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Psychosurgery Will Face ,
. Key Testin _Cau r1: Tada.,Yj}
By JANE E. BRODY
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DETRo£r, March 1f-For
the last 18 of his 36 years,
Mr. L. has lived the life of a
:forgotten man. An alleged
murderer and rapist who is
reported to h1lve a life-long
history of uncontrollable
"n:tges, he has spent all his
'adult years behind the locked
doors of a state institution
TOr the' criminally' insane.
Until three months ago
there seemed little chance
that this man, who is said to
have· above-average intelli
gence, would ever be con
siaered sufficiently· "cured"
.to be released. Then he was
selected to participate in a
research project in which
brain surgery might be
used to try to control his
viOlent behavior.
But no sooner was this
door to a possible new life
opened than it was shut by
"a court suit that challenged
the project on ethical, legal
and medical grounds.
" Tomorrow a three·judge
panel in Wayne County Cir
cuit Court here will begin to
hear the precedent-setting
: case, thrusting Mr. 1. into
the center of a mounting na
tional controversy over the
ruse of brain surgery to erase
the symptoms of otherwise
i untreatable behavioral and
emotional disorders,
At the center of the con
troversy is a debate over the
purpose, effectiveness, side
effects-indeed, the very na
of psychosurgery, a
ture
. modem technique by which
tiny portions of tisslle deep
in the brain are destroyed
through surgery, electricity
radiation or ultrasound.
Some 400 to 600 such op- '
erations are done annually in
this country to treat such
conditions as uncontrollable
epilepsy, violent behavior,
schizophrenia, severe de-'
pression and destructive hy
• peractivity.
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On one hand, psychosur
gery is decried as irreversible
"mutilation." strongly remi
niscent of those past loboto- .
mies which, among tens of
thousands of subjects, were
a "number of emotional vege
tables." On the other, the more
refined brain. operations done
today are hailed as a godsend
to the very sick who have no
other hope for cure.
In between, experts In neu
rology. psychiatry, law and
ethics are trying to aSSeSs the
true value and potential of
psychosurgery and define its
proper role in the treatment of
emotional and behavioral dis
orders.
While many shudder at the
thought of making permanent
surgical changes in the brain,
the seat of the emotions and
the personality, others note that
traditional psychotherapy and.
drug. therapy, not to mention
mental illness itself, also make
permanent changes in the brain.
'The ease here is part of a
continumg struggle by some
lawyers and doctors, and par
ticularly a national activiSt
called the Medical Com
on Human .Rights, to
bring psychosurgery under
tight public control, if not ban
it altogether.
: Fear Use for Control
A : leader In this fight has
been DI\ Peter. R. Brepgin,a
physician and novelist who is
on the staff of the Washington
School of Psychiatry and who
entered his ()bjections at great
length into the Congressional
Record last year.
Among the fears or those
who have joined Dr. Breggin's
cause are that psychosurgery
might be used as a weapon for
controlling violent· prisoners,
institutionalized patients or
political activists (such a sug
gestion was raised in connec
tion with the 1967 Detroit
riots) and that medicine might
use psychosurgery as an "easy
way· out" instead of trying to
correct
und~rlying
social
causes or mental illness and
providing conservative psycho
therapy for all who need it.
The proponents of psycho
surgery reply that there are far
easjer ways th~n..J:[ain ope~a<

"

tions to control political vio
lence; that correcting the sick
nesses of society will do noth
ing to help patients already ill
or whose illness is caused by
brain disease; that long-term
psychotherapy cannot real
istically be made available to
all who currently need it, and
that psychosurgery may be the!
only hope fop cure for somer
prisoners and hospitalized pa
tients.. "
In addition to focusing at
tel1tirm on the role of psycho
surgery, the case here raises iii
nurnber of critical questions in
psychiatry, law and medical re
search. AmOng them are:
llean the' state indefinitely
detain so-called insane and
dangerous persons in mental in
stitutions without a realistic
hope IONi.dequate rehabilitative
treatment?
such persons are released
treatment, or if they
are treated, released and then
who will protect soan involuntarily hos
or mentally ill patient
or a prisoner give truly "in
formed, voluntary" consent to
experimental procedures or!
radical therapies?
.
. (JWhat are the relative rolesl
played by societal ills and oro!
ganic brain disease in causing'
mental illness and what does
this mean for methods of treat
ment?
Whatever the outcome of the'
case here, the consequences of,
the debate on psychosurgeryi
will be felt bv countlessj
thousands of peol;le-ordinary
individuals with families and
jobs as well as institutional'
patients .and prisoners-whose
lives are made wretched by be
havioral or emotional problems
that cannot be treated by tradi
tional psychotherapeutic meth-I
ods.
Research, too, is likely to bel
affected. As it was put by Dr.!
Jacques Gottlieb, director of
the Lafayette Clinc, a highly
,respected research facility here:
,'''The adventure of research is
becoming: more and more dif
ficult with more and more
stumbling blocks, and it is
frightening to the :'foung men
iwho want to be<:ome investi
,gators." ,
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A Research Proposal
The case of Mr. L. began
.with a research proposal from
the
state-funded
Lafayette
:Clinic, a highly respected psy
Ichiatric research facility, to at·
'tempt to treat uncontrollable
violence in state hospital pa
I tients by one of two methods:
jpsychosurgery or an experi
1mental drug imported from
!Germany. The goal was to
l"cure" as many patients as posSible of their violent tendencies
and restore them to society.
,f The patients selected to par
.ticipate in the study (about
:two dozen in ail) would be
igiven their choice of therapies.
Psychosurgery, they would be
told, is a rather risky procedure
that in spme cases can have
unpredictable effects on the
personality. The drug therapy
is associated \..,,;th a number of
,adverse side-effects, among
them sexual impotence. In
either case, there :is no guaran
tee of cure.
Mr. L., the first patient
chosen for the study, selected
psychosurgery and was trans
ferred from Ionia State Hospi
(tal to the Lafavette Clinic for
:observation and tests. Dr.
Ernst A. Rodin, chief neurolo
gist at the clinic and director
of the project, explained that
the patient was to have 10
electrodes, each with four con
t~cts, ~m~lanted deep within
hlS bram In the parts believed
to control emotiollS and a"
b
grcssive behavior.
The electrical activity, or
brain waves, emanating from
these various points in the
brain would be stUdied under;
a variety of circumstances to·
see if abnormalities could be·
found that were linked with
the patient's outbursts of vio
lent behavior.
If an area of abnormality
was thus identified, a tiny sec
tion of brain tissue-probably
less than six-hundredths of
an inch-would be destroyed
surgically. If the operation
-worked, the patient would be
slowly reintegrated into so
ciety. If it failed. he would
.
be sent back to Ionia.
But before any electrodes
could ~ implanted in Mr. Us
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brain, GabeKaimow!tz, a civil
liberties lawyer on the staff at
Wayne State University, filed
~a suit contending that the pa
ttients at Ionia (all potential sub
'jects for the study) were being
unconstitutionally detained and
should be released; that no per
son involUntarily detained could
consent to any form of experi
mentation, and that psychosur
gery, in any case, was against
public policy and must be
stopped.
"Psychosurgery is designed to
correct or control behavior,"
Mr. Kaimowitz said. "There is
no manifestation of disease or
illness as we know it. It should
,be prohibited until such time as
it is shown to have a specific
curable effect."
Dr. Judd Marmor, professor
of psychiatry at the University
i of Southern California. pointed
Ito the difficulties of relating
Ispecific brain wave abnormali
ties to deviant behavior. "Many
people have brain wave abo
nonnalities wjthout any ab
Donnal behavior, but if you only
study sick people the assump
tion is made that any brain
wave abnonnalities you find
are a cause of the behavior
problem, he said in a telephone
interview.
Dr. Vernon H. Mark, a Har
vard neurosurgeon who perhapsi
has done more than anyone to'
popularize the notion that psy-;
chosurgery might be used to
treat violent behavior, is in prac
tice far from carrying out that
idea. Dr. Mark, who three years
ago published a book with Dr.
Frank R. Ervin called "Violence
and the Brain," operates only
on private patients with uncon
trollable temporal lobe epilepsy
and brain tumors patients in
whom violence mayor may not
be a factor.
"If we're using a medical
treatment, we have to use it ~:m
people who are sick," he Said,
adding that it is not known
whether people with uncontrol
lable rage but without epilepsy
have recognizable brain disease.
Nonetheless, his operation on
11 patients involving destruc
tion of tiny portions of the
amygdala, a section deep in the
brain that seems to relieve ag
gressive behavior, demonstrated
that such surgery could control
rage attacks.
But while few object to Dr.
Mark's careful approach in
treating patients with clearly
defined organic brain diseases,
those who apply psychosurgery
beyond this narrow range ~r.e
being subjected to severe CrIti
cism.
Claims 90% Success Rate
In Santa Monica, Calif., Dr.
M. Hunter Brown, a neurosur-.
geon in private practice, spe·
cializes in psychosurgery on pa
tients with incurable schizo,
phrenia and violence. He said.
that SO far his operations,
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which involve up to six sites
1n the brain, have been success
ful in more than 90 per cent of
cases.
He has reported similar suc
cess with a one-site procedure
on 110 patients with seve;e
emotional imbalance. He saId
that following surgery his pa
tients have the "full range and
balance of normal emotions,"
that while they no longer fly
into a rage over trivial things,
neither are they so passive that
they fail to react to conditions
that would anger a normal per
son.
Among Dr. Brown's 280 psy
chosurgery patients have been
some prisoners and institu
: tionalized patients. But a pro
posal to extend this treatment
to other prisoners in the Cali
fornia state system was halted
,following objections from the
Medical Committee for Human
Rights that prisoners, faced
with a possible ticket out,_
would be wilIing to subject
themselves to excessiVe risks.
Anotber project that has been
attacked as "unjustifiable" is a
series of 30 to 40 brain opera
tions, done by Dr. Orlando J.
Andy at the University of Mis
sissippi Medical School in Jack
son. Dr. Andy said he operates
"as a last resort" on people
children and adults-who suf
fer from uncontrollable destruc
tive hyperactivity. In an inter
view he said that three-fourths
of his patients show fair to
good results with minimal ad
verse effects.
To his detractors, Dr. Andy
says, "They do not understand
the type of behavior problem
we're dealing with. They should
see what the surgery can mean
to the patient and his family.".
The British have done con
siderable work on patients with
long-standing psychiatric ill
nesses, such as recurrent de
pression, obsessional neurosis I
and anxiety. Orie team, describ-r
:ing psychosurgery on
Ipatients. reported significant
Iimprovement in more than halfl
:the depressives and neurotics
.and in 40 per cent of the pa-,
tients with anxiety.
. ;
But in general, Samuel Shu-'
man, Wayne State University::
law professor who is represent-I
ing the Lafayette Clinic in the
case, concedes that published'
studies of psychosurgery leave
·something to be desired.
"That's why a place like the
Lafavette Clinic should do this
research. It has the competent
,professionals, the necessary
equipment and the ability to dol
adequate follow-up," he said.
Mr. Shuman hopes that the
case here will result in the es
tablishment of a consent mech·
anism that would allow a
procedure like psychosurgery
to be done on institutionalized
patients.
He agrees with his opponent
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in the case, Mr. Kaimowitz,
that "doctors should be heidi
accountable to the public for:
what they do" and that the
"elite specialists" who do medi
. cal investigation need "input"
from the broader scientific and
lay community;
Despite the problems still to
be resolved, Mr. Shuman be-I'
Heves that as far as Mr. L. Is
concerned, "There's good rea
son to believe that psychosur
gery could not make him worse,
off than he is, having lived a;
living death for the last 18
years."
Mr. L's court·appointed a~
torney, Robert Burt of the Um
versity of Michigan Law School,
has some doubts, however.
"There's a sparkle to this pa·
tient that might be gone as a
result of surgery," Mr. Burt;
said. "He sees himself as veryl
charming, and I'm not sure he I
wants to lose tl1is."
!
At the start of the project,
Mr. L. was eager to have the
surgery. He felt he could not
cope with the stresses of the
outside world without treat
merit. His current feelings, fol
lowing the publicity around his
case are not known. .
Mr. Burt believes his client
must be given a chance at long
term, intensive psychotherapy
or else released. "If treatment
is not available in a state insti
tution he cannot be kept
there:" Mr, Burt said. "He has
to be released and. giver; th;
opportunity to commIt a cnme.
Mr. Burt is not even sure
that if Mr. L is released, he
would rE'aHy be free to consent
to psychosurgery "as long as
the possibility of a civil com
mitment hangs over his .head."
But the dilemma goes further.
than that. Should Mr. L bere-,
leased without treatment ~nd,
should he then commit a cnmej
for which he is convicted, he.
would be sent to prison, where'
his chances of ever being
"cured" would be even smaller
than in the state hospital.
To Dr. Henry K. Beecher,
Harvard anesthesiologist and an
expert on the ethics of human
experimentation, "The waters
are muddy. I would be lo~th
to use individuals labeled ortm
inally hisance but, on the other
hand, here are people who are
sick intolerably sick. Where
can 'they go? Are we going to
cut off every avenue for re
habilitation? Talk about civil
liberties-it would seem that
the hope for relief is a rather
important one."
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DETROIT-For the last 18 of,
his 36 years, Mr. L. has lived:
the life of a forgotten man. An
alleged murderer and Irapist
who is reported to have a life-I
long history of ~uncontrollablel
.rages, he has spent all his adult
years behind the locked doors,
of a state institution for the
criminally ~ insane.
'Until three months ago there
"Seemed little chance that this
man, who is said to have .'
above-average
intelligence.,
would ever beconsideredsuffi· 1
ciently "'cured" to be released.
Then he was selected to partici·
pate in a research project in
which brain surgery might be
used ·to .try .to control his
violent behavior.
But no sooner was this door
toa possible new life opened
than it was shut by a court
suit that challenged the project
on ethical, legal' and medical
grounds.
.
Tomonrow a three-judge panel
in Wayne County Circuit Court
here 'will begin to hear the
precedent-setting case, thrust
ing'Mr. L. into the center of a
mounting national controversy,
over the use of brain surgery I'
to erase the symptoms of other
'wise untreatable behavloraia."!d
1mlotional disorders.
At the ;center of the contro
versy isa debate over the 'Pur
pose, effectiveness, side-effects
-inrleed. the very nature-of
psv.chostJXgel)', a. moden: tech
nique by WhlCh tiny portIOns of
tissue deep in the brain are
destroyed through surgery, elec
:tricity radiation or· ultraSound.
'.
400 to 600 II Year
Some 400 to 600 such opera
tions are done annually in this
country to treat such condi
tions as uncontrollable epilepsy,
violent behavior, schizophrenia,
severe depression and destruc
tive hyperactivity.
On one hand, psychosurgery
:is decried as irreversible "muti- .
lation" strongly reminiscent of .
those past lobotomies which,
among .tens of thousands of
subjects, left a number of
emotional "vegetables." On the
other, the more refined brain
operations done' today are
hailed as a godsend to the very
liickwho have no .other hope
for cure.
.,
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