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Seeking to understand
madness
Darian Leader is a Lacanian psychoanalyst, and this alone may dissuade many psychologists
from reading this fascinating book. It would be their loss. This is a truly important book, not
least because, first and foremost, Leader seeks to understand the
psychology of people who are labelled mad. This contrasts with the
medical model where ‘illnesses’ are presumed to be the causes of
psychotic behaviour and drug treatments seen as the treatment of
choice. In his book Madness Explained (2003) Richard Bentall showed
how inadequate this system is. Leader takes a similar stance, pointing
out that a diagnostic approach that merely lists symptoms without
reference to cause or meaning fails to do justice to the psychology
of madness. It is the individual’s relationship to their symptoms that
counts, and only by understanding that can we begin to understand
what madness is. Leader has researched deeply into what he calls,
the ‘old psychiatry’ (19th and early 20th century). He shows how the
phenomenological investigations of the time revealed far more of the
individual’s psychology than the symptom check-lists of today.
But what of the fact that this a psychoanalytical approach? And not
only that but from a Lacanian perspective, perhaps the most difficult
of psychoanalytical theorists? All I can say is: be open-minded. In fact,
Leader writes well and Lacanian concepts come through without too
much difficulty. Moreover, he illustrates his points with many examples
from his and published case histories, which leavens the intellectual
What Is Madness?
argument. Towards the end of the book there are three chapters, each
Darian Leader
devoted to a particular case, Aimee and the Wolf Man from
psychoanalytic history, and, most intriguingly, the multiple murderer
Harold Shipman. This is a book steeped in clinical experience in which
Leader’s sensitivity, intelligence and compassion shine through. Moreover, as he points out,
seeking a psychoanalytical understanding is not the same as saying that people need
psychoanalysis. What psychotic people need most is not conventional therapy but something more
personal and supportive. From the glimpses we get of the way Leader works, therapy is tricky and
time-consuming. It demands a willingness to put oneself on the line and to do so often for many
years.
The particular strength of the book lies in Leader’s rigorous intellectual analysis. Like other
psychoanalysts, he begins with the mother–child relationship and the interruption that comes when
a third party (the father or equivalent) steps in. The Lacanian term is symbolization – a combination
of language and law – describing the capacity of the child to tolerate separation through forming
appropriate symbols. For various reasons, which Leader goes into, this is what is lacking in
psychotic people. Unable to symbolise properly, they are overwhelmed with the immediacy of the
world: everything signifies. This is an intolerable state of affairs. When everyday things lose their
meaning they become enigmatic and threatening. There is a disconnect between the ‘signifiers’ and
their usual meaning (the ‘signified’). It is a more complicated process than this but the essential
point that Leader makes is that madness is an attempt to make sense of a fractured, invasive and
uncertain world. Rather than the psychotic symptoms being the problem, they are part of an
attempted solution, and, for that reason, attempts to suppress them can be counter-productive;
there is a real risk they may matters worse.
One of the most interesting ideas in the book is what Leader calls, ‘quiet madness’. Many
people who experience psychotic symptoms never get into the psychiatric system; they lead
essentially normal lives. Psychosis is not always a noisy, visible state of affairs. It is when the
adjustment breaks down that madness may become strikingly visible.
This is an intriguing and thoughtful book, one that deserves the attention of psychologists
and others who seek to understand what madness is.
I Hamish Hamilton; 2011; Hb £20.00
Reviewed by John Marzillier who is a clinical psychologist and psychotherapist based in Oxford
For an interview with Darian Leader from The Psychologist, see tinyurl.com/darianleader
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Music in mind
Musical Cognition: A Science
of Listening
Henkjan Honing
Readers expecting a
conventional musical cognition
book packed with specialist
terminology, and accompanied
by intricate illustrations of the
brain and ears will be
disappointed; Musical Cognition
has neither. What this concise
book does offer is a well-written
and accessible introductory text
that avoids technical jargon
whilst encapsulating the main
cognitive processes of music.
One of the key messages
that resonate throughout this
book is how music is
experienced within the mind.
Although music is capable of
manipulating our emotions,
memories, and perceptions,
we often fail to appreciate the
active and subjective role that
our minds play in listening to it.
Musical Cognition also
challenges conceptions
regarding what it truly means
to be ‘musical’, using recent
evidence to persuasively
demonstrate just how ‘musical’
we all really are. I particularly
like how the author highlights
the innate musical abilities we
are born with, namely beat
induction, as well as the
numerous skills we acquire and
develop later on, such as pitch
perception, just by listening!
Overall I found this book
refreshing, engaging,
enlightening and, most
importantly, intelligible by all.
I Transaction Publishers; 2011;
Hb £24.65
Reviewed by Karima Susi who
is a PhD Student at Nottingham
Trent University
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