unidentified man found delusional in a train station, having been given several shocks including one as a demonstration, improved so much he returned to ‘normal’ function (see image 1). [11:  Di Iorio, Riccardo, Simone Rossi, and Paolo M Rossini, ‘One Century of Healing Currents into the Brain from the Scalp: From Electroconvulsive Therapy to Repetitive Transcranial Magnetic Stimulation for Neuropsychiatric Disorders’, Clinical Neurophysiology, 133 (2022), 145–51 ]  [12:  Fink, Max. "Meduna and the origins of convulsive therapy." The American journal of psychiatry 141.9 (1984): 1034-1041.]  [13:  Faedda, Gianni L, Ina Becker, Argelinda Baroni, Leonardo Tondo, Ellen Aspland, and Athanasios  Koukopoulos, ‘The Origins of Electroconvulsive Therapy: Prof. Bini’s First Report on ECT’, Journal of Affective Disorders, 120.1 (2010), 12–15. p 1.] 


[image: ]
Image 1: ECT History- Cerletti and Bini- Documentary. Professor Graeme Yorston. 1938. 
 During the Great Depression in Europe in the 1930’s, mental health care was underfunded while the demand was growing. The Eugenics movement was on the rise, including forced sterilisation and euthanasia. Desperation to find treatments for mental illness led to therapies with high mortality, such Meduna’s cardiazol seizures, malaria for syphilis and insulin shock for schizophrenia. A safe alternative was needed, and with seizures already established to treat psychosis, ECT was seen as just a change in method which resulted in fewer deaths, was controllable and cheap to deliver. The success of returning chronic patients whose symptoms had resisted all previous interventions to a level of function, meant ECT became widely used. Understanding how it worked was not as important as the relief it gave [footnoteRef:14]. [14:  Yorston, Graeme. ECT History - Cerletti and Bini – Documentary. YouTube. 19 Aug. 2022.] 

 Kalinowsky, a young German scientist who assisted Cerletti and Bini in their pioneering research, was appointed at the New York State Psychiatric Institute in 1940, so was probably the first at administering ECT in the US. Initially used for schizophrenia, it was then extended to other disorders, particularly depression, and it became a mainstay of psychiatric treatment. In the 1950’s it became ‘modified ECT’ with the introduction of anaesthesia and muscle relaxant succinylcholine, which reduced many convulsion-related side effects[footnoteRef:15]. [15:  Di Iorio, Riccardo, Simone Rossi, and Paolo M Rossini, ‘One Century of Healing Currents into the Brain from the Scalp: From Electroconvulsive Therapy to Repetitive Transcranial Magnetic Stimulation for Neuropsychiatric Disorders’, Clinical Neurophysiology, 133 (2022), 145–51] 

 The use of ECT declined in the 1970’s and 1980’s with the rise of pharmacotherapy and growing stigmatisation, due to documented misuse. It was regarded as coercive and used to supress ‘inappropriate’ social behaviours[footnoteRef:16].  [16:  Di Iorio, Riccardo, Simone Rossi, and Paolo M Rossini, ‘One Century of Healing Currents into the Brain from the Scalp: From Electroconvulsive Therapy to Repetitive Transcranial Magnetic Stimulation for Neuropsychiatric Disorders’, Clinical Neurophysiology, 133 (2022), 145–51] 






Contemporary use of ECT.

  The last decade has seen a resumption in the use of ECT [footnoteRef:17]. Interestingly, the article in The Guardian (2017) reporting this increase used McMurphy’s picture in the sideline[footnoteRef:18]. An increased knowledge of the biological effects has led to brief-pulse wave ECT becoming the standard treatment, and alternative procedures using right unilateral, bitemporal and bifrontal montages of stimulating electrodes have been proposed. Brain imaging and postmortem studies have disproved fears of brain damage, although the socio-political and cultural concerns remain [footnoteRef:19], there being a sensitivity around the treatment and continued reports of significant side effects for some [footnoteRef:20]. [17:  Di Iorio, Riccardo, Simone Rossi, and Paolo M Rossini, ‘One Century of Healing Currents into the Brain from the Scalp: From Electroconvulsive Therapy to Repetitive Transcranial Magnetic Stimulation for Neuropsychiatric Disorders’, Clinical Neurophysiology, 133 (2022), 145–51]  [18:  Davis, Nicola. Duncan, Pamela. Electroconvulsive therapy on the rise again in England. The Guardian.17th April 2017.]  [19:  Di Iorio, Riccardo, Simone Rossi, and Paolo M Rossini, ‘One Century of Healing Currents into the Brain from the Scalp: From Electroconvulsive Therapy to Repetitive Transcranial Magnetic Stimulation for Neuropsychiatric Disorders’, Clinical Neurophysiology, 133 (2022), 145–51]  [20:  MIND. Electroconvulsive therapy (ECT). 2024.] 

 ECT today is much more regulated with the Royal College of Psychiatrists’ Electroconvulsive Therapy Accreditation Service (ECTAS), established in 2003 to improve standards of practice. In 2021, the ECTAS dataset revealed 1,835 adults received ECT in the UK. Ages ranged from 17 to 93, and two out of three patients were women- this being consistent with general rates of depression for men and women, worldwide. Most patients had not responded to other treatments, and 68% reported improvement and 41% went into full remission[footnoteRef:21]. [21:   New data shows more than a thousand people benefit from life-saving electroconvulsive therapy, majority of which are women. Royal College of Psychiatrists. 19 December 2023.] 

 Delivered under general anaesthetic in a clinic, the improvements in safety, consent and proscription of ECT have resulted in a vastly different treatment since the early days[footnoteRef:22] . It continues to be an evidence-based treatment, alongside many other medical treatments where the mechanism of action is not understood. It is considered to be safe and effective, and with twice weekly treatment over a month or so, quicker than medication[footnoteRef:23].  [22:  Riley, Alex. The surprising benefits of electroconvulsive therapy. BBC. Future. 3rd May 2018. ]  [23:  New data shows more than a thousand people benefit from life-saving electroconvulsive therapy, majority of which are women. Royal College of Psychiatrists. 19 December 2023.] 

 
 The fact that more women than men receive ECT[footnoteRef:24], and this is viewed as a reflection of the proportion of people suffering from depression, is significant. Why are women more depressed than men? Feminist scholarship has followed two lines of inquiry- social causation and social constructionist theories. Social causation looks at features in women’s lives that enhance or undermine wellbeing, while social constructionist theory considers psychiatry itself to be sexist, and the gender difference is therefore artificially created[footnoteRef:25]. Whichever is the case, women are diagnosed with depression and receive ECT more often than men. [24:  Ibid.]  [25:  Pugliesi K. Women and mental health: two traditions of feminist research. Women Health. 1992;19(2-3):43-68.] 


Media portrayal.

 The barbaric portrayal of ECT in ‘One Flew Over The Cuckoo’s Nest’, given without the post-1950’s modification procedures[footnoteRef:26], is an inaccurate portrayal for the time. Despite the changes in the treatment, this trope persists with little change. The series ‘Stranger Things’ (2016) [footnoteRef:27] has ECT as a treatment that results in a woman being mute and lost in a nightmare world, unable to communicate- because she was searching for her daughter. In the film ‘Don’t Worry Darling’ (2022)[footnoteRef:28], a woman is given ECT while un-sedated, strapped to a gurney and suffering, punished because she questioned the system. These tropes have not moved on since McMurphy’s story in the 1970’s. [26:  Reasoner J, Rondeau B. Anesthetic Considerations in Electroconvulsive Therapy. [Updated 2023 Aug 5]. In: StatPearls [Internet]. Treasure Island (FL): StatPearls Publishing; 2024 Jan]  [27:  Duffer,Matt. et al (dir.) Stranger Things.[Film](United States:Netflix,2016).]  [28:  Wilde, Olivia (dir). Don’t Worry Darling [Film}(United States: Warner Bros.2022).] 

 The media play a central role in public perception of what happens in the world. It can operate to limit understanding and shape public debates by setting the agenda and focussing interest. It has particular influence in areas where audiences do not have direct experience [footnoteRef:29]. In 2016 qualitative research into international movies and TV programmes- see image 2- revealed only 11% showed ECT truthfully [footnoteRef:30]. As most people do not encounter ECT, there is little to counteract the images given to us by the media. [29:  Happer, Catherine, Philo, Greg. The Role of the Media in the Construction of Public Belief and Social Change. Journal of Social and Political Psychology, 2013, Vol. 1(1), 321–336,]  [30:  Sienaert, Pascal, ‘Based on a True Story? The Portrayal of ECT in International Movies and Television Programs’, Brain Stimulation, 9.6 (2016), 882–91 ] 


                   [image: ]
[bookmark: _Hlk182468265]Image 2. from- Based on a True Story? The Portrayal of ECT in International Movies and Television Programs’, 2016.

 The abusive trope is dramatic, emotive and a clear way of engaging an audience with a story line. However, we cannot dismiss this as just a media construct to get audience attention. The coercive relationship and alienation theme is rooted in historical truth. Psychiatric practice prior to deinstitutionalisation did allow abuse in many aspects of care. ECT was unregulated and was used for inappropriate conditions[footnoteRef:31]. Prior to becoming ‘modified’ it could result in fractured bones from seizures. The disregard for cognitive side effects and administered with explicit intention to cause changes as a means of control rather than remediation[footnoteRef:32] , was an abuse of power. [31:  Kovacevich, Alexsandra, et al. We’re Worried, Darling: A Critical Review of the Depiction of ECT in a Modern Film. American Journal of Psychiatry Residents’ Journal. vol. 19, no. 1, American Psychiatric Publishing, Sept. 2023, pp. 20–21.]  [32:  Ibid.] 

 In the 1990’s factual reports of experiences not unlike McMurphy’s in the film, were printed in professional journals, exposing the knowledge of brain altering side effects being hidden from the patients[footnoteRef:33]. It became undeniable that some form of undesirable brain change could happen for some people. A witness account in the American Journal of Nursing in 2003 spells out to her own profession the reality for this ex-nurse having received ECT, permanently losing some brain function, changing her and her family’s lives forever [footnoteRef:34].  [33: Frank, Leonard Roy. “Electroshock: Death, Brain Damage, Memory Loss, and Brainwashing.” The Journal of Mind and Behavior, vol. 11, no. 3/4, 1990, pp. 489–512. ]  [34:  Stuart, Gail W., et al. “ECT Controversy [with Response].” The American Journal of Nursing, vol. 103, no. 6, 2003, pp. 63–64. JSTOR, ] 


  The collaboration between director Ken Loach and producer Tony Garnett created challenging films since the 1960’s, including ‘In Two Minds’ (1967) [footnoteRef:35] which portrays a young woman diagnosed with schizophrenia being given ECT. This ‘radical’ film was part of a BBC series of one-off television dramas between 1964 -70 designed to provoke debate. Inspired by R.D.Laing’s ideas from the anti-psychiatry movement [footnoteRef:36] it drew on Garnett’s personal experience of his wife becoming ill and receiving ECT[footnoteRef:37]. Loach explained that his film making addressed “the basic conflict at the heart of society, between those with power who exploit and those who are exploited”, and “harnessed the familiarity of popular media genres to provoke public awareness and agitation at these power imbalances” [footnoteRef:38]. In this they successfully questioned and bought an experience of psychiatry into everyone’s living room. The National Association for Mental Health, now known as MIND, looked to Ken Loach and Tony Garnett as models of successful public communication. Recognising the significant role of popular media in corroborating and contesting medical knowledge, they highlighted the influence of such films on clinical practice and public discourse[footnoteRef:39]  . [35:  Loach, Ken (dir). In Two Minds [Film](UK:BBC, 1967)]  [36:  Snelson, T. (2021). From In Two Minds to MIND: The circulation of ‘anti-psychiatry’ in British film and television during the long 1960s. History of the Human Sciences, 34(5), 53-81. ]  [37:  Garnett, Tony. From In Two Minds to Family Life.]  [38:  Snelson, Tim, ‘From In Two Minds to MIND: The Circulation of “Anti-Psychiatry” in British Film and Television during the Long 1960s’, History of the Human Sciences, 34.5 (2021), 53–81.]  [39:  Snelson, Tim, ‘From In Two Minds to MIND: The Circulation of “Anti-Psychiatry” in British Film and Television during the Long 1960s’, History of the Human Sciences, 34.5 (2021), 53–81.] 


Conclusion.

 ECT has been portrayed in most media images as a form of abuse and control, for many decades. Rooted in historical truth, the persistence of this trope is problematic. Media influence is likely to affect public perception and add to the barriers to health people with mental illness suffer. 
 During this research, I have had to question my perception of ECT. The shadow on my conscience since the 1980’s has lifted. Although the power I had over patients was undeniable, it is unlikely I took part in sanctioned assault.
 Today, the refinements in delivery have led to a relatively safe, rapid ‘indispensable’ treatment[footnoteRef:40] for otherwise unresponsive illness- but this is not reflected in current media. Most patients today have a positive experience, but the negative bias extends to patients, their families, medical and nursing students. Having to unravel the bias for patients and their families when there is a dire need for treatment is a barrier. To tackle this, there is a need for guidelines which would necessitate a dialogue between health providers and media stakeholders[footnoteRef:41], which could lead to a more realistic presentation of people benefitting from ECT, at a time in their lives when there is little other hope. [40:  Sienaert, Pascal, ‘Based on a True Story? The Portrayal of ECT in International Movies and Television Programs’, Brain Stimulation, 9.6 (2016), 882–91 ]  [41:  Kovacevich, Alexsandra, et al. We’re Worried, Darling: A Critical Review of the Depiction of ECT in a Modern Film. American Journal of Psychiatry Residents’ Journal. vol. 19, no. 1, American Psychiatric Publishing, Sept. 2023, pp. 20–21.] 
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