
SENATE No. 10.

PETITION.

To the Honorable Senate and House of Representatives of the
Commonwealth of Massachusetts, in General Court assem-
bled :

The petition of the undersigned citizens respectfully repre-
sents.

The laws regarding persons charged with being insane, are
very defective.

As the law now stands, any person is liable to be imprisoned
in a public hospital as a lunatic, by a magistrate who does not
see him or hear his defence.*

Any person is liable to be imprisoned in any such public
hospital, in the McLean Asylum, or in any private establish-
ment for lunatics, without the adjudication of any regular
tribunal that he is insane, or, if insane, that his insanity is of
such a character as to require his imprisonment.

Where the laws so violate the principles of justice, it would
be a miracle if they did not sometimes become the instruments
of oppression.

Your petitioners connot say how often and to what extent
these results have followed. But the following statement
cannot be disputed.

1. Persons carried to the public hospitals by the orders of
magistrates, often complain most bitterly that they had no
opportunity of seeing the magistrates, and of being heard
before them.
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2. Persons who have escaped or been released from these
mad-houses, report that some are imprisoned in them who are
not insane ; and others, to whom, though not of entirely sound
mind, the incarceration is unjust, cruel and constantly injurious.

3. Persons whose mental maladies have been aggravated by
long confinement in these mad-houses, are not unfrequently
restored to perfect sanity, by being taken from them and
restored to their homes.

4. Those confined in these mad-houses are often prohibited
not only from personal intercourse with their friends, but from
sending letters to them. They are thus deprived of all oppor-
tunity of making their complaints heard, if they are unjustly
imprisoned or are ill-treated.

6. Persons who have escaped or been discharged from these
mad-houses often compare them to the Bastille, the dungeons
of the Inquisition, and to hell itself.

Your petitioners have studiously endeavored not to exagger-
ate any facts, or to present ,as established facts, the many
rumors which are widely circulated and generally credited,
that many persons are imprisoned for life in these mad-houses
from time to time, who are not insane ; that the trustees pay
no attention to their complaints, but always take the part of
the superintendents; that the anguish and despair produced
by being debarred from writing to their friends, is very injuri-
ous to patients, and sometimes fatal; that women either not
insane, or suffering from such forms of disease as are only
increased by imprisonment, languish out their existence in
these places, which to them are living tombs, without being
once permitted, even in their last moments, to see their
children or nearest friends. But the existence of such rumors,
which have made a very deep impression on the community,
calls loudly for legislative examination, and a reform of the
certain injustice of a system, which has rendered such rumors
possible and credible.

Your petitioners therefore pray that your honorable bodies
will make such inquiries and such changes in the law, as the
occasion requires.

And your petitioners will ever pray.

S. E. SEWALL,
and 20 others.


