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People who heve been diegnosed and treated for major mental illness
have an insider expertise thai can provide invaluable insight into the mys­
teries of people's often Inexplicable movemem in and out of madness. The
author vividly describes his passages from identity-seeking young adult to
mental hospital patiem to psychologist and menial health system critic.
The harmful. life-threatening treatments he experienced are examined as
part of our society's propensity to treat people who are different as deviant
and relegate them to ineffective and harmful medical interventions. Alter­
natives 10 psychiatric hospitalizations are promoted as mora positive oplions
for people going Ihrough. confusing and 'rightening life-<:hanging experi­
ences. The article concludes wilh lho aUlhor's ideas about what is nec­
essary and helplul when working with someone who has been labeled
with a major mental illness and what is counterproductive and harm­
ful. <02000 John Wiley & Sons. Inc. J Clin Psychol/ln Session 56; 1395­
1411. 2000.
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Not far from Manhattan, on the New Jersey side of the Hudson River, there's 11 clearing
among the trees and rocks where Alexander Hamilton fought his fatal duel with Aaron
BUIT. Years earlier I went there with friends to innocently lough, play, and enjoy the
self~centered exuberance of our youth. On those rocks gazing across the river to the New
York skyline, I first felt the charge of energy and power which would Inter lantalize and
haunt me in my attempts to understand and control it. After my release from the hospital,
I returned to that spot frequently. Sitting on those once familiar rocks and stllring off in
the distance, I searched and waited for a feeling or memory to infuse my apathetic body
with that mystical power the hospital stuff hud shocked out of me. Both in daylight and at
night the results were the S'lme. There was no magic to be recaptured. No opening of the
mind and senses, just the dull pain of longing for what once was. Along with so many
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others praying and worshiping at their public and private shrines, I joined the community
. of the disappointed and resigned.

It is not philosophy, statistics, or brilliant logical arguments that convince me that the
medical model of menial illness is dangerous, Those of us who were oble (0 resist the
brainwashing saw no salvation in accepting our illness, nor accepting the need for a
lifetime regimen of noxious drugs. Those of us who were able to come out on the olher
side of our ordeal know that the medicaJization of moral and spiritual questions has
become a pathology-based model of menta) illness that crushes the spirit and attacks our
humanity. We are betrayed by a bronch of medicine that blatantly violates its most impor­
tanl principle: Do no liann.

Ernest Becker in his Pulitzer Prize winning book The Denial ofDeath (1973) wrote,
"The only secure truth men huve is that which they themselves create and dramatize; to
live is to play at the meaning of life" (p. 202). He asks us to consider what ore the best
illusions to use in guiding our lives, or, how do we legitimatize foolishness? How much
freedom, dignity, and hope a given illusion produces remains dependent upon the smaller
and larger communities' tolerance for difference. To live outside th~ agreed-upon illu­
sions is to put yourself in harm's way.

The summer of 1966 marked the end to my years of half-hearted participation in an
educational process that appeared to dead-end with a Master's degree in psychology.
Graduation was not a commencement, but rnther the premature termination of an unresolved
developmental task. I h:ld to f'lce the present. No. longer could I think or feel that my
happiness and self-confidence would magically appear somecime in the future. I was
ill-prepared to leave the school womb but I could not continue hiding in graduate
sancruaries.

Was it the angst I felt about my inability to match my construclion of mY$elf 10 what
I believed was necessary that prevented me from following the safer, more well-traveled
path? Or did it start when I elected myself hero, rescuer, savior of my family? Perhaps the
seams and membranes of my psychic coat were sewn from ill-fitting hand·me-down
intergenerational materials. Maybe 1 was too.attenlive lo the wrong cues. Or maybe I was
just being too attentive to cues that others ignored. When I denied my sensitivity, I could
function, but I was holding bock that which was most clearly me. It seemed like I was
constantly hiding from others and myself. Once I was good at seeing and feeling, but the
cost of unconfirmed intuitions was social awkwardness and dislrust of self. I criticized
myself for what came naturally, and the voice inside told me that I had belter learn to see
the way others did.

Gradually creeping into my conscious awareness and growing stronger was a simple
but powerful solution to the disturbing identity issues that kept me wondering Whether [
would ever fit in and be comfortable with people. Too long I had been a prisoner tethered
to an empty insubstantial identiry constructed and dependent upon others' expressed and
imagined expectati~ns.Motivated by unhappiness, despefilte for change, I mnde the fully
conscious decision to not CJre what image I projected to people. I vaguely knew that
coupled with me excitement of expansive possibility, there existed the confusion and fear
of entering a realm of being that lacked the security of cuslomary anchors. If to not care
meant being considered crazy, I accepted it. Shedding the layers and layers of expecta­
tions from both within and without, dissolving the clutter, turning opaque ·Ienses into
transparent magnifiers was exhilarating. My psyche provided fertile ground for what
seemed then to be an innocent insight. For a short while 1was able to revel in the richness
of an experience where all is new and adventurous possibilities are alwllys present.

As a 22-year-old I had to interpret and auach meaning to a new set of experiences. I
chose to see unlimited possibilities. I chose to be outrageous nnd as Il consequence I
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life stories. Most of us can use and would be gmteful for genuine help. The one who helps
must support D.ctive choice in which the participant actively takes full responsibility for
the changes he or she chooses 10 mllke. "To do so, however, he must Slap ranking either
people or talents and accept lhe fact that (here are many roads to lculh and no culture has
a corner on the path or is better equipped than others to search for it. What is more, no
man can tell anolher how 10 conduct that search:' (Hall. 1976, p. 6) Too many people
have been deprived of their righls. Too many people have been prevenled from making
the false stnrlS nnd stops so necessary to develop their unique potential tnlenlS.

At every moment you choose yourself. But do you choose YOllr self! Body. and soul
contain a thousand possibilities out of which you can build many 1'5. But in only one of them
is there a congruence of the elector ;lnd the elected. Only one-which you will never find until
you have excluded all those superficial ;lnd fleeting possibilities of being and doing wilh
which you toy, out of curiosity or wonder or greed. and which hinder you from casting anchor
in the experience of the mystery of life, and the consciousness of the tnlent entrusted to you
which is your I. (Hammarskjold, 1964, p. 19)

Hope, safe niches, natural supporlS, reconciliation with family. the absence ofirrevers­
ible damage from treatment, self-discipline (development of will). belief in oneself. suc­
cessful experiences, u friend's provision or reasonable accommodations before it became
an ADA mandate, meaningful work, psychotherapy, intimate relationships. and, perhaps
most of all, the successful passage of time not needing services from mental health pro­
fessionals (remaining out of the hospilal) were all significant in my movement oU( of !.he
mental illness role into becoming a valued member of society. The varied combinations
and relative importance of each of the above elements were unique to me, yet 1 believe
that the above identified concepts nre common to others' transformations. BU( each of us
defies set fonnulas. For all of us, the liming and options are different. Underlying all of
the above is the question of whether a person has the freedom to choose. Wilhout risk,
without choice, the whole process is perverted into. at best, stabilization and mainte­
nance, and, at ilS worst, incarceration.

I do not demand that my journey become the preferred path for everyone. But I do
demand that people have the opportunity to discover what they can be Dod do. As long as
I can search for meaning and occasionally get parts or answers, I can live and die without
clinging to some false certainty that makes me think and act as if I know the absolute
truth.
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