THE INEBRIATES ACT OF 1898.

By G. IT Wilson, M.D., Medico.I Superintendent,
Mavisbank Asylum.

:"::rfists = sense in which nearly every Act of Parliament i
. 1mportance. Nothing can become law without A&,J\
buting something material to the spirit of government, anfd 4G
AICt determlnes L0 some extent how the idea of the rights
liberties of the subject must henceforth be construed. But
are some Acts whose effect is both more obvious and more
medlate.; and the Inebriates Act, 1898, is one of them. It ! 4
Act 'Whl(:h materially impairs the fulness and freedom Ot ale
Englishman's right to be drunken.
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restricted to the unfortunate few who, being drunken, are not
shrewd enough t° refrain from a transgression of the law. But
the Act brings responsibilities with it which egpecially fall upon
our faculty. We have for years asked for this reform, and, now
that we have obtained a heginning of it, it is ypon ue that the
duty falls of doing what we can to make the law of good effect.
Every practitioner knows how greatly better it would be for every
one concerned, if habitual and intractable drunkards could be
compelled to remain under treatment. That poyer will surely
come, if the success of the method can be proyed in the case Of
those few who come within the meaning of this new Act. How
that success is to be achieved we cannot say. Medical advisers
have been appointed to assist in grawing up regulations for the
conduct of the inebriate reformatories in England, and doubtless
the Gecretary for Scotland will see tg it that similar phelp will be
given 1in Scotland. But when the pegulations =re approved?
having lain for four weeks on the table of the Houses of Parlia-
ment?the duty of the profession Will only have pegun, &7
important question, which we shall partly help to settle, will beas
to what method of treatment the patientg" should have. We
must see to it at least that they are not neglected; for it is quite
certain that mere detention for a period, however prolonged, 1s f“s
likely to weaken the nature of the drunkard as to gtrengthen It-
But a more obvious good may be done if we create a right opinion
as to what kind of drunkards are properly to be detained under
the éct. That Iis the question which is at pregent vexing all wh(;
are interested in the subject?lawyers, physicians, and those ?
the public who are earnest in attempts to reform. As the Act 18
worded, the selection of prigoners to be dealt with under the Act
is left entirely to the discretion of the Court.

In the second section of the Act, which refers to those who
are four times within the year convicted of the ordinary drurllken
offences, we are told that the pergon convicted " shall be liable

to be detained for a period not exceeding three years." But
the history of Acts relating to the liquor trade prepares us =°
expect that this detention to which the drunkard has made him-
self liable may not be enforced. gimilarly, criminals who are
referred to in the first section " may’f or may not be indigted as
drunkards. So far as we can judge, the selection of cases is left
to the prosecutor and to the bench. Who will advise them‘rlo
one seems toknow. In all probability these cases will be first
chosen which have for long been a burden upon the gtate, because
of vexatious repetition of offences. That class of case is not one
which physicians would paturally select as most ]jkely to benefit
by the Act. gociety may greatly benefit by their gegregation;
but that is not our first concern. Every practitioner knows the
cases 1in his practice which he has tried in vain to cure by
ordinary means, and in which the habit has become inveterate.
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lere are others more hopeful, younger in the vice, who are onb
JECOiHil’lg grave, and who may drift into the Court so as to come
under the act. It will be a loss if such cases as thege do not
lave the penefit of the mew law. It is not our function ©e play

e.part of a police, but it is part of our public duty *° influence
Society in the direction of stimulating the authoritieg to enforce
'¢law. This new Act is one which would go = long way towards
1taking the country sober, at least in public, if the law whlch
elates” o public drunkenness were strictly enforced, and if it
Were the habit of the Court, in every case Of crime, to inquire
.ether drunkenness contributed to it and whether the prigonei
Is = habitual drunkard; and, if it finds him so, to "detain him
ot special treatment.



