’ AN exposé, as defined by Webster, is

THE EXPOSE AS A PROGRESSIVE TOOL*
' - ALBBRT DEUTSCH
New York City -

‘‘an exposure or

revelation of somethingliscreditable.’’ Perhaps never.
in journalistic history has a particular social institution been
subgected to such a sustained and wndespread barrage of

. exposés as the mental-hospxtal system in recent years. The
.. recent epidemic of exposés, spreading from paper to paper
. like a benign infection, has been unique in at least one respect:

the reporters, in most instances, have entered the institutions
not as hostile invaders, threatening the reputation and secu-
rity of supermtendents and other officers, but as welcome
allies erlisted in a common cause.

What,these reporters have found has shocked and shamed
large sections of the American public. They have rendered

. reports, often documénted by irrefutable photographic proof,

" of rundown physical plants and overcrowded wards; of appal-

N

for Mental Bygione, New York City, November 11, 194, ;

- lingly’ underpaid, overworkqd and understaffed personnel :
of occasiénal physical brofality and widespread 1 eglect; of -
.. malnutrition, maltreatment, and maladmxmstratxon of degra-

_ dation and despair in places that should spell hope and com-

fort for sick people. entitled to a chance at cure. These

reporters also fg,und bright spots in the picture, but the |
dark aspects were ‘so dominant, the broad canvas so repug- -

nant to the general social and ethical standards of our culture;

, that they posed an 1mmed1qte and dlrect challenge to the
“public conscience.

What have these ekposes accomphshedf Have they helped. :

or. harmed the drive for improved mental hospitals -and"

. expanded mental-health faeilities? 1In either case, how can
- . the; q\g made{more effective hﬁ tools of progress?

g exlgoseb like the *snrge(fn 8! scalpel, is a useful, bnt
di‘hgerous mstrument Its a]xhcatlon can be constructlve“
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. or destructive, depending on the user’s shll, integrity, sensi-

tivity, and timing. As applied to mental-hospital conditions,
its deyelopment can be traced to two widely divergent trends
exemplified by the work of two remarkable women of the
past century.

The first—and tra.dltlonally most common—type wds the
instithtional exposé that created a ‘‘nine-day sensation.’”
There would be a sudden flare-up on page one about ‘‘asylum
horrors’’ that would flicker and die out within a few days,
leaving nothing behind save a deeper sense of dread on the
reader’s part. A classic example of this journalistic treat-

"ment was Nellie Bly’s series on the New York City Lunatie

Asylum (now known as the Manhattan State Hospttal) pub-
lished in Joseph Pulitzer’s New York World in 1887, under

the title, Ten Days in o Madhouse, Feigning Insanity in Order -

to Reveal Asylum Horrors. The intrepid ‘girl reporter’s

" series, brilliantly written, created a brief sensation; the

stories were rich in color, if not in facts, but they stirred no
constructive action. Their neét effect, probably, was to widen

‘the gap between institution and community as countless
. exposes, hastily conceived and superficially execnted have

done since..

In the year that Nelhe Bly pubhshed her exposé, there
died at the Trenton State Hospital one of America’s truly
great crusaders, Dorothea Lynde Dix. The American ‘‘apos-
tle of the insane’’ was not a Joumahst, ‘but’ she was none
the less a great sociological reporter, a master of the exposé
technique.  The chief aim of her forty-years crusade, as you

_ kmow, was to get the mentally sick removed from the catch-all

poorhouses and prisons where most of them were then
_conﬁned and into hospitals fer tpeu' special treatment.
" As she journeyed from state to state, she crammed note-

; book after notebook with accurate data ab«:k: the conditions

of the mentally sick in penal and pauper ipstitutions. Her

manner of gathering and presenting eyemt ess accounts of
oonﬁmomsq prepared in the form of rts or memorials
to state legislatares, eo&ld serve as a model for newspaper-
men to-day. For emotxonal impact, what literary ornamen-

‘tation could improve on the telegrnphx terseness of Miss
~ Dix’s account of what she saw in her ronndu of Massachusetts
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. almshouses and jails, included in her memorial to the state
" legislature in 18431 :

‘‘Lineoln: A woman in a cage. :

‘‘Medford: One idiot nub)ect chained, and onme in a close ntall for
scventeen years.
© ““‘Lenox: Two in the jail, agnnst who.e unfit condition there the
jailor protests.

‘‘Dedham: The insane disadvantageously placed in the jail. "In the
almshouse, two females in stalls, situated in the main bu.ﬂdmg lw
in wooden bunh filled ‘with strawg always shut up.’’

Any paper’s star reporter would be hard put it to equal
the : vividness and emotional appeal of Miss Dix’s’ great

" story of Abram Simmons, published April 10, 1844, in the
" Providence (R.I.) Journal—a paper that stxll vigorously

champions many good health and welfare causes. Miss Dix’s
article, unsigned, described the condition of an ‘‘insgne’’

' man named Simmons, who was confined for years in an iron-

doored stone cell. Under the apt title, Remarkable Tenacity
of Life, she. gave a hau‘-rammg description, climaxed by
this sentence: ‘‘Thus, in utter darkness, encased on every

-, side by walls of frost, his’ garments constantly more or less

-wet, with only wet straw to lie upon and a sheet of ice for
his {govering, has this most z‘dreadfully abused man exlsted
 throughi“the past inclement“winter.’! :

Tl;at exposé article of Miss Dix’ 8, touched mtﬁ delicate

" irony, had a considerable effect in promoting the movement

o

" that led to the creation of the Butler Hospital in Providence v

—Ilater directed for many years by Dr. Arthur Ruggles.
1 regret that txme limitations prevent my detailing Miss

Dix’s consummaté skill in utﬂxzmg the exposé and its follow- ‘

up to prick the public conscwpce and to prod the conscience-
stricken into constructive action through the press and other

medla, in state after state. I can’t resist using the present .

occasion to remmd you all that Dorothea Lyndé Dix is bein,
nommated this year for a place in the Hall of Fame of Gre: %
ns Ais one who has eeply revered this inspiring !
ﬁ o | would urgé all of fou, undnvxdually and through
r orgamza%ong, to support ﬂle dnve to. get Mlss Dlx mto l
the Hall of Fame.! é i
‘Miss Dix’s great crusade had ﬁwo senéus wedkner
l'u'stly, she oversold existing mental hbspxta‘la, gre@y

i sat #
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gerating their powers to cure mentgl disease with the knowl- -
~ edge and skills then available. (She was a devotee of what
I have called ‘‘the cult of curability’’ which flourished in
mid-century, based on the curious conviction that practically
any mental patient could be cured by placing him within
the walls of a-place called a hospital.) Secondly, Miss Dix
never tried to develop a permanent organization that could
carry on the task of stimulating improvement. It is perhaps
symbolic that at the time of her death the mental hospitals
were already becoming the targets of  the kind of exposé
she had applied to poorhouses and prisons.

In subsequent decades the routine newspaper- expoaés of

_ psychiatric institutions followed the Nellie Bly pattern rather

than that of Dorothea Dix. These exposés were usually
sensationalistic, often unfair, sometimes vicious, and seldom
constructive. Their main attacks were concentrated on per-
sonal scapegoats, such as hospital superintendents, staff phy-
sicians, nurses, or ward .attendants. Hospital officials,
through long conditioning, became allergic. to newspaper
inquiries. Signs of newspaper interest became unhappy por-
tents to them, almost certain to be personally disturbing if
not devastating. The already isolated institutions were still
further withdrawn from the community. As the lines of
communication between hospital and public were broken, the
fearsome mysteries associated with institutions for the men-

* tally sick impinged even more heavily on the public mind.

The traditional ‘‘asylum exposés’’ did little or nothing to

’ dispel the destructive mysteries and superstitions; they

tended rather t¢ heighten them by distorted tales and intima-

~ tions of nightmarish horrors beyond the walls. The exposés -

were usually built around one of two classic themes: (1) the
railroading of sane persons to mental hospxta;ls by satanic
relatives motivated by illicit lust or greed, a (2) brutal
,murders of patients by their keepers. Most bxposés were
‘hysterieal caricatures evidencing little concern _with funda-
mental problems and their solutions. They !nghtened with-
out informing, and usually*] fgﬁ: the readors in an anxious and
frustrated suspension.

Two factors combined to make vu'tuallg ‘inevitable the

» ularge~scgle exposés of mental-hospital conditions during the
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late war and postwar periods: (1) the steady deterioration of
public psychiatric institutions by depression-created financial
deprivation, followed by war-created personnel and material
shortages; and (2) the enormous public ipterest in mental
health evoked mainly by public discussions of psychiatric
problems in selective-service screening and in military service.

That our public mental hospitals were generally in very ° ‘

- poor shape before the war was amply demonstrated by the
nation-wide survey undertaken by Dr. Samuel W. Hamilton
and his colleagues under the joint auspices of The National
Committee for Mental Hygxene and the United States Public
Health Service in the pre-war penod I used this survey as

~ the basis of an ‘‘exposé’’ series in the newspaper PM early in

1941, but" with several notable exceptions, the state-by-state
survey findings gathered dust in convenient pigeonholes.

It should be noted that the great rash of journalistic exposés
of mental-hospital conditions that broke out at the war’s
end, shocking the nation, was largely stimulated by a group
of earnest young consclentmus objectors who had been
“assigned to- mental-hoepltal ward duty in lien of military
‘gervice. Some of these youngsters later banded themselves
ino the National Mental’ “Health Foundation. Their diaries

and no%books, contamni‘g the day-to-day test;m y of bru- )
tality and neglect on the weirds, spurred many ne papermen, .

: 1nc1udmg myself: to lann#h large-scale journalistic inquiries
into the situation on a local, state-wide, or national basis.
The exposés rof this period, in the main, have dxffered
radically from the routine ‘‘asylum horror’’ exposé of former
‘tnmes They are infused with greater understanding of funda-
‘Inental factors. They haveamore sense, less sentimentalism.
They rarely’ concentrate  on personal scapegoats. Many
put the blame where it rightly belongs—on callous state
executives, penny-pmchmg legislatures, and an apa’thetlc
and ill-informed public. I‘Ipyanably, they have conclnded
thlfgenera]sly sound, prograﬂ;&s for 1mprov1ng the “dlscre&(‘
ble condltxons ”
A steadnly lnfreasmg gro p of reporters have taken 1&
specml interest “in mental-hodpita and allled problems‘a'nd
_ have identified themselves with the dnve nt

i for improvighe
~ One m;ght mentxon, as mernbers of tfﬁs growxngtplloﬁ

s
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reporters like Walter Lerch, of Cleveland; Peter Lisagor,

- of Chicago; Al Ostrow, of San Francisco; Mike Gorman, of

Oklahoma ; Odom Fanning, of Atlanta; Howard Norton, of
Baltimore; and, in the magazine field, Albert Maisel and
Edith Stern. These reporters have helped rip off the veil of -

" unwholesome mystery that surroundeéd the mental hospitals,

have informed the public frankly of the real problems they
pose, and have forced large sectians of the public to face up
to these problems. Significantly, many reporters who entered
the realm of social journalism via the mental-hospital exposé
have broadened their perspectives to include .other health

and welfare problems and are making this field thein regular
: beat—thh the encouragement of their editors.

* The press expose campaigns, which at first met with some
resistance from insecure or complacent officials, received
great stimulus when The National Committee for Mental
Hygiene issued a formal statement urging administrators to
help get the facts frankly before the public, and when the
American Psychiatric Association approved a similar state-
ment drawn up by its Hospital Sitandards and Policies Com-
mittee under Dr. Tarumianz. Both organizations had pre-
viously been laggard in assuming responsibility for informing
the public frankly about conditions that could be corrected
only- throngh public awareness. That: penod of unseemly
silence is now happily behind us.

The present-day newspaper exposé of mental-hospltal con-

~ ditions has paid off abundantly, by and large; by helgmg

obtain more liberal institutional and agency budgets, raising
institutional morale, stimulating psyclnatnc Tesearch and

' training, placing better laws on our statute books, achieving

administrative reforms, and arousing pubhc interest not only
in this limited area of psyclnatry, but in broader aspects of
mental health.

None of these accomplishments can be croflited to the

exposé; alone, To function effectively, the exposé must be
geared to a cainpzug‘n aimed-at apecific objectxveq, in codpers-
tion with civic leaders or social agencies the community.
The day of the lone crusader—-;onrnalmtx&r otherwise—is
long past. The last of the great personal crusaders in this

-field was the late Clifford W. Beers——who exposed conditions
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through a book rather than a newspaper—and his exposé,

by design, was climaxed by the creation of The National Com-
mittee for Mental Hygiene forty years ago.

The worth-while newspaper exposé has its own complex
technique and ‘strategy. ‘The exposé that confines itself to
criticism, without offering specific proposals for improving

the ‘‘discreditable conditions’’ it reveals, may prove not only -

useless, but actually harmf{il. If it leads to a blind alley,
without guides to corrective action, it may condition the
frustrated reader to an acceptance of a situation that initially
shocked him. The aimless exposé may be ‘an immunizing

. dose, fortlfymg the armor of the conscience against fnrther

efforts to pierce it.

Applying a generous sprinkling of llterary hcense, I have
often likened the journalistic exposé to the administration
of shock. treatment to 'mental patients. Shock treatment,
when. used therapeutically, is supposed to be followed by
psychotherapy; the shocks alone don’t cure. Sxmllarly, the
responmble journalist follows the jolting exposé with dis-
cussions illuminating the problem, digging toward its roots,
“helpmg the’:reader gain msxght and suggesting ways and

8 toward solving the' problem - He uses the exposé as

a calcuf&ted risk, know1ﬂg that its failure may gause barm'

and, reahzmg that, at best, it is but the openin wedgve in

: -arousing pubﬁc interest that can be transmuted into desired ‘

-public action.

The exposé, vghen planued properly, is only the first stagevv

in a general campaign. It represents the ‘‘agitational”’’ phase, .

with penetration of the pubhc consciousness as its initial
‘goal.’ I regard myself primarily as an ‘‘agitator’’ type, most

helpful when the pubhc conscience needs to be stirred out of

complacency.. . . : K

- The second stage is the “orgamzatlonal” one, where pubhc
- mterest is mobilized toward definite desirable’ goals. Many
, gg}:gpose has failed of its 1}} lmazfe purpose because of lack

rganizational folloW*throngh The state of Ohio affords -

‘48 a classw"e; ple.: There) a few years ago, pne of thb
greatést agitatiotal campaigns, leaning heavily on’ the exposé

technique, was waged with astdtundmg {nitial F esul “)g; i

~ terms of arousmg publie. 1nterest Bu‘g thdt most:g!r‘

; A “ &
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~ campaign, which did achieve somg modest reml'ts,‘fell far

short of its possibilities because there weren'’t enough good

organizers on the team to take up the batons ‘of the agitators

and push ahead. The ngxtator, journalist or otherwise, is
not likely to be a good organizer; he shonld help, but. not.
lead, in this second stage.

After the organizational phase:comes the- “eonsohdatmn”
stage in which the gams achieved are firmly cemented. The -
fourth and ﬁnal stage is a regrouping of ranks and a pushing
forward to more advanced goals, possibly through a repetition
of the same cycle.

These four stages do not necessarily follow one another
in orderly procession; more offen than not, . the fight is
waged on several fronts, with an uneven pace of progress.
An improvement might be recorded on one front while a
smashing exposé is being made of a persisting evil on another.

Timing is a most important factor in the well-intentioned
exposé. But the timing cannot always be planned ahead.
Often a break in the news—a dramatic incident, a sensational

.charge—opens the door to a closetful of ‘‘discreditable con-

ditions’’ that must be exposed immediately. In that case,
it is incumbent upon individuals and agencies in the field
to clarify the issues and objectives while ‘public,interest.is :
intense and to help direct the course of the press campaign
toward desirable action. But wherever pouslble, the exposé
geries should be timed in advance for maximum effect. ' It
is foolish, for mstance, to launch an exposé of institutional

" conditions requiring législative corréction at a time when

the legislature has just adjourned. Tao often, an exposé
runs in one season, and an organizatfonal ca!npaign in’
anather, with no effort to combine them d thus gam maxi-
rium power. = i

In many cities it is not possible té persuad a mewspaper .

, to conduct a socially oriented campaign through the exposé’

or otlper techniques. The editors simply mqy have a distaste -

for efposes “They #ay be temperamentally 'averse to raising

a fuss about anything. - They may be antisocial in philosophy. -

" They may be afraid of arousing the disfavoy or the hostility

of powerfn] groups in the eommnmty, incldding advertisers. .

They may feel that a successful campaign for better hospitals
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-will mean hxgher taxes, which they abhor. They may have
personal loyalties to some of the characters who might be
sub;ected to criticism, loyalties that may constitute a deter-
mining factor. -They may not care, period. -

-~ In such instances, it is nsnally best for interested and
informed individuals or agencies to organize a survey under

- impressive auspices, the findings  of which, when released,
must be published as a news-worthy item. At times, dis-

closure of discreditable condilions through a statement that -

commands authonty is far preferable to a one-paper, one-
_ reporter. exposé, since it can be ‘released sxmultaneonsly
_ through a number of newspapers, 'reaching more people
" and avoiding the inevitable jealousies and resentments
that follow the exclusive scoop of a rival newspaper.
Howbeit, the once-despwed exposé has become respectable
and even eagerly sought in the mental-health field. Profes-
sionals in psychiatry, with some exceptions, no longer regard
the muckracking newspaperman as a foe, but as a friend. - In
Minnesota, Governor Youngdahl has fed colunns of news
. to the papers in criticism of his. state’s own institutions, and
‘has egged newspapers to conduct their own investigations
th +his full support. In- Connectlcut Governor Chester
es Hitp manifested aaﬁxmllar attitude. In Cpht‘orma,
Govomor ‘Warren has commended reporters liké Al Ostrow
for exposmg indtitutional defects and needs. In Massachns-
. etts, State Mental Health Commissioner Clifton Perkins has
enunciated an ‘‘open-door pohcy,” inviting responsible news-
_papers to make full inquiries and publish frank reports-on

‘his mental hospitals as one means of enhstmg public supportbk ‘

. il the field. - ;
A personal word, in conclusxon Some people have seeh
a paradox in the fact that I, who have spent so much time

exposmg defects in public institutions and agengies have yet .

nnceasmgly advocated extension of governmental activities

th 'Welfare Stape seeing nothing to fear in a condition that | L
Webster defines a§ a ‘‘state oﬁ faring or doing well; stqte
or condltxon in regard to well-being, espc?cml]y con_’ |

#
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- in the yery areéas under cnticit . It is. true 4nd it is pa,ra~ Ly
atcal, but it is not contradic ry.. I am a firm believer in "
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of health happmess, prospenty or the like.”’ What’s wrong
- with that?’

We are a democratic repubhc We don’t rehsh paternnhsm,
public or private. But as a reasonable, self-govermng people,

we have not only the nght, but the responsibility to do-in .

combination those things that it is difficult or impossible for
us to do individua The ethic 'we subscribe to impels us
to help our neiglibars in need. The ethics of a well-to-do
democracy call for figors of decency and dignity under which
no individual should be permitted to sink, lest it degrade us
all. The floors of decency and dignity under the mstltu-
tionalized mentally sick are still to be built.

A community has no' right to call itself truly. clvnllzed 80

long as it tolerates on its own doorstep the snbhuman condi-
tions found on the wards of many public mental hospitals, not

only in the impoverished backwoods, but in and about the °

proudest centers of wealth and so-called culture. Our ances-
tors, who tolerated similar conditions, could plead ignorance
and lack of remedial resources; these excuses are not avail-
able to us. We must erase the shame, which touches every one
of us.

Public institutions and agencies are neither good nor
bad per se. They have their own inherent dangers and

defects, as do private agencies and institutions. When iso- -
lated by public apathy and ignorance, they tend to develop

into sterile, static bureauncratic systems. An informed and

~ active public opinion can not only stave off that bureaucratic

stagnation, but can propel govemmental agencies into high-
grade, dynamic instruments serving. the public weal.

Eternal vigilance, to paraphrase Jeﬂ’eroon, is the price-

of good government. When that vigilance is lacking, regres-
sion is inevitable. It is the responsibility of the press, along
with other media of mass communication, to ipform angd to
activate the pubhc through the expose and oth ¥ means.
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