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Atypical Childhoods


In recent years there has been a profound shift in our judgment of behavior in children, as childhood itself is increasingly pathologized. The explosive rise
 in the controversial diagnosis of pediatric bipolar has received sparse coverage in the mainstream media, despite the scandalous activities that psychiatry and the pharmaceutical industry have perpetrated to promote the existence and treatment of this condition.
  We have moved beyond the era of prescribing kids Ritalin because they can't stop fiddling. With the profusion of bipolar diagnoses in children and its ubiquitous treatment with powerful and dangerous atypical anti-psychotics drugs, an entire generation is being chemically swaddled and sedated. Parents are under increasing pressure from teachers and other parents to “correct” their children's behavior with potent mind and mood altering drugs, often with devastating side-effects.


The controversies surrounding pediatric bipolar are fertile sites for studying the dynamics of public controversies since critics have engaged the issues on multiple conceptual fronts using a variety of tools and media. Like many controversies involving public heath and psychiatry's clinical gaze, the issues surrounding pediatric bipolar provoke debates about the quality of the rhetoric, the science, and the politics.
 The discourses participating in this controversy encompass multiple perspectives which span these dimensions. The rhetorical critiques are theory-laden challenges to the ideological frames which are constructed and mobilized to describe the issues. The scientific critiques accept (or bracket) the dominant research paradigms and instead question the validity of the research claims. Finally, the political critiques accept the narrow focus of the research, and instead question processes such as the construction of the research agenda, the voices involved in formulating policy recommendations, and the conflicts of interest and aggressive marketing practices that influence behavior and perception. These dimensions often overlap, and are difficult to disentangle completely in debate or analysis. However, it is important to clarify our assumptions before embarking on a study of this controversy.


The controversies surrounding pediatric bipolar suffer from a lack of clarity regarding the essence(s) of the debate. Many of the arguments against the diagnosis of children and adolescents with bipolar disorder apply with equal force to adult psychiatric diagnoses. Activists have struggled for decades,
 if not centuries,
 to resist the plodding advance of psychiatric biopower. Challenging psychiatric methods and paradigms, questioning the validity of pharmaceutical research, and protesting the political processes of mental health policy is nothing new. What is the special significance of children at the center of this particular controversy? What are the underlying economic and psychological forces motivating the radical expansion of diagnostic criterion and the pathologizing the full range of human experience? Why has this controversy provoked such a passionate outcry from both psychiatrists, activists, and independent journalists, but received scant attention from the mainstream media or the Federal government?  Are alternative explanations for purported shifts in the behavior of children and adolescents being adequately explored?


This essay will sketch the highlights of the controversy around the diagnosis of pediatric bipolar, with an emphasis on how this controversy has flourished outside of the mainstream using independent participatory media.  We will also explore the connections between the interactive media landscapes inhabited by youth, the incommensurate behavioral expectations imposed on them by authority, and the role of psychoactive drugs in mitigating this tension. Focusing on the diagnosis of children is strategically significant and rhetorically powerful. This controversy exemplifies the perverse absurdity of a system which grown obscenely powerful and has clearly overextended its reach. 
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