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Minnesota finally apologizes to thousands of men-

tally disabled

by Doug Grow
06/03/2010

In a little-noticed action, the state Legislature passed a resolution in the waning days of the session,
apologizing to thousands of Minnesotans with various mental and developmental disabilities for the treatment
they received at the hands of the state dating to 1866.

“This is something that may not seem important to most,” said Rick Cardenas, who for 13 years diligently has
pushed for the apology on behalf of voiceless people. “But it is very important to the people receiving the
apology.”

Cardenas is co-director of Advocating for Change Together, an organization that pushes for civil rights for
people with disabilities. ACT — and Cardenas — also has been at the forefront of Remembering With
Dignity, a movement best known for putting names on the graves of the thousands of previously unknown
Minnesotans who died in state hospitals.

Despite the brutal treatment those with mental disabilities received, it took 13 years for this simple apology to
get the support of the Legislature.

And though Gov. Tim Pawlenty ended up signing the resolution, he felt that it was necessary to sort-of
apologize for the apology.
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MinnPost photo by Craig Lassig
Gov. Tim Pawlenty

“Today I have signed Resolution 4, House File 1680, which acknowledges the legacy of our State’s past
institutionalization practices, and sometimes harsh or inappropriate treatment of this vulnerable population,”
Pawlenty wrote to legislative leaders last week after signing the apology.

“However,” Pawlenty continued in his letter, “it is important to note this resolution also negatively paints with
a very broad brush the actions of State employees who, in most cases, took actions based in good faith and the
scientific understanding at that time.”

The governor’s struggle with signing the apology pretty much sums up why the process took so long,
Cardenas said. These were the same concerns, raised in the past, by leadership of state employee unions.
There were concerns that by admitting wrongdoing, the state could be held accountable in court for the way
people were treated.

Stories of brutal care
But the simple fact is the treatment of people with disabilities was brutal.

Luther Granquist, who as a Legal Aid Society attorney led the fight to close the state hospitals in the early
1970s, where people with disabilities were warehoused, is retired now, but he continues to do research on the
treatment people received at the hands of the state.
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Decorated graves in the cemetery at the old Hastings state hospital.

In the 1940s, for example, a highly respected pediatrician at Mayo Clinic, C. Anderson Aldrich, for example,
advised that mothers who gave birth to babies with Down syndrome should immediately be separated from
their babies and that medical staff should work with the fathers, other relatives and clergy members to tell the
mothers that “that the family would be better off” without a Mongoloid (the term at the time) child in the
home. Granquist notes that even the baby boomers’ pediatrician, Benjamin Spock, agreed that
institutionalizing Down babies was best for all concerned.

Forced sterilizations, lobotomies, punitive shock treatments and forced labor were all part of the “scientific”
treatment of people in the past.

Rep. Karen Clark

Still, an apology resolution, led by Rep. Karen Clark, DFL-Minneapolis, and Sen. John Marty, DFL-
Roseville, was a hugely difficult battle. Even after 13 years, the apology that passed was watered down. For
example, a section of the resolution devoted to the practices of physicians and medical professionals was
removed by the Legislature before passage.
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“They [the medical professionals] were the ones who were in control, they were the ones who established the
policies, but they had to be removed [from the apology],” said Cardenas.

Meaningful act
But at least a “we’re sorry” passed.

“It’s a quiet thing but very powerful and meaningful to the people who were impacted by the treatments,”
Cardenas said.

What makes this apology unique, Cardenas said, is it began with testimony at a legislative hearing 13 years
ago from a man who had been institutionalized.

“He just happened to say, ‘They did these things to me and nobody ever said, “We’re sorry,” ‘ ” Cardenas
recalled.

Finally, it’s happened, but Cardenas admits he has “qualms” about the meaning of it all.

“There are so many terrible things happening to the state budget,” Cardenas said. “The cuts that are happening
are hurting the poor and the people with disabilities. In some of the [legislative] hearings, I said: ‘We want an
apology now for past practices. But I want to remind you that we’ll probably have to apologize for practices
we have in place now and some point in the future.’ ”

Doug Grow writes about public affairs, state politics and other topics. He can be reached at dgrow [at]
minnpost [dot] com.

There is tremendous irony here, with the ‘apology’ coming as it does right on the heels of the drastic cuts in state support for mental

health non-profits and the MA and GA programs that provide crucial care for Minnesotans citizens crippled by both poverty and mental
illness.

06/03/2010 at 11:13 am

Tib Shaw

I second the above comment.

06/03/2010 at 01:14 pm

James Roth
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Thirded.

06/03/2010 at 02:02 pm

Patrick Steele

I agree, but add to “tremendous irony” that is is horrific that this watered-down pathetic apology took 13 years to say, and then Pawlenty

waters it down some more. Shame on him.

06/05/2010 at 04:29 pm

Katherine Werner

Gov: “So what’s the problem?”

PR aide: “You need a better public image if you’re going to hop into the national scene and leave the old folks back home a little
happier.”

Gov: ” Is this really necessary?…okay, okay. Find me something humanitarian-like I haven’t beat into a bloody pulp already, hey, hey,
hey”…Gov smiles slyly with eyebrows raised in self approval.

PR aide: “There are not many choices left…hmmm? I take that back. There is one old issue…an apology.”

Gov: “Me, apologize? No way!”

PR aide:” But this one the whole state has ignored and you can rescue it. We can offer an apology to the thousands of mentally disabled,

mistreated some time ago. Surfaced some thirteen years ago. Happened as far back as the forties actually and years before that even;
started in 1866 with the inception of institutionalization. And no apology so far. Happened so long ago, nothing can rub off on you this
time. Want to hear the whole, ugly story?”

Gov: “”Just script it for me and I’ll do it. Don’t bother me with the details.”

06/06/2010 at 01:06 pm

Beryl John-Knudson
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