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Blaming the Victim: Mental lliness and the Just Society
Peter B. Raabe ©2008
B SPAR IR [PEAT 2R A
The host of a television morning talk show told her audience, “Youth violence is
caused by poverty, unemployment, lack of housing, poor education, lack of family
support, and mental illness.”

F%FEIJ?‘%EJ{TE FOZ 5 iy A EORUTEI S RURLPER AR T

PRA BT FE iﬂ»#; PP R R, -
Notice she said that mental illness is one of the causes of youth violence. The
truth is the exact opposite: youth violence is in fact one of the causes of mental
iliness. All those other things—poverty, unemployment, lack of housing, poor

education, and lack of family support—are also often the cause of mental illness.
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Mental illness is not a cause, it is an effect or result. The young person who is
suffering from mental illness is not the incubator and carrier of some pathogen; he or
she is a victim of life’s circumstances.® In a just society we would not be claiming
that mental illness is a cause of society’s problems, we would instead acknowledge
that society can cause mental illness. It raises the question then, “Why does society
characterize mental illness as originating in the individual?”

ﬁ%??j—ﬁl > PR RE I J/ﬁF%J% R EUA (R ] F' ([ AR JﬁF%F'
o 2 F RO AR ~ o [y PP o IR - *ﬂ‘ﬂ?
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ﬂoﬂﬂﬂﬁ@%!ﬂﬁﬂﬁ%{EWfﬁﬁ@&?

In his book Madness and Civilization 20" century French philosopher Michel
Foucault argued that industrialised societies lock up their mad citizens in asylums so
that society doesn’t have to bother dealing with them.*® | suggest that our North
American society insists that mental illness, or as it’'s now (I think problematically)
called “mental disorder,” comes from within the individual so that we can still avoid
having to deal with them. If it is believed to originate within the individual then
society doesn’t have to deal with the external sociocultural stressors that lead to
emotional suffering and cognitive turmoil. In fact, by blaming the victim society can
not only disregard individual suffering, it can profit financially from it by marketing a
vast array of psychoactive medications and other forms of treatment.

PR TR - R T R B e R T
S M JT“F* fie I’F'EH“*iiTirfE'HE? PR RL TR P R TH”“J?Q £
e e PR TR S 9 AR T B T R ﬁﬁﬁwﬂgwf
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| believe that two forces in mental health care make ours an unjust society.
First, a diagnostic label is routinely required by our universal health care and private

insurance agencies for any mental problems presented for treatment before they will

¥ By “mental illness” I don’t mean a biological brain disorder. This is not a new or radical
perspective. See for example page 103 in the essay “Toward a Feminist Ecological Theory of Human
Nature” by Mary Ballou, Atsushi Matsumoto, and Michael Wagner in Rethinking Mental Health and
Disorder, edited by Mary Ballou and Laura Brown. New York: Guilford, 2002.

% Translated by Richard Howard. New York: Vintage, 1988.
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reimburse the patient. The patient’s mental illness must be classified by listing the
number assigned to it by the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders
(DSM).  This labelling makes it clear to the patient that various economic powers
within our society see the patient’s problem as located in the individual himself.
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Second, the pharmaceutical corporations are a driving force behind both the
field of biological psychiatry and the medical model of mental illness, because those
are the treatment modalities which generate the greatest corporate profits. Many
of the medications for so-called mental illnesses today were developed based on the
presupposition that there is something innately wrong with the patient. Now
imagine a woman who suffers from headaches. She, her husband, and three
children are struggling to make ends meet. They live in an inner city low-rental
housing unit where crime and drug use is rampant. She is not only concerned for her
family’s physical safety, she is also aware that this life situation has stressed their
marriage to the breaking point. She goes to her doctor and tells him about her
suffering. The doctor will proceed with the presumption that, first, her headaches
are due to some dysfunction in her brain, for which he will prescribe a medication for
her to take. Second, he may conclude that she is genetically vulnerable to
stress-related headaches. Whether right or wrong, both these beliefs held by her
doctor define the woman as the source of her own suffering.
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But what exactly is this new hypothesis of “genetic vulnerability” all about?37

i

%" For discussion of genetic vulnerability see the book Cognitive Vulnerability to Depression by Rick
Ingram, Jeanne Miranda, and Zindel Segal. New York: Guilford Press, 1998. See also
Development of Psychopathology: A Vulnerability-Stress Perspective. Benjamin Hankin, John Abela
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When they go to visit an ailing friend, Albert and Chris both become infected
with her influenza virus. The next day Albert feels a bit off. He sneezes a few
times, but in a week he’s back to his old self again. On the other hand, Chris comes
down with a fever and feels so dizzy and weak that she’s bed-ridden for six days, and
then requires another week to recover fully. | think it’s fair to say that Albert’s
genetic makeup is stronger than Chris’s because his immune system was better able
to fight off the more serious effects of the flu. To put it another way, Chris is
genetically more vulnerable to the flu, or she’s genetically predisposed to suffering
more seriously from it.

I Ju AR P PR 1% e R R« 5V R 9 E B
o L) o (1 SRR o RLU RIS > S S e (SR
o B R L [ xﬁff* r o I PEVRLPEER BRI QIR pY R
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But this raises the question, Does it make sense to say that, if Chris has the sort
of gentle and empathetic personality that leads her to tears during the poignant
scenes in a movie, she has a genetic vulnerability to crying, or a genetic
predisposition to tears?

S TR+ O o PR A SRR AT T A 0 (b B e
AP TR LI B ?

Depression is described as the combination of a number of emotions such as
sadness and hopelessness. The so-called mental illness of clinical depression is
defined as an intense level of sadness and hopelessness over an extended period of
time. But on closer examination it becomes clear that depression doesn’t cause
these emotions; depression simply is the emotions of sadness and hopelessness. In
medical terms depression is a symptom not a diagnoses. That’s why it doesn’t make
sense to say depression can cause sleeplessness or a loss of appetite the way we say
a virus can cause a fever. A virus is not a fever; it clearly is the cause of the
symptom we call a fever. But depression is not the cause of anything; it is the
effect—or symptom—of some other cause such as the loss of a loved one, the loss of a

job, the breakup of a relationship, a dysfunctional family life, overwhelming

eds. London: Sage, 2005.
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responsibilities, and so on. To say depression causes suffering is like confusing the
cause of the flu with its effects—as though the fever caused the flu. And since
depression is simply another word for emotional reactions such as sadness and
hopelessness, it sounds absurd to claim that the depressed person must have a
genetic predisposition to the development of an internally generated or endogenous
illness in the brain.
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On the one hand, biological psychiatry tells us that depression is a symptom of a
malfunctioning organ: the brain. But, on the other hand, psychiatrists also report
that “the incidence of depressive disorders is very low in the absence of
environmental stressors,” and that in more than 75% of cases of depression there
has been discovered “a precipitating life event.”38 This makes depression
predominantly the effect of external or exogenous causes. Why, if emotional
distress is mainly caused by external factors, is depression discussed as though it
were a diagnosable internal or endogenous illness? Does this question point to an
epistemic confusion or a metaphysical conundrum?
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The same question can be asked about a so-called genetic vulnerability or

_-EH

predisposition. The claim that any mental illness is in part due to a genetic

38 Young, Elizabeth, Ania Korsun, and Margaret Altemus. “Sex Differences in Neuroendocrine and
Neurotransmitter Systems.” in Women s Mental Health. Susan Kornstein and Anita Clayton eds.
New York: Huilford, 2002. p. 3.
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vulnerability or predisposition is not a scientific causal claim.39 It’s a retrospective
claim that has no predictive power. It relies on the subjective diagnosis of a
so-called mental illness to justify the retrospective conjecture of a likely genetic
weakness. It is a clear example of the post hoc fallacy since only after a mental
iliness such as depression is alleged to exist in a patient is it concluded that there is
probably some sort of a genetic vulnerability present in that patient. This
conclusion is not based on any empirical genetic evidence, it is merely an assumption
supported by a subjective diagnosis. A psychological state is offered as evidence of
a pre-existing biological weakness. Unbelievably, professionals in various fields such
as psychiatry, medicine, and even philosophy now routinely write that an emotion
such as depression is probably endogenously produced by faulty genes despite the
complete absence of any corroborating biological evidence other than that it seems
to run in families.40 This observation is also given as the evidence that a genetic
vulnerability or predisposition exists in the depressed individual. But this
claim—that depression has some basis in genetics because depression often runs in
families—makes no more sense than the claim that child abuse has some basis in
genetics because child abuse often runs in families.41
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Notice that when you ask, “What caused Bill’s depression?” the answer is, “It
was his genetic vulnerability or predisposition to depression.” How do we know he
has a genetic vulnerability or predisposition to depression? Because he has been
diagnosed as having it. A perfectly vicious logic circle: his internal predisposition
caused his depression and his depression is proof of his internal predisposition.

Where is the empirical medical evidence to back up these assertions? There isn’t

¥ Some defend it as a scientific claim with the relatively new theory in biology called ‘epigenetics.’
This theory holds that various external or life factors, such as diet, family environment and peer
pressure, can alter the genes of the parents who then pass on a genetic weakness or predisposition to
their offspring.

0 See for example page 417 of the chapter titled “Defining Mental Disorders” in The Philosophy of
Psychiatry edited by Jennifer Radden. New York: Oxford UP, 2004.

1" An even more absurd claim, but along the same line of logic, would be the claim that there must be a
supernatural gene because a belief in a supernatural being often runs in families.
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The terms “genetic vulnerability” and “genetic predisposition” are used as a
magical explanation to cover a host of paradoxical issues surrounding the highly
problematic biological model of mental illness. While this allows the diagnosed
condition to remain within the realm of scientific taxonomy, it also, and more
importantly, places its origin firmly within the individual sufferer.
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When examining cases where genetic vulnerability has been used as an
explanatory device, it quickly becomes obvious that what the person with the
so-called genetic vulnerability is in fact suffering from is a level of sensitivity which is
unfortunately ill-suited for the familial or communal environment in which that
person is situated. None of us choose the families we’re born into. Some children
are born to negligent, abusive, or incompetent parents.42 Some of these children
are fortunate to be so strong and resilient that they are able to survive well enough
to become normally functioning adults. But other children are born with a higher
level of intellectual insight or emotional sensitivity which gives them the capacity to
understand their plight and to feel its negative effects to a greater than average
degree. This in turn can, understandably, lead to depression. When doctors can
find no biological cause of the depression they now have the option of simply
categorizing this child’s suffering with that magical label: “genetic vulnerability.”
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But saying that someone has a “genetic vulnerability” is nothing more than

“2 Parents can be incompetent despite their best intentions.
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saying this person is sensitive to... whatever.  The question is, “Sensitive to what?
Sensitive to a mental illness that is an internally generated (endogenous) biological
malfunction? Or sensitive to mistreatment, abuse, poverty, neglect, and
incompetence?” If the latter is what the patient as a child was sensitive to then it
hardly constitutes some sort of inherent flaw in his or her genetic make-up.

e [ BRI R ¢ S R R S e 2
o ESRURLSAT 7 o PO R AR 7 ORLERS R~ R~ P A T 2 YL
B ET R

When it comes to mental illness the question “What does it mean for a person
to have a genetic vulnerability to it?” has only one answer: this person is more
likely to suffer from external stressors than others. But this is not a biological
answer as to the actual cause of the mental illness. It amounts to nothing more
than blaming the victim. And when the victim is treated for mental illness under
our current treatment paradigm it is analogous to treating the victim of child abuse
as though that child’s suffering were some sort of weakness within the child.
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Because the term ‘genetic vulnerability’ contains the word ‘genetic’ it not only
presupposes, it suggests an internal or endogenous biological causality. And that’s
precisely what it’'s meant to do for two reasons: First, because it presents the
diagnosis of a mental illness, especially one as vague as depression, as if it were an
empirical fact in biology or chemistry, a scientific proclamation of truth. It shifts
discussion away from indistinct sociocultural stressors and plants it firmly in the

exciting field of genetics.43

Second, advertisements for psychopharmaceuticals, and essays written under
the auspices or sponsorship of pharmaceutical corporations will use the term

“genetic vulnerability” or “genetic predisposition” to intentionally make it seem as

*® The claim that depression is genetic because it tends to run in families is as fallacious as the claim
that child abuse is genetic because it tends to run in families.  Studies done on twins to determine
whether depression is genetic resulted in contradictory findings that cancel each other out.  See the
sub heading “Genetics of Depression” in ~ Cognitive Vulnerability to Depression by Rick Ingram,
Jeanne Miranda, and Zindel Segal. New York: Guilford Press, 1998. p36-37.
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though a mental illness is an entity whose origin inheres in the physiology of the
sufferer. They use these terms in order to reify the subjectivity of mental illnesses,
and to legitimize the belief in the endogenous biogenesis of mental suffering and
confusion. In turn this justifies the prescription and consumption of the industry’s
powerful and costly medications to treat symptoms as though they were an illness
that originated within the individual.
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Here is part of an e-mail | received from Teresa whose son is diagnosed with a

mental illness. She writes,
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“The big question for me is why is it a seeming imperative that individuals 'fit in'
to society and why is the price society imposes for being different so great and
unforgiving? This is a big problem for me because it was, and still is, the real
mischief-maker behind our family’s and my own coming to terms with all the changes
that come with mental illness.”44
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Notice that by insisting the problem is within the sufferer it forces the victim to
“fit in” or adapt to society, rather than forcing society to accommodate him. Teresa

goes on to say,
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“My son Stacey sits across from me as | compose this email. He is flipping

Il

through the channels on TV as he waits for his Dad to pick him up to go shopping for
yoga stuff. | tell you this because it illustrates exactly what I'm talking about. None

of Oliver's friends from his pre-illness days contact him—and he had some good

* Italics added.
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friends over about 5 or 6 years. He occasionally tries to contact them but it doesn't
go very far. He has no friends but his immediate family. He is social and polite and a
very nice man. The effects of his condition, probably a schizophrenia-type condition,
make him not so adept at conversation, especially when he is nervous or in a new
situation—but he is always game to try. When he is relaxed he talks much like you or
I. He certainly might sound awkward in social conversation but he would also be
willing and ready to engage. Yet this difference has killed his relationships with his
friends. He is self-conscious about this to the degree that it is hard for him to go out
and make new friends. So, he hangs out with us, which is OK because he is a
wonderful guy—very helpful, reliable, honest, kind, and hard-working. These are all
characteristics that would otherwise make him a good prospect for ‘normal,’ but
because he talks a little odd sometimes he’s considered not acceptable, and he is
shunned.”
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I’'m sure Teresa’s point is fairly obvious: blaming the victim justifies society’s
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requirement that the individual fit himself into society, and it justifies shunning him
out of society if he’s perceived as not fitting in.

Furthermore, to facilitate blaming the victim, the very terminology used in
mental health care has been altered. For example, those suffering from mental
iliness are now called “mental health care consumers.” Also it is no longer
acceptable to use the words “mental illness.” The officially sanctioned term now is
“mental disorder” This small change makes a big difference. An illness is
understood as possibly originating from an exogenous source, one external to the
victim. But to say “He has a disordered mind” connotes personal responsibility in

the same way as saying “He has a messy room.” It locates the aetiology or cause

33



"

Ry 5 A S PR 1 e 4 57141 2011 % 1 F] 10 FIL1VH]

of the disordered mind within the sufferer; his mind’s ability to sort itself out is
assumed to be faulty. This re-naming makes a red herring of the question with
which Thomas Szasz45 and other psychiatrists have struggled for so long: whether
the symptoms of mental distress are actually medical illnesses. It intentionally shifts
attention away from the confusion created by the medical establishment’s unclear
criteria for defining the source of mental illness, and focuses instead on a discussion
of treatment modalities for what is deemed to be a patient-centred or endogenous
malfunction.

The trouble is that, in treating individuals suffering from mental distress,
counsellors and therapists can only help the individual up to a certain point before
encountering the entrenched sociocultural realities that are the cause of the distress.
Furthermore, by calling mental illness “mental disorder,” and eliminating any
responsibility or obligation from social groups to deal with it, it also forces mental
health care advocates to defend the patient who is the victim of sociocultural
circumstances. In other words, if advocates for the mentally ill ask for more social
programs, the term “mental disorder” makes it easier for governments to respond by
saying, “The problem is in them. Why should we spend our tax dollars helping
them fix their own problems?”46

| believe the best way to prevent mental disorder, and an effective way of
dealing with its onset, is through both good social services and appropriate social
reforms. Europe has a relatively low rate of diagnosed mental illnesses compared to
the US because those nations have sociocultural and economic structures which
adequately provide for their citizens. According to a report published in the Journal
of the American Medical Association an estimated 26.2 percent of Americans ages 18
and older—about one in four adults—suffered from a diagnosable mental disorder in
one year. This amounts to 57.7 million people.47 It means that the US has a
substantially higher rate of diagnosed mental illnesses than any other country in the
world.48 And it's no wonder. Their sociocultural and economic structures are the

most inadequate instantiations of a just society of all the leading industrialized

** See for example his book The Myth of Mental lliness. New York: Harper and Row, 1961.

*® This is the logic often used to argue against increased spending on addiction treatment centers.

" This is according to a survey published by that Journal in June, 2004 and reported in an article on
the MSNBC web site at http://www.msnbc.msn.com/id/5111202/

“8 Italy is the next highest at only 8.2 per cent.
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nations. Their so-called ‘free market’ economic approach has amounted to an
economy controlled by corporate greed. It might be argued that the high rate of
diagnosed mental illnesses in the US is simply a reflection of a high number of
diagnoses, and not necessarily the rate of actual mental illness. If this is true then it
is a reflection of a different problem: their unregulated ‘free market’ economy in
which more diagnoses means more profit for both those who diagnose and offer
treatments, and those who manufacture the numerous pharmaceuticals prescribed
as treatment.

In order to be a just society, a society must do five things:

G I ‘rf*f%“ Rt 1l ¢ S S T =

First, it must acknowledge, and act on, the reality that the suffering that is called
mental disorder is not endogenous in origin but is instead the result of sociocultural
and economic circumstances.
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Second it must be honest in acknowledging that most diagnoses for mental
ilinesses such as depression are not diagnoses for endogenous illnesses at all but
merely symptoms of other, exogenous causes.
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Third, it must offer more than merely adequate social services to those who
have been found to be suffering from mental distress.
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Fourth, it must regulate its market place in such a way that it discourages
profiteering in the alleviation of the suffering of its people.
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And fifth, it must initiate appropriate social reforms to insure a combined
sociocultural and economic structure which is not merely utilitarian—where the
suffering of a minority is allowed in order to preserve the comfort of the
majority—but which makes a point of caring for those whose ability to care for
themselves has been compromised.
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So where do we Canadians stand in this? | believe that, while Canada has a
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good social assistance network, we are non-the-less increasingly buying into the
contemporary victim-blaming perspective of so-called ‘mental disorder! It's true
that we no longer lock the mad away into asylums to avoid having to deal with them.
But we still treat those who are caused to suffer mentally as though their suffering
were an internally generated or endogenous disease. And this ultimately

accomplishes the same unjust end.
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