
INMATES OF STAtE 
INSTITUTIONS: 
COMMUNICATION: 

' ·The superintendent of a state hospital may open sealed 
1 personal mail addressed to private or committed patientl 

and he may refuse to mail letters or packages from 
voluntary or committed patients which contain obscene 

matter or thre§!.ts of violence to others, but he may not intertt.ere with a 
communication ~Y a patient to the court which committed him, or to the 
Division of Mental Diseases. 
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25 
Dear Dr. :Duvai c 

Your recent ~q;u.e.et ·tor an 'ottte1al opinion "ad•; 
. . ' I ,· ·• 

"It be.a ~c;m,te to 11fT af;~enUon th•t. tbe Supet'in~ 
ten«~ts ot the ltlVer&l state mental hollpj.tals 
and the st-.te •ebool and. hoeptt .. ls. h&.ve et~tab­
liab.~d ~tte~t metho~s e,t. h~tU~ otitcoing 
and ineomn,e u .• $ • . Ma~l .af!fre'allect b't and to the 
patients ia th&ee 1nat1tuttona. 

nFor ou.tgoing mail or b01i~ voluntaw and com­
m1 tted patient•• 1 t ;J.s tn• cene~l p":etiott 
tor thia •11· to be reatt an4 oe~eorecl a$ to 
ma1lab1ltt¥ · (&}).acenity, ~$at• and the l1ke} 
by an ottiei•:I. ot the boztp~tal \ffio, then eitllel" 
complete• th.e ma1lini or return$ the Jllateri al 
to the writer with an eXplanation .. 

'111. th regard to tn• rece:tpt of mail for both 
voluntan and ootm.nitte<l pa.tients, proeedul"es 
d1tte~ 1nthe several 1llst1t~tiona. In some 
inetan~es, all incoming mail 1• opened by an 
employee on orders ot the $Uperintet:u1ent and 
then usualll" is lland$d to tht!f pa t1ent • In 
other instances letters are han<led to the 
patient unopened while paekagee are opened and 
inspected by an employee in thepreaenae Gf 
the patient. 

nit is the gene.:ral practice in the best mental 
hospitals in other states not to interfere any 
more than considered a.bsolutely necessary w1 th 
the mail of mental hospital patients. There· 
most mail is delivered to the patients unopened. 
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. e:m~\ftflWJt~a~t· 
·~· ~- Vl>l.un~w o*c0i11d.tto!'pal1ents 
1ib.te!1. oonte.in .obuene. mat'tn or • ~at:• ot vi:o• •. . . . . . . . . il . ..·. . . . . .. 
lend: to. oth•r•. ·. 

aeot1o~t tCJa:.M'f:, · Mo .. ~.a. eum. SuPP. 19$1, teada: 

ul.. ' ~ect t~.· 'tiM_.·. se"'eral, . rttl~· and ~ ... 
t:t.on.a of the lloap11uil and •xo.ep-t to the extent 
tb&'· u. ... b.&ad : ot. th~ b.Q""1ta:J. .. cSet;e~n•s that 
1C. j.a ••cea~.-to'l!··the .. mect:t04l wct;ttQe•ot the 
patiext1r to . impoje; te•tmct:tone, .evert p•:tuent 
Shall be• ttrtt1 tle<t: . . . ' 

(ll.to eotDtD.Utlioate by t.Ue4 -~11 or 
o.tb.e-rw1ae with p$raons# 1nclu.d1ng 
Qfflc1al· ageneies, 1n•14e or outs14e 
tJut. hospital; · 

(I) To xae-oel.ve v1aJ1toP~; and 

(3) 'ro' es.ero1ee all civil r18tlt:a~ in­
clu41n£ the_r1gnt.to·(.11$poe• ot pl'f)p ... 
erty j . exeeute. inst~ts.; m.ak-e pu~ 
cbt\Ma, enter o.()nt1'1l.etual: · rel-.~1oru.s.b1ps, 
and. . votf,t;, unl$&.s he has . been dju.d1eateet 
incompetent and na& not been reetpred 
to legal c~ac:ttr. 

' ' 

"2 •. Nt't\fithstarld:ins atly lim:Ltationa Et.Uthorized 
undeP this se'Qt:tan on the r~t · ot eommuniea~ · 
t1on., every patient shall. ·be entitled. to eommun­
icate by· sealed mail with the division and wi:th· 

• ·., 1., 
I 
I 



' ·-~ ~ 

Your tint . p.ttj.O*l J..s wn~tller· the auP*~tnt.fule~ta ot etate 
hoap1ta.ls t.v• &l:ltho~~ty to open •$a.le4, .IUJ~al. JU.1l to both 
voluntary patien~a .and Q01Ulitte4 s>at1cmta •.. 

. . 

·.' .. 

While the •it•tion helre 1a SC)JJlewhat. dit"terent than that pre.,.;. 
aented 1n J'O\U' aecond qu.es.tiorl, · we ·belt eve !t to be cle.ar tb.at Beo• 
tion 20t.847 ttoea s1ve the au.pennten4ent tbe l'ight to open aea.le4, 
perscmu •1~ .. · 

~Tom n•ber.d parqmph a .of section' eoa ~847 1 it would appear 
that a patient wolll4 have 'the 1'18}1~ o£ (l~ca~ion~ 1nclu.Uns 
OOmlft'Ullio&ti(m. ""'mail aw1tn tho c.tiV'la1on .@d W~th ·the court, if 
~ .. wb.1Ch ord&lke4. his 11Qapi'bi!l1~~ta$ion.u ... It would al,tJo appear that 
this woul4 be ma.11 which the auperintt:mdent could nQt open or •top 
1n paeaace. · ··· 

We may MJ tM.t ve nave mafe a &ea~h of. the federal le,w p:er-o 
ta.ining tQ the. Tli\1ted States mail and hav.e not foUnd ~ytb.ing con­
tr&1'7 to the ho.ltttnss ai)ove. we d() d~reot attent1on to · the follow­
ing portion or tibe Poetal Manual ProJnul.gated bytbe.})o&Jtmaster• 
Oe:neral o£ the UM ted stattuu · · · 
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"l~··· ~J~~t ~-.a.ti!~lW_Ano~~ 
.• ae •1Sc~ o'I_IJG.~ t() ~ra... 1 flil•~ • 

. ··::. ·~~ ~-~~~); '4fal~j., e>t. -~1 .,~: 
. ~~- $0 Jfhe ··~r. ... _ xt· '~~ :tt DO._--~ . ~an •. ..,. ··tJW·.-.tlijt:~.-;1• -~f.\4~ --then tsB' _ 

·- tatl\v· 0~1 J,t'-:pe 1.~:-~~ .. -: -~~-· •thfll* ~· ·· 
~tva «e.lJ.vexw ot the ~•t-•t~ ~1• 

;, ' . . ... ' • ~·! . ;_. . • . 

.ta··· »&ltverr· or !W.i to ·Iri~etent$~ · 
•• ,. a P$~1l _IWJf 'b.,en lQSAl.:\7 deolat:ed an 
t•~~t:,. bts-.:!l·ma.y·be ·4el'!veft4 in··· 
·ae.O,rdailee.'i1.th_ 'tfte··ot-f1ev'ot• hie aual'dio' . 

· o~· ooneijrvs;~~.- w~~r- tnere ta·no 119$&1 --­
rep·r~us&n.tat1:HI' tne rnatl '11 4el1~ed as 
~--d. . ' 

"154.6 Del:t.veX'7 or Ma.11 Addre~JBftd to Persona at 
· 1'1$8,;. ltotele; In~Jt1tut1ons; SChool$, ete. 

~61 Mail ~d\i~&sed· t~ p~t1enta or inJaateo· 
at institution~·$ unleJJ.a othert.J1M directed 
.bJ' the a,ddx-e•~ee,; i.e delivered to_ the in:at~­
tution· auth0~1t1e:l!l tlho in ·turn Will delt<ter· .· 
the 111a11 ~ the adQ"ssee: 1.n aceordttnot!t ' · ' · - · 
~ th the 1n$t1 tution' s rul$s· and regula.t1ona. "· 

,!OJ!S\t@!P,. '.i ~ • I : i : 

. ' 

· It 1a the ·opinion ot this -departmen:t that the superU..ten4f;tnt 
oc· a state· hOspital may open $eal.ed; per~na.l·UJ.a1l a4ctrease<t to. 
pi"'! vaft or eomrn11ited pati.e:nta an.<t·· that ·ne nta.Y ~ruse ._ .. to· ~1 lev• · 
tera o~ paolr.&gec from vetl't.Ultaey o't"' cemm1,tt'e~ patients Wl11ob 'cOntain 
obscene ma,te.r or threats. ct rtol~nee to ·othe~s,. b~ -~-t he aay 
not intertezte w;t. th a e«nml;mioatton by a p$t1ent to tbe .·court much 
oomndtt_ed binl,_ or to the D1V1&1on ot Mttnt'al Dl$@ses. · · · · 
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