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An earnest, exhaustively documented book, The Madness of Women: Myth and Experience
telegraphs its thesis in its title: It is committed to demolishing what the author, Jane Ussher,
presents as the damaging—nay, destructive—myth of women’s madness. The question that
arises immediately, of course, is whether such a myth exists (Ali, 2011) and whether its
baleful influence is as pervasive as the author fears. The critique in this book is not entirely
new. It was, for example, explored 40 years ago in Phyllis Chesler’s (1972/2005)
groundbreaking Women and Madness. The situation, Ussher apparently believes, has not
much improved since then.

The issue, as the author sees it, is that a whole range of appropriate responses to life
stresses have been “medicalized,” so that feelings such as sadness or anger are considered
symptoms of psychiatric syndromes, such as depression or borderline personality disorder.
Because a psychiatric syndrome is by definition an abnormality, a dysfunction, a deviation
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from “normal,” the diagnosed person then has fallen under the wheels of the juggernaut of
mental illness.

For many reasons related to the ways we socially construct gender, women are more
ready than men to express such feelings and are therefore particularly vulnerable to such
categorizations. Once they are labeled in this way, they are then more likely than men to be
“treated” as “mad”; SSRIs, electroshock therapy, and hospitalization are among the ways we
have of dealing with their “disorders.”

Ussher tells us early in her book that her thinking has been informed by her own and
her mother’s experiences with emotional distress that, at least in her mother’s case, were
medicalized in ways that were profoundly undermining. The reporting of such personal
experiences as the wellspring of professional interests might be seen as courageous by some
or, perhaps, conversely, by others as unwarranted; the essential point, though, is that it is a
typically feminist trope. It both announces its author’s allegiance to feminist approaches and
demonstrates powerfully the meaning of the feminist aphorism “The personal is political.”
The book’s perspective is boldly feminist, and it is devoted to rehabilitating the reputation
and standing of women, whom Ussher sees as deeply sinned against by a combination of
inner and outer forces.

The author’s careful marshaling of evidence about the misogynist strain in most
cultures takes up the bulk of the first three of the book’s six chapters. She develops a
convincing indictment of the practice of medicalizing normal human reactions to suffering
and denounces the ways we then treat the sufferers. She offers strong critiques of most of the
theories and ideologies of our intellectual world and especially of what she calls the psy
professions, suggesting that they are themselves products of the socially constructed views
of gender that permit women to be seen as weak, irrational, and otherwise inferior.

Along the way she offers an alternative approach that, as she presents it, holds
promise for creating a more balanced view: She calls it “critical realism” (p. 106) and
applauds its requirement of a “material–discursive–intrapsychic (MDI) approach” (p. 108),
providing a multidimensional analysis of the irrevocable interconnections among the

material context of women’s lives, madness, and gender as discursive* categories, and the
distress or misery many women experience (p. 108).

It is hard to cavil about much of this. Many of the author’s perceptions are
persuasively astute; for example, she gives relatively good marks to psychoanalysis, my own
field of professional practice, but notes that it has “a ‘gendered unconscious’ which serves to
reproduce explicit and implicit gendered power relations, leading to socially normative
gendered assumptions going unchallenged” (pp. 107–108).

Furthermore, our daily newspapers testify to the pervasiveness of the problems she
describes; violence against women, the difficulties women have in achieving high standing
in corridors of power such as politics and finance, and the statistics showing the
overrepresentation of women in treatment and in hospitals—all are well known and highly
visible. And one of Ussher’s basic assumptions—the readiness of our society to medicalize



behavior that is otherwise perfectly understandable as responses to life difficulties—is
highlighted by the current process of revision to the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of
Mental Disorders that enshrines our psychiatric categories (which Ussher rather polemically
repeatedly refers to as “madness”). It is testimony to the aptness of Ussher’s critiques that,
although there is much controversy about certain categories that are being considered for
revision (e.g., eating disorders, gender variants), there is virtually no public discourse about
the underlying assumption that there is mental illness involved.

The final three chapters of the book seem easier to read than the first three; it may be
that a reader has been sufficiently initiated into the author’s perspective by that time. In any
case, the later material is more accessible than the earlier. It is less dense with references and
reinterpretations of facts and data, and it dwells less on knotty questions of theory. Instead,
Ussher reports events known through the mass media; gives excerpts from cases, interviews,
memoirs; and, at some welcome length, explores the nature and effects of menstrual
changes. Any psychologist can follow the reasoning and the discussion, and most of us could
learn a lot from doing so; the question in my mind is whether most psychologists would have
the staying power that this book requires.

Its intensity, as well as its purity of purpose, is the book’s strong point. Its prose,
however, is not. Its ample documentation, its wealth of citations, its lengthy bibliography
and plentiful notes are all the hallmarks of a serious, scholarly approach to material of the
greatest import for women’s life and, indeed, for a critique of our world as it currently exists.
Regrettably, Ussher tends to overargue her case and burdens the text with repetitive
assertions, arguments, and tilting at the windmills of arcane points of ideology. She tends to
gloss over questions about when responses to bad situations cease to be “appropriate” and
become—as surely they sometimes are?—symptoms of intrapsychic pathology.

One can easily overlook such flaws; they are, after all, the results of an excess of zeal
in a good cause. Moreover, haven’t we all slogged through such prose in our own graduate
training? (Perhaps we have even written some of it!) Perhaps, one thinks, there will be a
saving grace in the appendix; it implicitly promises to provide the details of the several
studies the author conducted and cites throughout the book. To skeptics, the promise is
important: The appendix should tell how to perform similar research, conduct similar
interviews and evaluate the material, assess the statistical significance of the results, and
essentially validate the author’s findings by replication of her research.

But there are no interview outlines presented, nor are there guidelines for evaluating
responses, and the statistics presented are very basic: a few tests of significance, but mostly
percentages, means, and the like. Would that Ussher had made it easier to replicate her
findings! That is what makes believers out of skeptics.

Still, on the whole, the cumulative power of Ussher’s material equals her passionate
commitment to the cause. It is hard to imagine any psychologist reading this book without
coming to agree with some of its fundamental points and, if not that, at least to questioning,
in the privacy of his or her own heart, whether he or she has been part of the problem.
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Ussher’s critique of the deeply gendered basis of many of our fundamental assumptions
about the sexes and, indeed, about human nature cuts that deeply and incisively.
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* The term discursive may seem puzzling. As Ussher uses it, it means not what an online
dictionary characterizes as “lengthy, with digressions,” but rather it refers to discourse.
Discourse itself is defined in the book as “systems of meaning which pre-exist any given
individual” (p. 207).
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