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Psychiatrists and Political Intervention: A Case Study of the Illegal Immigrant Debate in Australia

Psychiatrists have a long and controversial history of intervention in the political process. The paper will review some contributions to debate over such issues as war, conflict, terrorism, torture, human rights abuse, drug abuse, suicide and other public health issues. However, the competence of specialists in the mental health of individuals to comment on the mental health of collectivities has been questioned, and the philosophical issue of the status of collective mental health is very much an open one.

At the present moment there is a intense debate in Australia over the Government’s treatment of asylum seekers, also known as illegal immigrants, and the Royal Australian and New Zealand College of Psychiatrists has taken the unusual step of publicly criticising government policy on grounds of its toxicity and depressive effects, particularly among child detainees. The official response has been to deny that collective depression exists and to assert that the concept of such a mental state is meaningless.

