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Scrutator
WHAT IS A LUNATIC I

One of the points in the Harnett 
case which .no newspaper failed to 
report, however much else was 
thrown out, was an alluslan by Dr. 
Risien Russell to a distinguished ex­
pert who said that no person is ab- 

•eolutely sane in his mental faculties 
any more than he Is perfectly healthy 
in. his body. As this, taken by itself, 
may cause some' alarm, Dr. Risien 
Russell wrote to the Times to ex­
plain what the distinguished man in 
question (the late Sir George Savage) 
really did say., It was that there is 
no "standard of sanity” fixed by Na­
ture; but that “‘sanity* and ‘insanity’ 
as recognized by the doctor, and, in 
tact, by the general public^ must be 
but terms of convenience." After 
quoting the whole passage from Sav­
age, Dr. Russell added the important 
remark that- it is “necessary to know 
a man’s normal standard of sanity be­
fore judging as to his insanity." This 
brought up Sir Clifford Allbutt, who 
described health, whether of body or 
mind, as “an oscillation about an ideal 
axis," in which stability' is marvel­
lously maintained. But he went on 
to give his opinion tiiat there is no 
difficulty in • perceiving when this
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“the notion of uncontrollable impulse’’ 
in the legal definition of insanity for 
criminal purposes.

We see here three eminent author­
ities definitely at variance either Vlth 
one another or with other authorities 
respecting the diagnosis of insanity 
and its legal consequences. The one 
who is most confident that insanity 
can be diagnosed by an expert with 
certainty admits the possibility of a 
difficulty in deciding whether the dis­
ease is sufllelently acute to justify de­
privation of civil rights. The one 
who fears the dagger of admitting a 
medical diagnosis of insanity as a de­
fence to a criminal charge, does not 
stop to inquire why what is not good, 
enough to save a convicted prisoner 
from the gallows should be good 
enough to condemn an innocent citi­
zen to deprivation of civil rights and 
imprisonment for an indefinite per- 
od—possibly for life, 
to say that not long ago I
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I would like 
had the

opportunity of eliciting the opinion 
of one of the foremost alienists of the 
day as to what constitutes insanity.
He was firmly of opinion that delus­
ion is tfie crucial test. But even here 
there is tffie danger that ideas may be 
taken by a doctor toy delusions which 
are not delusions at-all. 81r Clifford 
Allbutt alludes to this danger In his 
letter to the Times. The danger aris­
es particularly in regard to the "idea 
of persecution," which figures in so 
many certificates of insanity. I re­
call a case in which a young doctor 
attributed to an alleged lunatic var­
ious "delusions” which were really 
delusions of his own, prompted prob­
ably by those who called him in, and 
confirmed by the patient’s answers 
to his questions, though these an­
swers were all founded on tact. Even 
where there is a definite insane de­
lusion. Sir Clifford AlibutVs diffi­
culty remains: are these symptoms 
really of a nature to justify depriva­
tion of civil rights? Most delusions 
may conceivably lead to dangerous 
results, but some may be really harm­
less. I have heard of an old lady in 
an asylum who from time to time sup­
posed, that she was a teapot and beg­
ged to take her by the arm and pour 
opt the tea. Except when this idea 
occurred to her, she was a perfectly 
reasonable and intelligent being. Un­
doubtedly a woman who supposes 
herself to be a teapot roust be mad as 
long as she supposes it. It might be 
desirable tor her friends to see that 
she did not pour boiling water down 
her throat and then sit in the tender 
to “draw," but why they should shut 
her up in an asylum for the rest of, 
her life—probably at the public ex­
pense—I tail to see.

It Is, of course, no new story that 
precise definition of insanity is dif­
ficult, and that professional opinions 
differ both as to the tests and. the 
inference from them in different 
cases. The reason why I call spec­
ial attention to this state of things 
now is that on this uncertain and 
shifting ground is founded the whole 
fabric of lunacy law and practice, and 
ft this “dangerous building" is to be 
repaired you must attend to the 
foundations, if It is a public danger 
—as undoubtedly it is—that a man 
should be liable to lose his liberty 
and his elvtl rights (except the right 
to be hanged, which Sir Bryan Don­
kin is so anxious to protect) without 
any opportunity of being heard ip his 
own defence, the danger is magnified 
many times" wheg the very offence of 
which he is conv)eted is one which 
cannot be defined,
*It is the business of the law to de­

liver medical men from the difficulty
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which Sir Clifford Allbutt recognises of civil
of deciding whether any particular done by 
case of insanity is of such a nature jt at all.
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and gravity as to justify deprivation place, lay down in
• ■ ..... ......... ; terms its own tests

^ !̂ Question is to be determined.
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they should be is a debtable matter, 
too extensive to go into here. It is 
a matter of public policy. In the 
second place, having laid this founda­
tion, the law should assign the ques­
tion whether the prescribed degree of 
insanity is or‘is not proved to the 
judgment of “the judicial authority” 
after all available evidence has been 
offered on both sides. The question 

,-will become one of law, not of medi­
cine. The place for the medical ob­
servations and opinions will be the 
witness-box. The medical profession 
has been ‘ greatly perturbed by the 
verdict in the Harnett case. The 
British Medical Association is calling 

j a conference to consider this alarm­
ing incident. The best thing the B. 
M.A. can do for the protection of its 
members is to join in demanding the 
amendment of the Lunacy Act on the 
lines suggested above and in last 

/week’s Truth. When the functions of 
medical men are limited to giving 
technical evidence, all danger to 

. them will be at an end—and the fees 
will continue as before.—Truth. I
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Ironmongers in the neighbourhood 
of Leicester Square, London, were 
amazed when a young man walked out 
into establishments-, snapped the links 
of thick steel chains supplied to him, 
and twisted Iron bars an inch thick 
until they were reduced to a mass of 

- scrap.
The perpetrator of these amazing 

feats is known as "Samson," his real 
name being Alexander Zass. He was 
born in, Russia thirty-five years ago. 
He trains on a diet of port, of which 
he drinks large quantities daily, and 

! his principal recreation seems to be 
’ bending yiick slabs of iron into horse­

shoes with his 'bare hands.
“Samson" gave an interesting ex­

hibition tp workmen engaged in road 
"excavation when he placed an inch 
and a half board on the ground, and 
with one blow with his fist drove a 
five-inch nail clean through It.

But the most astonishing of all waa
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