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Prisons hold people who have broken the law and
have been found guilty of the crime. They are not

prisons for the mentally ill. Prisoners in Virginia were
historically treated like slaves. They were kept in
inhuman living conditions, punished without the
rights of a criminal and were expendable. In the

1930's prisoners in the Virginia State Hospital were
regularly beaten and left without food. They were

forced to eat toilet paper, put into holes in walls and
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deprived of clothing. They were put into chains to
make it easier for the hospital staff to keep them in

line. But the supreme court decided in Bell v.
Wolfish (1979) that prison conditions could not be
judged by the standards used in civil courts. The

attitude of society towards insane people and how it
treats them is appalling and the state has used

mental institutions to keep people who were
considered unfit to live normally off the streets since

1757. There were thousands of people in mental
institutions across the U.S. In 1967, President

Lyndon Johnson signed the Lanterman-Petris-Short
Act into law. It was a sweeping civil rights bill that
created the Social Security Administration and the
Department of Health and Human Services. It also
outlawed institutionalization of the mentally ill and
made treatment less severe. A bill that President
Johnson signed into law authorized the firing of

gunners at mental institutions to keep them from
injuring themselves. The law also made it illegal to
confine the mentally ill in private institutions. While
these things would have been easier to accomplish

if the people of the community had the ability to
look after the mentally ill, the state had strict
control over people who could not look after

themselves. A lot of progress has been made over
the decades, and the state no longer uses state-

supported institutions, but we still have a long way
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to go. Inmates at mental hospitals are still not given
the same rights as other inmates. Inmates are still
subject to the same indignities and violence they

faced before. Their
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