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B
e thankful you aren’t a psychiatrist. That beleaguer-
ed profession is still smarting from the high-profile
drubbing Tom Cruise gave it last month. Not long
after Cruise traded barbs in the press with Brooke
Shields about the merits of antidepressant drugs for

postpartum depression, an appearance on the Today show
turned uncharacteristically nasty as he unleashed a tirade
against psychiatry in general and a few of its mainstay medications in particular. 

Cruise’s big-screen War of the Worlds was immediately overshadowed by his
small-screen war of the words. Host Matt Lauer remained deferential and tried
to get at the root of the actor’s antipathy. Cruise turned abrasive. “Here’s the
problem,” he barked at Lauer. “You don’t know the history of psychiatry. I do.”
I half-expected Tom to bellow, “You can’t handle the truth!” the way Jack
Nicholson famously did at him in A Few Good Men. Psychiatrists were quick to
label it “Mission: Irresponsible,” but the damage had been done.

Celebrities can play an important role in raising public awareness (not to
mention money) about medical conditions and, through their star power, de-
mystify them for the public. But the smart ones sidestep scientific debates,
focusing instead on quality of life issues and the importance of routine medical
care. Witness Michael J. Fox’s work on behalf of Parkinson’s disease, Terri Garr’s
public discussions of her struggle with MS, and even Matt Lauer’s Today show
colleague Katie Couric, who bravely underwent a live, televised colonoscopy.

Cruise, by contrast, branded psychiatry a “pseudoscience,” derisively reject-
ing Lauer’s comments that he knows people who’ve been helped by ADHD
medications. Cruise went so far as to claim that he’s read research papers on
Ritalin. Although I doubt Tom spends much time on PubMed, let’s give him the
benefit of the doubt. Even if he has done his homework, his sweeping general-
izations and open hostility didn’t engender much credibility. 

Certainly, all medications carry a risk of potential adverse effects, and those
of the psychotropic drugs are not to be taken lightly. There are a number of valid
questions Cruise attempted to raise about the hazards of long-term stimulant or
antidepressant use, the role of non-pharmacologic therapies such as counseling,
and the importance of individual responsibility in considering personal and
lifestyle changes that can lessen the need for medications. But all this is getting
drowned out by the din of the warring factions. Mental health advocates are call-
ing for a protest of Cruise’s films. The American Psychological Association is
busy with damage control. And adherents of Cruise’s religious affiliation are pro-
claiming a breakthrough for their ideology. 

The shame of it is that Cruise’s intentions were good: when possible, per-
sonal solutions are indeed better than chemical ones, and wanting to spare chil-
dren from life-long medical therapy is commendable. Belligerently defaming an
entire profession and maligning the patients it serves is not. Instead of elevating
the debate, Cruise merely polarized it, and patients may get caught in the cross-
fire. Not very good aim for a former Top Gun.  PN
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