MENTAL HEALTH

Psychiatry

without doctors

Community-based techniques open the doors to
innovators challenging basic psychiatric concepts

by Patricia McBroom

A fat woman craves to be thin. There
is a dreamshop where she may buy
such things, but only for an emotional
price, and the shopkeeper asks his fat
customer what she is willing to pay.
She says, “all the love I have.”

This piece of psychodrama occurred
recently in a hospital, halfway between
an inpatient and outpatient facility, run
by the Temple University Community
Mental Health Center. Buyers and sell-
ers were mental patients involved in an
innovative program called milieu ther-
apy, which poses basic challenges to
psychiatry’s medical underpinnings.

Psychodrama is not essential to milieu
therapy, but a social group is.

Milieu therapy, or the therapeutic
community as it is otherwise called, is
still new enough to be experimental,
but some of its principles are as old
as the human race. It rests on the
idea that people, mentally ill or not,
will shape their attitudes and conduct

to suit the rules and mores of the group
in which they live. If the rules are bene-
ficial, they contribute to emotional well-
being, and patients in such a situation
have little need for doctors.

These social processes replace psy-
chiatrists, though the doctors participate
along with patients in a person-to-per-
son relationship, and the idea of social
maladjustment replaces the concept of
mental illness.

The Temple day-night hospital is one
of the most thorough examples of
milieu therapy in the country; one
searches in vain for a sign of physical
or emotional medicine. Dubbed *“Our
Place,” the hospital is home to 30 day
and 15 night patients. Physically located
in a renovated row house, it resembles
a modestly furnished fraternity house.

Psychiatrists and other professional
staff wear sports clothes, go by their
first names, and cannot be distinguished
from patients—who are not called pa-

Ed Eckstein
Patients and staff work as equals at Temple center’s day hospital, which has stripped away all signs of medicine.

Gardner: Psychiatry has been off base.

tients, but members. They come each
day for a full eight hours to engage in
activities ranging from psychodrama to
committee work and reciprocal evalua-
tion sessions. The effort is in sharp
contrast to traditional group therapy,
which is much more closely linked to
traditional techniques and does not
afford time for social process to emerge.

All the Temple patients have dis-
turbances severe enough to put them
in a traditional hospital. Only the
actively suicidal, assaultive and cata-
tonic patients are excluded.

Nevertheless, they are required to as-
sume a high level of responsibility, on
the theory that the mentally ill can act
quite well if they have reason to. A
schizophrenic, for instance, is not going
to sit jabbering in a corner, if, as at
Temple, he has responsibility for set-
ting up his own treatment program and
evaluating another member’s.

It seems to work. The outsider with-
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. . . Milieu therapy

Ed Eckstein

Glaser: The whole doctor game in psychiatry may be unnecessary.

out prior knowledge has little reason
to suspect that the pcople sitting around
a coffee table at the Temple house are
mental patiecnts. Hc has to ask which
arc members of the staff.

Initially, Temple psychiatrists, led
by Dr. Frederick B. Glaser, set up a
social process which could become both
autonomous and therapeutic. Along
with responsibility, they chose to build
into this group a high degree of hon-
esty. In Dr. Glaser’s words, “nothing
is confidential, but everything is sacred.”
Translated, that means a patient can say
anything without fecar of humiliation.
No member can use information
against another in ridicule or malice
without calling down social disapproval
from the group.

Dr. Glaser has strong words for the
medical tradition in psychiatry, which
has the therapist say, in effect, “I am
better than you are. I am healthy: you
are sick; I will do something to make
you better.”” That is fine for gall-
stones, Dr. Glaser points out, but he
questions its relevance to matters of
the emotions.

Speaking of himself and his pa-
tients, Dr. Glaser adds, “‘we may work
together and help each other, but the
job is as much on their shoulders as
mine.”

This kind of democratization blurs
professional lines. A man, whether psy-
chiatrist or patient, is judged by his per-
sonal worth rather than by his status.

If the Temple program demonstrates
therapeutic gains over traditional psy-
chiatry—Dr. Glaser is currently evalu-
ating its results—it will mean, he says,
“that the whole doctor game in psy-
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chiatry is unnccessary.”

Dr. Glaser’s freedom to implement
his theories stems both from the liberal
atmospherec at the Temple Mental
Health Center, headed by Dr. Elmer
Gardner, and from the center system it-
sclf. Established by the Federal Gov-
ecrnment through statec and local agen-
cies, the community mental health sys-
tem is open to innovation. Its success
will, in fact, depend largely on the de-
gree of imagination and commitment it
can stimulate among the mental health
professions.

The Temple center, which includes
“Our Place” among its five services, is
widely recognized as one of the most
innovative in the country. Dr. Gardner
is training workers from the community,
many of whom lack even high school
diplomas, to act as therapists. The bulk
of the therapcutic work is done by these
subprofessionals and, Dr. Gardner be-
lieves, they do as well as psychiatrists
since they are deliberately selected for
their empathy, tolerance and other help-
ing qualities.

“Psychiatrists are not selected on the
basis of being good therapists, but on
the basis of intelligence,” explains Dr.
Gardner. “Intelligence does not neces-
sarily make a good therapist.” The help-
ing services, including psychiatry, have
been off target, he says. “We’ve missed
what’s basic.”

Such attitudes draw skeptical reac-
tions from Dr. Clifford J. Bodarky,
chief of Philadelphia’s Hahnemann
Community Mental Health Center, only
a few miles from Temple. The two
offer striking evidence of a decp split
in psychiatry—one traditional and mod-
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. . . conflicts with tradition

Ed Eckstein
Bodarky: No quarrel.

eled on concepts of illness, the other
liberal and shaped by ideas of social
maladjustment.

The Hahnemann center is as com-
mitted to the community it serves as is
Temple, but treatment is oriented to-
ward well-established methods of indi-
vidual psychotherapy stemming from
Freudian theory.

In contrasting his day hospital with
Dr. Glaser’s, for instance, Dr. Bodarky
states: “This is a psychiatric hospital.
The people in it are patients, not mem-
bers of a club. I am your doctor. You
will not decide your treatment program.
I will wear a tie, and I believe there is
such a thing as the subconscious.”

As at Temple, Dr. Bodarky trains in-
digenous mental health workers, but
their responsibility is clearly subordi-
nate to the professionals. “I would
not expect a mental health worker to
be actively responsible for an hallucinat-
ing schizophrenic,” he says. Their role
instead is to bridge the cultural gap
between the Hahnemann center and the
ghetto it serves, and also to maintain
patients in simple supportive therapy.

“We know how to help patients. Why
change it?” asks Dr. Bodarky. But
he adds that he will be the first to
change if the Temple programs show
superior results over traditional therapy.

At the moment, the controversy is far
from being resolved; its roots run deep-
ly into one of the knottiest questions in
psychology: Is there or is there not such
a thing as mental illness?

For his part, says Dr. Bodarky, he
has no quarrel with his Temple col-
leagues, “so long as we understand that
neither of us has the final answer.”
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