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This book is a true story about a precociously talented young man
who develops severe psychosis but perseveres despite debilitating
symptoms and graduates from Yale Law School. Essentially, it is a
love letter from his best friend from childhood, the author
Johnathan Rosen.

On another level, it is a clinical dissection of the chaos of
mental health policymaking in the USA from the 1960s
onwards. There was a heady brew of forces ranging
from Marxism, postmodernism, libertarianism and anti-statism
to the family experiences of powerful people such as John
F. Kennedy (JFK), which led to the wholesale rewriting of
mental health policy and provision. Our protagonist, Michael
Laudor, was very much caught in this crossfire with disastrous
personal consequences for him and others. For me, the book
also has a personal resonance as all the story takes place during my
lifetime, including my training and practice as a psychiatrist.

There are clues early in the book that Michael is not neuroty-
pical. He is nicknamed ‘toes’ as he always seems to be on
tiptoes. He also discloses in his early teens that his paternal
grandma had schizophrenia. In his late teens, he develops
erratic circadian rhythms spending ‘whole days in his room with
the lights out’. During his undergraduate years at Yale, a clear
and severe psychosis gradually develops, leading to hospital
admission and treatment with antipsychotics. He responds
somewhat to medication but remains psychotic for the duration
of the book. The ‘community care’ he clearly requires is
missing. He is supported by friends and family (a number of
whom are psychiatrists), but his suffering and risk are both mini-
mised by the prevailing winds of Szasz’s The Myth of Mental
Illness,1 which ‘elevated untreated victims of a terrible disease to
the status of free spirits’. Michael stops taking his medication
and has a severe relapse with fatal consequences.

JFK signed the Community Care Act in 1963 as one of his final
bills prior to his assassination. He aspired to replace the ‘cold mercy
of mental hospitals’ with the ‘open warmth of community, concern
and capability’.2 This led to the widespread closure of asylums but a
failure to re-provide the care and support in the community. This
failure of community care along with the triumph of ‘autonomy’
over all other principles (such as duty of care) is something that
I am sure rings bells withmanymodern-day psychiatrists and which
played its part in the disastrous outcome of the story.

This book should be essential reading for all psychiatrists who
should continue to remind the populace that mental illness is real
and severe.

Hugh Rickards Neuropsychiatry, University of Birmingham, Birminigham, UK.
Email: hugh.rickards@nhs.net
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This brief and challenging book insightfully addresses the features,
meaning and implications of spiritual voices and visions. It investi-
gates the experiences of three key medieval religious women who
have had an enormous impact throughout centuries – Julian of
Norwich, Margery Kempe and Joan of Arc – and it is welcome
for several reasons. The relevance of religious and spiritual beliefs
and practices for the mental health field has been well established
based on robust scientific evidence. However, a key source of spir-
ituality (i.e. spiritual experiences) has been largely neglected in
research and clinical practice. This book examines this previously
neglected area. In addition, previous psychopathographies of reli-
gious figures have often been based on secondary sources and
biased by a narrow perspective and lack of proper religious and psy-
chiatric knowledge on the part of most authors. The divergent con-
clusions reached usually reflected the authors’ mindsets more than
the analysed religious figures. This book helps address these limita-
tions by focusing on primary sources and using an interdisciplinary
secondary bibliography. The author has very considerable
background knowledge in religion and psychiatry, as well as in
the relationship between these two.

At the core of each book are three chapters dedicated to the
mystics in three sections: description and analysis of their spiritual
visionary and auditory experiences (focusing on their self-reports),
discussion of their possible medical diagnosis and their spirituality.
The fourth and final chapter discusses the main implications for
psychiatry today: voices/visions may be spiritually meaningful,
help in spiritual coping and be both positive and negative experi-
ences. The author also concludes that the focus should be on explor-
ing the meaning of these experiences and on distinguishing genuine
spiritual experiences from mental disorders (with which I partially
disagree).

Despite being a short book, two other themes could have been
briefly discussed. The first is the critical spiritual insights those
extraordinary women had based on their experiences that have con-
sistently challenged and inspired humanity for many centuries. The
second and perhaps more important omission is the lack of discus-
sion of the transcendental (also called ‘paranormal’ or ‘anomalous’)
knowledge allegedly conveyed through these experiences. These
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were (and still are) cited as one of the (if not main) reasons why
these women and others believed the experiences were actual spir-
itual experiences and not just illusions, fantasy, trickery or
madness. For example, Margery and Joan are reported to have
had many precognitive experiences that came true. Joan was also
allegedly able to locate a long-lost sword and tell the Dauphin’s
secret thoughts. In addition, despite being an illiterate poor
peasant, she showed the advanced skills needed to command an
army with victorious battle strategies. The wisdom of her answers
(dictated by her voices) to many highly complex theological ques-
tions posed at her trial by professors from the University of Paris

is also striking. This sort of evidence was essential for the spiritual
meaning attributed to their experiences.

In summary, this is a much needed and very welcome book that
opens the door to improving psychiatric research, theory and
practice.

Alexander Moreira-Almeida , MD, PhD, Research Center in Spirituality and
Health (NUPES), School of Medicine, Federal University of Juiz de Fora (UFJF), Brazil.
Email: alex.ma@medicina.ufjf.br

doi:10.1192/bjp.2024.67

Book Reviews

348
https://doi.org/10.1192/bjp.2024.67 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://orcid.org/0000-0002-9135-2532
mailto:alex.ma@medicina.ufjf.br
https://doi.org/10.1192/bjp.2024.67

