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In response to Daphne’s father’s violent temper and her mother’s lack of parenting skills, Daphne began to display a variety of deviant and aggressive behaviors. When Daphne’s parents could no longer deal with their daughter’s problems, Daphne was sent away to the first of several mental hospitals. There, Daphne was forced to deal with her newly labeled “Gender Identity Disorder,” the structured lifestyle of a total institution, the discrediting diagnoses of the hospital staff, and misunderstood behavior.

When Daphne arrived at the Northwest Mental Health Center, she was quickly diagnosed with Gender Identity Disorder based upon both mental and physical manifestations. Doctors explained that her inappropriate mouthy ways were signs of unease of her female nature. Furthermore, at the Wilson Center, a doctor wrote, “Identity Disorder is manifested by Daphne’s problems with defining long term goals and career loyalties” (page 153). It was determined that Daphne’s aggressive nature was inconsistent with the way a typical girl acts.


In the summer, Daphne would ride her bike around the neighborhood shirtless. When boys taunted her because of her unwomanly lack of attire, she punched one of them in the stomach, and the rest of the boys retreated. Typically, young boys feel physical superiority over girls. While most girls dressed in vibrant colors and tied ribbons in their hair, Daphne usually wore band shirts, and she refused to make herself look more feminine. During Daphne’s stay at Forest Hospital, the staff attempted to teach Daphne how to wear makeup and walk like a girl. Whenever Daphne complied with these directives, she was awarded points and privileges.


In fact, control of privileges was one of the major ways in which Daphne’s psychiatrists sought to alter her behavior. When Daphne arrived at Northwest Mental Hospital, she was immediately strip searched. Daphne believed the search also established the message, “You are the nearly naked patient, and we, the clothed, are in charge” (page 7). Daphne recognized that her identity had been stripped, and her doctors only saw her by the label of her identify disorder. Some mental hospitals served more closely as total institutions than others, but they all held power determining which type of possessions patients could hold. Daphne’s first two mental hospitals had regimented schedules where patients ate, showered, socialized, and slept during specific times. In Northwest, if patients resisted authority, security guards would drag the patients off and force them to obey orders. These total institutions also controlled behavior through the restriction of goods or actions. At Forest Hospital, patients were restricted from having coffee, caffeinated tea, cookies, cakes or sugar. Patients also couldn’t listen to rock bands because they were said to glorify drugs. Because of Valerie’s institutionalized identity, many staff members assumed that Daphne displayed homosexual behavior. Dr. Madison at Wilson Hospital forbade Daphne from visiting her best friend Valerie. Furthermore, he threatened Daphne that she would not be allowed to leave the hospital unless she severed her relationship with Valerie. Staff members regularly used these restrictions to manipulate patients’ behavior.

Goffman stated that the institution shaped the illness of mental patients. From observing mental patients around her, Daphne questioned her own sanity. Daphne stated, “None of the crazy people knew they were insane. I am so sane in comparison to these folks, and then a flicker of a thought would reach my brain. Maybe I don’t know I’m insane” (page 20). Because the institution exposed Daphne to individuals with more serious mental disorders, she compared herself to them, and drew conclusions about her own sanity. In fact, Daphne began to view mental disorders as the norm. Daphne stated that the more she talked to Jesus, the mental patient, the more she began to like him and the less crazy he seemed. Long term residency in a mental institution seemed to alter her reality of “normal” behavior.
Another theory formulated by Goffman was that the staff discredited patients’ sense of individuality. When Daphne was introduced to the anorexic unit, she became involved in the point system. When points were awarded for following rules or completing tasks, patients were given more privileges. Daphne became fond of the point system because “it felt good to accumulate something” (page 121). When Daphne began earning twice as many points as anyone on the unit, the staff was concerned that she was focused on quantity, not quality. Eventually the hospital staff took Daphne off the point system because they felt she was displaying obsessive compulsive behavior. Although Daphne had become more obedient from the point system, and her misbehavior started to diminish, the staff had discredited these signs of improvement because they had misinterpreted her motives for earning the points.


The misunderstanding of behavior was common among the staff members. Daphne’s therapists often overlooked her normal behavior and drew assumptions of new mental disorders. When Daphne talked to Mohammad, her mother’s new boyfriend, he said he would kill Daphne’s mother if she didn’t go to Iraq with him. Any normal child would be frightened from hearing this, yet when Daphne reported the incident to her therapist, she jotted down “paranoid thinking” on her notepad. During her stay at Northwest Mental Hospital, Daphne noticed that patients’ quiet behavior was interpreted as signs of depression; pacing was labeled as hyperactive; sitting around a lot meant the patient had become withdrawn, and when the patients requested help, it was determined to be an act of seeking attention. Daphne’s minor movements were commonly misunderstood and assigned negative connotations.
The total institutions misdiagnosed Daphne as having a Gender Identity Disorder merely because she dressed in non feminine attire and because she displayed aggressive tendencies. In truth, her deviant behavior was more of a manifestation of her upbringing, and her experiences in these institutions only stripped her of her individual identity and sense of personal integrity.
