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Psychiatry under the  
shadow of white supremacy
From the start, racism has shaped the care of people  
with mental illness in the United States. By Mical Raz

How does a culture that enslaved people, 
encouraged lynching and developed 
racial segregation decide who is and 
is not sane? That is the question that 
frames Mab Segrest’s book on the 

legacy of slavery for US psychiatry in general 
and for what was in the 1940s and 1950s one of 
the largest psychiatric hospitals in the world. 

Combining archival research with 
fictionalized scenes, Segrest, a feminist and 
anti-racist scholar, recounts more than a cen-
tury of custodial care at Georgia’s infamous 
Milledgeville hospital for people with mental 
illness. It opened in 1842 and Segrest weaves 
its history with the wider trajectory of US psy-
chiatric care, the ravages of the American Civil 
War (1861–65) and the many manifestations of 

white supremacy and violence against women.
The book is organized chronologically, 

but includes multiple forays into the pres-
ent, which can be distracting. Segrest begins 
her account by reconstructing a period when 
slavery was omnipresent and the asylum 
took in only white patients. After the war, 

psychiatry followed a racist trajectory that was 
by no means inevitable, argues Segrest. When 
Milledgeville started taking black patients in 
1867, it — like other asylums nationwide — 
adopted racial segregation. 

As part of their treatment, white men 
worked as gardeners; black men had to labour 
on the institution’s farm. White women were 
seamstresses; women of colour worked in the 
laundry. Segrest uses the asylum’s archive to 
show that luxuries such as writing supplies, 
slippers, soap and carpets were allocated 
much more generously to white patients, 
whereas black patients faced daily discrim-
ination and neglect. Many died soon after 
arrival, reflecting both their poor health and 
the deplorable conditions they had to endure.

Patients at Milledgeville State Hospital, Georgia, in 1951.
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Segrest also highlights what was left 
unexplored. Rather than asking how slavery 
might devastate an individual’s psyche, phy-
sicians treating newly freed African Americans 
discussed how their mental health might have 
been harmed by emancipation. What’s more, 
these patients often came from counties in 
which extreme racial violence, including 
“whippings, assaults, and murders”, was rou-
tine. Yet, in many cases, this history remained 
undocumented. Asylum psychiatry “main-
tained a vast silence about the bloodbath all 
around it”, writes Segrest, just as it had previ-
ously been silent about the violence of slavery. 

Lingering effects
Milledgeville underwent several name changes 
and ultimately became the Central State Hos-
pital before the main building closed in 2010. 
In her final chapters, Segrest examines how, 
when such hospitals began to close in the 
1980s, penal institutions took their place. 
As welfare programmes were starved, the 
US prison population spiked, with people of 
colour and people with mental illness dispro-
portionately incarcerated. Today, 90% of US 
psychiatric-care beds are in jails and prisons. 
Psychiatry will not be able to escape “the after-
life of slavery”, she argues, until it confronts its 
culpability in mass incarceration.

A newcomer to the history of psychiatry, 
Segrest’s approach is fresh and creative. She 
uses her imagination to flesh out the realities of 
life within the asylum walls. Describing Frances 
Edwards, a mother of seven taken to Milledge-
ville in 1856, Segrest imagines her arms feeling 
weirdly light and empty without her children, 
as her breasts “ached and leaked”. Segrest also 
finds connections between topics not always 
identified as part of psychiatry’s past. She calls 
attention to the high rates of infant mortality 
in the black community, exploring how such 
factors might have shaped — and still shape — 
black women’s mental health. 

Segrest’s is one of several books in the past 
few years that have foregrounded discussions 
of race in the history of psychiatry and of asy-
lums. Her impressionistic style and convoluted 
structure contrast sharply with the more rigor-
ous work of historians such as Martin Summers 
in his 2019 Madness in the City of Magnificent 
Intentions and Wendy Gonaver in The Peculiar 
Institution and the Making of Modern Psychia-
try, 1840–1880 (2019). Segrest’s mixture of fact 
and fiction can also be confusing. 

But what is lost in clarity is perhaps gained 
in popular appeal. Uncomfortable reading at 
times, this valuable book helps to show how 
white supremacy shaped the definition and 
care of people with mental illness from the 
start, and how psychiatry remains in its shadow. 

Mical Raz is a physician and historian of health 
policy at the University of Rochester, New York. 
e-mail: micalraz@rochester.edu

Preppers, bunkers and 
emaciated polar bears 
How to live in the face of death — Mark O’Connell’s 
personal journey. By Caspar Henderson 

Are we facing the end of civilization, 
or even the planet? It’s a ques-
tion that attracted some serious 
 scientific firepower even before the 
current pandemic. UK institutions 

such as the Centre for Existential Risk at the 
 University of Cambridge and the Future of 
Humanity  Institute at the University of Oxford 
are  modelling the probabilities of various 
catastrophes, from a giant meteorite strike to 
a scenario in which criminals and psychopaths 
gain ‘easy nukes’ and incinerate a vulnerable 
world. Meanwhile, climate and Earth-systems 
scientists are amassing more evidence by 
the month that, barring rapid and profound  
 reorganization in our societies, climate change 
will batter our world on at least the scale of a 
major war. 

Rather than assessing the science itself, 
Notes From An Apocalypse explores how such 
threats affect individuals. Written before the 
COVID-19 crisis, it is an eerily prescient mix 
of confession, political critique, meditation 
and comic monologue on living in the face of 
death. It is the second such book from Mark 
O’Connell, the winner of the 2018 Wellcome 
Book Prize (for his first, To Be A Machine, which 

tackled the philosophy that humanity can 
evolve beyond its limitations using science). 
As the scientific and political responses (or 
lack thereof) to threats ranging from global 
heating to plastic dominate the headlines, 
O’Connell probes deeper into our personal 
psyches. In a tone somewhere between those 
of writer Samuel Beckett, film-maker Woody 
Allen and poet W. B. Yeats, he asks what hap-
pens when we’re faced with the prospect of 
both individual and global demise.

A successful literary journalist living in 
 Dublin with his young family, O’Connell is 
obsessed with doom. He sets his computer 
home page to an online forum dedicated 
to discussing  civilizational collapse, and 
 compulsively checks his smartphone for 
 YouTube clips of emaciated polar bears, when 
he should instead be watching cartoons with 
his son.

This fixation leads him into the shadowy 
worlds of ‘preppers’. These self-styled surviv-
alists stockpile stores and weapons,  readying 
themselves for civilization’s impending 
 collapse, and feed endless online discussions 
about videos of the contents of their ‘bug-
out bags’ — knapsacks containing items they 
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This converted nuclear missile vault in Glasco, Kansas, has a heated pool and water slide.
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