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critical thinking or criticism of the leadership, and the substitution
of dogma for science. More ominously, psychiatry was used to
punish ‘crimes’ not identified by the law.

It is perverse that many of the psychiatrists who collaborated
in the political abuse of psychiatry were highly intelligent
individuals who believed in what they did.

One question that will most likely puzzle the reader is why
among all medical specialties it was psychiatry that was
systematically abused in this manner. One reason could be the lack
of clear diagnostics in psychiatry — so, for example, political
dissidents were considered to have ‘delusions of reform’, since only
a delusional mind cannot see the obvious superiority of the
communist ideology that any rational mind would agree to. The
concept of ‘sluggish schizophrenia’ was developed to categorise
people with normal social functioning who had ‘reform delusions’,
‘struggle for truth’ and ‘perseverance’. Also, psychoanalysis was
used to label people with diagnoses such as ‘infantilism’ to justify
their detention.

Interestingly, Sabshin was of the opinion that this political
abuse could take place, at least partly, because of the lack of clear
diagnostics. As the medical director of the APA, he played an
important role in the development of DSM-III. Could the new
classification systems be an obstacle against the abuse of
psychiatry? Certainly, the author acknowledges that ‘psychiatry
is politics’ and we see that the demise of the Eastern Bloc was
one of the important catalysts that put an end to the abuse of
psychiatry.
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I found the book very informative and well written. The
narrative flows well and the author discusses interesting points
without major digressions. Unfortunately, the ending was rather
pessimistic. The systematic abuse of psychiatry had been stopped,
but some of the perpetrators remained in positions of power. As
Victor Hugo put it succinctly: ‘the windmill has gone, but the
wind is there yet. As certain powers have started to rewrite the
history of the USSR, the history of psychiatry’s abuse is facing
the same fate. That is what makes this book such an important
document and a great achievement. Being able to openly discuss
the political abuse of psychiatry in the USSR should make all
doctors aware of how psychiatry can be potentially abused. It
can help lay better ethical foundations and demonstrates the
importance of limiting a state’s power to use psychiatry as a means
to its own ends.

It seems that, overall, van Voren is unsure whether the final
changes were fundamental. Nor is he sure whether the methods
used were the right ones. He rightly leaves the conclusion to the
reader. Whether my view differs from his or not, it does not
detract from the utmost respect that van Voren has earned from
this reader.
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