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Cruel Treatment
The evidence that some Russian psychiatrists are abusing
their profession by taking part in the imprisonment and mal-
treatment of sane people has long been overwhelming. Too
many detailed, corroborated facts have got out of the country
by means of reliable witnesses or by underground channels
for any doubt to remain. As well as being deprived of their
freedom and incarcerated in hospitals that appear to be
indistinguishable from prisons the victims are reported to be
given drugs that impair their mental faculties. In the West
there may be doubts about the most effective action to take
in attempts to help these people, but what must be acknow-
ledged is that their plight is the concern of doctors throughout
the world. Medical men and women have obligations to their
profession that stand alongside the more specific ethical duties
they owe each individual patient, and they cannot simply
ignore either the victims or their tormentors because both are
somewhat inaccessible.
The position of the World Psychiatric Association is parti-

cularly ambiguous. Psychiatrists from Russia and from Russian-
dominated countries in Eastern Europe are represented
on it, as are those from many countries in the West. So far
it has shirked making an unequivocal declaration on this issue
despite being urged to do so,1 but recently its secretary general,
Dr. Denis Leigh, of the Maudsley Hospital, indicated that
the W.P.A. is concerned about it. Last month the Royal
College of Psychiatrists sent a "message of support and
friendship" to a Dr. Semyon Gluzman, himself a psychiatrist,
who has been imprisoned in circumstances that have been
described by the college in a telegram it sent to the president
of the Institute of Psychiatry in Moscow as a "denial of
natural justice". Dr. Leigh associated himself and the World
Psychiatric Association with the message to Dr. Gluzman
and also with a decision, firstly, to consider more deeply than
hitherto the whole matter of psychiatric abuse, and, secondly,
to seek ways of bringing pressure to bear on countries where
abuses occur.

It is understandable enough if the secretary general of the
World Psychiatric Association did not feel empowered at
that moment to make any more forthright condemnation of
practices that are no less barbarous because they are carried
out in Russia than were their like when perpetrated in Nazi
Germany. At least we may now expect from the W.P.A. a
clear declaration on abuses that no psychiatrist, whether from
Russia or any other country, regarding himself as a member of
an international medical association could condone. There is

in fact no reason to suppose that the great majority of Russian
psychiatrists have departed from the scrupulous standards
that inspire their colleagues elsewhere or that they commend
in any way the miscreants in their profession. But meanwhile
Amnesty International, dissatisfied with the slow pace of
events, has itself taken some action. On its initiative a sym-
posium of 60 psychiatrists and jurists was held in Geneva
last April. After referring to the "inability of the World Psy-
chiatric Association and World Federation of Mental Health
to take the necessary measures," the participants decided to
set up a body "capable of carrying out impartial inquiries, of
condemning methods that are illegal and ethically unjustifiable,
and of defending colleagues who uphold their professional
integrity despite police pressures." We hope that the World
Psychiatric Association and the commission ofinquiry working
under the auspices ofAmnesty International will find common
ground on which to act jointly.
At its forthcoming annual meeting in Tokyo the World

Medical Association will consider a draft declaration2 providing
"Guidelines for medical doctors concerning torture and other
cruel, inhuman, or degrading treatment or punishment in
relation to detention and imprisonment." The declaration is
based on a joint study carried out by the British and Irish
Medical Associations and had its origins in the tragic civil
conflicts in Ireland. But its message is far more general: it
restates the doctor's duty to have nothing to do with any kind
of cruel or inhuman or degrading treatment or the threat of it.
And it recommends that the W.M.A. should encourage the
international community, national medical associations, and
fellow doctors to support doctors who resist pressures to
infringe the code. Much of what it states is universally
accepted; what it recommends can be hard to carry out in
practice. But experience with individual cases of doctors
standing up to unethical pressures from their governments
has shown that support from outside can be effectual. Lacking
as it does the membership of Russia, America, China, and
many smaller countries, the World Medical Association might
be thought too limited to achieve much. But this is not
necessarily true, for the medical profession in every country
has many traditions and aims in common and its ethic is
virtually universal. An appeal to what every decent doctor
accepts as the basis of his professional work will strike home.

1 British Medical journal, 1973, 3, 509.
2 World Medical journal, 1975, 22, 37.

C BRITISH MEDICAL JOURNAL 1975. All reproduction rights reserved. NO. 5979 PAGE 337

 on 24 M
ay 2023 by guest. P

rotected by copyright.
http://w

w
w

.bm
j.com

/
B

r M
ed J: first published as 10.1136/bm

j.3.5979.337 on 9 A
ugust 1975. D

ow
nloaded from

 

http://www.bmj.com/

