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Myth #8

We just need to improve the quality of our
psychwards.

®
°
Reditity:
Psychiatric hospitalization is inherently carceral. It does not matter if we add
windows, get folks out of paper gowns, and stop the strip searches. We
could tum the wards into five-star resorts for all that matters.. if there is a

lock on the door, aninability to leave, or coercion to stay, ithas no placeina
truly liberated future.

Your ideas of fancy food or comfy clothes cannot remove the harms of
incarceration. Changing the name and diguising the bars of the cages that
surround us doesn’t mean that you've created something new.

We must continue to push for absolute and total abolition. We cannot
settle for reform. Bum it down.

Table of Contents

Myth #1
Psychiatric hospitals are places to “get better”

Myth #2
Forced treatment is effective

Myth #3
“Voluntary” psychiatric incarceration is voluntary

Myth #4
Psych wards keep mentally “il” folks safe

Myth #5
Psych wards are needed protect society from
dangerous mentally “il” folks.

Myth #6
If you don’t “belong” in a psych ward, you'll be released.

Myth #7
Sometimes there is no choice but to send someone to
apsychward,

Myth #8
We just need to improve the quality of our psych wards.




Buiuwosuielq ‘Buiuued ‘eupnol
JUsWBAOW

158l

(Buneeso Jo Buusys) asnwi

Q0ua)s

(jouoyd aup uo soloae

1snfuene sewawos) uoneinBaroo

ypea 0} Uoosuuod (Bdow yonwi ‘yonwi
510U SIYM +sjued ‘se|qPs) seouesoNs

’ ’ ibnyybn e jopung 1e3UE|q 2Inssaud
(ireyunow e Jo doy) eoeds uedo
(19s010) 90edS Pasop

89l lemoys

100 ‘Yped 10y - SIS injessdwe}
(ispunos sewioJe Jo SJuUsos

plo) "@C_V_OO‘_ S2) SjusuIsAOW ARajes Jo asuss

annadal) uonnedal palpoguUs Ue Soed sBuld 1ey) pooy

yonaoy

JO 98] feuoqusUl{O yonoy}
iSpuids uewiny-uou

‘sjueld ‘Siewiue Yim sy

iAoses spaunydiw Jeuy
SaAIO. pue ‘swisyl ‘saoeds
‘seoeid ewos ok aly

(epeILoD B O JIesINoA
Jo)) Asjes Bupisss ainoA |

“PreM S SPISNo AjsJes BUpeas

*Adnoo0 AuaLIND &M PUOM 8U} Ul puNoy
ag 10U YBIW Jeys Ajes Jo adA) e ~pusyaIduod Jouued puUIl UMO INO
Rajes Jo adA; e - Aajes Jo adA} Juaseyip e 1o} Buyoless aq Aew apeIuwod
Jno ey Bugsny ng ‘(piem yoAsd e ur jsixe O} aulBew em Ajsjes auj
se yons) Ajajes Jo uLo} auo Bunuem Ajsjeledsep a3 SO0 Jeu} SslaWos
pUy ‘SA0) JO 80e1d e WIoL aA0W Ued am ‘Ajigen pue pinb o} uo Buibuno doys
BM UBUAA *.NOA 10} Juaiayip BuILgawos Juem | Jl Uaas Saysim InoA 10adsall
0} Buoh wy pue Awoucine anesep noA, Buikes S| MOO] UED SHOM
aleD) >oeq Budde)s osje g ‘dn Buidda)s 3snf10u S SHoM 819 JO Yonul 05

speqda)s ‘dndsis

‘BupMOI0IBA0 O} aNp JIeyo
onsed e ul pioy Jnoy g/ InoA puads pesisul Ing ‘pesy JnoA 1sai 0} paq e
aney j0u Aew NoA ‘spiem awos U| 1eyo 0} NoA Joj aoeds Buipioy ueu Wiys
Inoy gL Iy} JO pud 8y} 0} ) Bupjeuu Uo 210w pasnooy SUBUYOS) Ueay
leloneyaq Jo Wea), payelsiopun Ue Jsjunodus B noA ¢ sinoy e
1e 0} e} O} SUOBWIOS,, JO pesisy| " Adesaup,, 03 190 JyBil NOA 1S8S00 aU}
SI IS3HOM 1e100s pledispun pue PSSHOMISAO Ue UM alleuuonsanb axejul
QINuUILL G|, Jauq Y “Adeiau 1IenpInpUl OU S1JBU) G0U UeU) USHO SI0[] 'SSXOq
PaX00] SluS)S Se SSaHIo-aIoW uonouny AsU 1eu Si ‘sIojoop pue yels Aq
osje 1ng spuaned Aq 1snljou pabpspmousioe ‘spuem oueiyoAsd Jo Lpng ay |

'spiem ougeiyoAsd Jo Aeas syy 0}
diysuonejes spy um aingaid Ageud e 3ey; 1sn sl speay no Ul juied am jeuyy
Janal Jo ainyoid Apaid siy ‘“Alereunpolun 'sI0SSaqs sSpISINo Woy ansudal
e pue peay JnoA1sal 0} 20eid e ‘sinoy Te 12 0} Mg} 0} SUOSWIOS ‘SI0}00p O}
sseooe ‘Adesey) Joyo Asy) Builunsse ‘piem auf JO 1d80U0D 8U) 8Z10ewol
SM " Jeneq 186, 0} seoeld se pamalA UsUo ale Sierdsoy oujeiyoAsd

L] @181 9pioins elsush sy} sswil 00S-00C
aQ 0} pajewnss ajel apioinNs e adusuadxs
AneiyoAsd juenedul Jeye pabiieyosip aydoad

Kooy

Janeq1eb,, 0] seoed ale sjeudsoy oleiyohsd

I# YW




Myth #7

Sometimes there is no choice but to send
someone to a psych ward.

®
°
Redaility:
Meany of us have been there: we have a friend who reaches out. They say
“help, ’'m suicidal, | don’t know what to do”. And our first reaction, as their

friend, is one of fear. We can’t bear to lose them, we say, and we think that
there’s no other option but to take them to the local ward, or even call 91,

But the reality is, there’s often so much more that we can do instead of
resorting to confining our friend to the ward out of our own fear. In fact,
there’s so many options out there that it would be impossible to put them
allinthis one zine. A few examples are listed below:

Peerqunrespites

Respites are often home-ike environments that are staffed 24/7 by a team
of peer support specialists. They are typically small, might offer light
programming, and someone to talk to at all hours. Stays are often limited to a
few days, and are completely voluntary at all imes.

Check out this directory: https://power2u.org/directory-of-peer-respites/

Make your own respite

If there isn't an existing respite in your area, or it is inaccessible to your
comrade for any reason, you can try to organize your own. Start by asking
the friend you are supporting where they would feel most safe. Do they
need to stay in their own space? Or would a change of environment feel
helpful? Next, show up! Make space for your friend to stay on your couch.
Gather a team of comrades that can work together to provide peer support
when needed. Wrrap your friend in a tight blanket, run the bath water, prepare
nourishing food, hold space when needed. Throughout this process, tend to
yourself as welll Callin your own care team to lighten the load.

Proponents of psychiatric wards do not argue against this reality: they
wilingly acknoweldge that wards don't offer therapy or therapeutic
resources. They emphasize that the purpose of the psychiatric ward is
largely NOT therapeutic. Instead the purpose of the psychiatric ward is
often cited as two-fold: 1) to provide a shortterm “safe” environment for
containment (the concept of a “safe” environment will be further explored
in Myth #3) and 2) serve as a shortterm bridge to community-based
support [2]. Note that neither of these stated goals include a patient
“getting better”. Patients are expected to “get better” upon receiving
continued services in the community after discharge.

The idea that psychiatric hospitals are not meant for longterm
containment and “treatment” comes in part as a success from the 1960s
and 1970s movement for deinstitutionalization of the “mentally il” in the
US. This movement, pioneered by psychiatric survivor advocates resulted
in massive reform of institutional settings and the elimination of asylums as
they existed. [3]

As goals of inpatient psychiatric settings were reformed, they shifted from
holding people “until they get better” (or die) to more shortterm
containment and resource bridging (which we see in today’s models of
psychiatric hospitals). The myth that people “get better” in psychiatric
hospitals can therefore be viewed as not only untrue by experiences of
those incarcerated within them, but also by the explicit intentions of the
psychiatrists who staff them.
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Myth #6

If you don’t “belong” in a psych ward, you'll
be released.

®

°
Redility:
Under law, specific conditions must be met in order to involuntarily commit
someone to a psychiatric hospital Although the specifics of these
conditions vary between states, they often center around whether a
patient is evaluated to be a risk to themselves or others. These conditions
are intentionally ambiguous and are up to the interpretation of figures
granted the power to involuntarily commit someone. In some states, this
power is given to not just mental health professionals such as psychiatrists
and social workers. In New York City, law enforcement are granted the
power of involuntary committment [1]. In North Carolina, the power to
petition for involuntary committment is extended to anyone who has first-
hand knowledge of the person in question [2]. Yes, you read that right
anyone. People with absolutely no training or knowledge in evaluation,
assessment, or mental health treatment are awarded the right to
involuntarily confine someone else.

Once you've been locked behind the heavy ward doors, you might also
assume that perhaps this is a mistake that can be easily rectified. Once you
talk to the psychiatrist on staff, this will all be sorted out, right? Of course,
the psychiatrist will immediately realize that you don’t need to be there -itll
all be cleared up soon! (.. right??)

Unfortunately, once you've been committed to the locked ward, it is an
uphil battle to get out. The label of “insane” that gets assigned once you
walk through the doors is not one that is easy to get rid of. This label means
that your words are no longer automatically trusted. For example, your
attempts to connect with staff for support are subject to pathologization as
attempts to manipulate, in line with a diagnosis of “BPD”. Altematively, your
repeated requests to leave, saying “nothing is wrong with me”, might be
pathologized as “this patient is non-compliant and refuses to accept help”.

Myth #3

“Voluntary” psychiatric incarceration is voluntary.

®

o
Redality:
In (partial) acknowledgement that involuntary hospitalization is indeed not
effective and imposes inherent harm, there is signficant motivation to
encourage patients to admit themselves “voluntarily”. This preference for
“voluntary” incarceration is codified in the legislature of several states. For
example, New York legislature prompts state and local mental health
professionals to encourage “mentally ill” individuals to voluntarily apply for
treatment at a psychiatric hospital under mental hygiene law § 921. In
Florida, statute § 394.4625 prompts all staff members at treatment
facilities to encourage involuntary patients to transfer to voluntary status.

These arguments unfortunately remain ignorant of the realiies of
“voluntary” treatment that cause some to question whether any form of
psychiatric incarcerationis “voluntary” at all

In the case of so-called “voluntary” treatment

the patientis not free to leave

the patient is subject to coercion

the patient has fewer opportunities for
discharge

the patient is admitted under the threat of
involuntary committment

there is no maximum length of stay
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Myth #5

Psych wards are needed protect society
from dangerous mentally “ill” folks.

®
°
Redality:
“Americans have been sold the story - lock ‘em up and you're safe. But

you create a more damaged person.” [1]
-KAMADIA, imprisoned in Texas since 2007

“But what about the violent mentally ill?” is one of the most popularized
critiques of psychiatric abolition movements. It’s first important to note that
our understanding of so-called violence is shaped by racil,
socioeconomic, and xenophobic bias. For example, anger or political
resistance to oppression has a long historical lineage of pathologization
and conflation with violence - particularly when witnessed in Black men. [2]
When we examine this myth, it is important to consider. who is more likely
to be labeled as violent? how does this intersect with our concepts of
sanity and insanity”? are we using psychiatric incarceration as a convenient
(but simiarly carceral and ineffective) altemative to the increasingly
frowned-upon incarceration within the criminal legal system?

Putiing aside these questions of unequal application of labels of
“violence”, we can move to exploring the supposed efficacy of psychiatric
incarceration of violent individuals. Often, those who engage with this myth
argue that wards are places for rehabilitation: that the root of the violence
can actually be addressed through treatment and care. But what are the
roots of violence? Are they truly being addressed inside the ward?

Myth #4

Psych wards keep mentally “il” folks safe.

Redality:

(

Up to half the suicides among patients with
schizophrenia occur during inpatient treatment. [1]

When confronted with the reality that psychiatric wards are not places to “get
better”, advocates of hospitalization typically pivot their claims towards ones
of safety. They often argue that hospitalization provides necessary
containment in cases of suicidality, and that the sterile, locked box of the
wardis necessary and helpfulin keeping patients “safe”.

These claims of “safety” can be considered vast oversimplifications in three
separate realms: (1) are wards “safe” for everyone? (2) “safe” from what? (3)
“safe”, but for how long?

Are wards “safe” for everyone?

Psychiatric hospitals impose carceral violence and trauma on almost
everyone who enters. But for some, this carceral violence and trauma is
much more extensive.

Let’s first consider the process that many go through to reach the ward:
police are called in for a “wellness check” and the next thing you know,
you've got your ams cuffed behind your back in you're sitting in a cruiser on
the way to the local ER. For everyone, this process is tenifying. For Black and
Indigenous folks especially, this process can be not just terifying, but deadly.
Black Americans are 323 times more likely to be killed by police than white
Americans [2]. The risk of being killed while being approached by law
enforcement is 16 times higher for individuals with “serious mental ilness”
than other civilians [3]. One can easily assume that a combination of being
perceived as both Black and “mentally ill” puts you at serious risk of deadly
force. Is this what they mean when they say they are trying to keep us “safe™?
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