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    I badly needed someone to explain to me this idea of “crazy” before I went crazy. 

Because, to me, my mother did not feel crazy, or at least not just crazy. She felt 

unbearably intense, yes; obsessive, yes; incestuous, even, yes; she wanted things that 

made me nuts, yes, yes, yes – but when she (at about the age that I am now) was so fire-

eyed beautiful, so transfixing, and she would tell me what her spirits were telling her… it 

seemed to me like poetry. And when she walked the streets once telling women they 

needed the courage to take off their blouses, and telling men that they should put on the 

blouses the women had taken off (“He who is afraid of seeing a woman in public in only 

a brassiere is not fit!”), well, yes, she couldn’t very well hold down a job in that state, and 

she was near unbearable to be around, she scared me, to the roots of my being, but – it 

seemed so rich, the state she was in, to me there seemed so much in it. “The Kingdom of 

Heaven is within you,” she would tell me, and the words would pulse with her 

understanding of them. Talking like that for a while she once said, “I have tried to explain 

to you the necessity for insanity.” 

   Her manipulation, her selfishness, her lies – they were crazy, at least they made me 

crazy, especially because it was hard to separate them from her integrity, her generosity, 

her truths. But that is the song of many mothers. What they’d put mine in the hospital 

(even in jail) for seemed to me, at times, incredibly beautiful. Dangerous – yes, very; but 

deeply instructive. 

    You can see that at the age of 20 I desperately needed a definition of “crazy” that 

wasn’t itself crazy. For to be crazy, in part, is to deny the real, and my mother’s ecstasies 

were real; to explain them, much less to treat them, solely in terms of chemicals, genes, 

lobes, childhoods, what-all – was to discount the most important part of the phenomenon, 

certainly what was most important to her: the ecstasy. So I searched for a definition of 

“schizophrenia,” of “crazy,” that, when facing these states of mind, neither 

underestimated their danger nor denied their beauty. 

    A friend gave me R.D. Laing’s The Divided Self. The research had been done by 1956, 

the book was written by 1957 and published in 1960.  The paperback came out in 1965, 

the year I read it. The dates are important. You have to realize that much of what is now 

called “therapy” didn’t exist in 1965. The mix of family, gestalt, Jungian, Freudian and 

existential therapy that is now so common – good therapists selecting from the disciplines 

as fits their patients – is a product of the last 10 or 15 years. It would have been 

considered voodoo in 1965. There was scant alternative then to the legions of pill-

dispensers and electroshockers who, then as now, try to numb the psyche into acceptable 

behavior. Laing wasn’t so sure that what passed for “acceptable behavior” was worth the 

trouble: 

 A man who prefers to be dead rather than Red is normal. A man who says he has 

lost his soul is mad. A man who says that men are machines may be a great scientist. A 

man who says he is a machine is “depersonalized” in scientific jargon. A man who says 

that Negroes are an inferior race may be widely respected. A man who says his whiteness 

is a form of cancer is certifiable. A little girl of 17 in a mental hospital told me she was 

terrified because the Atom Bomb was inside her. That is delusion. The statesmen of the 

world who boast and threaten that they have Doomsday weapons are far more 



dangerous, and far more estranged from “reality” than many people on whom the label 

“psychotic” is affixed… Thus I would wish to emphasize that our “normal,” “adjusted” 

state is too often the abdication of ecstasy, the betrayal of our true potentialities, that 

many of us are only too successful in acquiring a false self to adapt to false realities. 

 

    The Divided Self and Laing’s later books are a path-breaking analysis of schizophrenia 

too complex to detail in this short a space. Briefly, Laing saw schizophrenia less as an 

illness than as a journey, what Gregory Bateson (quoted by Laing) called “a voyage of 

discovery” – a dangerous, instinctive, hallucinatory “walkabout” into one’s interior, the 

psyche’s desperate attempt to all at once find, heal, protect and transcend itself. “This 

voyage is not what we need to be cured of,” Laing wrote in The Politics of Experience 

(1967). “[The voyage] is itself a natural way of healing our own appalling state of 

alienation called normality…” 

     What a book The Politics of Experience is – a long, clinical prose-poem that, almost 

anywhere you open it, puts you face to face with insights you’d perhaps rather avoid: 

 The relevance of Freud to our time is largely his insight and, to a very 

considerable extent, his demonstration that the ordinary person is a shriveled, desiccated 

fragment of what a person can be… What we think is less than we know; what we know is 

less than what we love; and what we love is so much less than what there is. And to that 

precise extent we are so much less than what we are. 

    He never let up in his contention that the most pernicious and untreated form of 

madness is, in fact, what we accept as “normality.” He saw “the family,” that institution 

so many politicians are determined to protect, as, most often, a devastating machine for 

driving people crazy: 

 From the moment of birth, when the Stone Age baby confronts its 20
th

 Century 

mother, the baby is subjected to… forces of violence, called love… [that] are mainly 

concerned with destroying most of its potentialities… By the time the new human being is 

15 or so, we are left with a being like ourselves, a half-crazed creature more or less 

adjusted to a mad world. This is normality in our present age… The family’s function is 

to repress Eros; to induce a false consciousness of security; to deny death by avoiding 

life; to cut off transcendence… to create, in short, a one-dimensional man; to promote 

respect, conformity, obedience; to con children out of play; to induce a fear of failure; a 

respect for [meaningless] work; to promote a respect for ‘respectability’… 

 A child born today in the United Kingdom [Laing was Scottish] stands a 10 times 

greater chance of being admitted to a mental hospital than to a university, and about 

one-fifth of mental hospital admissions are diagnosed schizophrenic. [Those statistics are 

worse in the U.S.] This can be taken as an indication that we are driving our children 

mad more efficiently than we are educating them. Perhaps it is our way of educating 

them that is driving them mad. 

 

 And again he returned to one of his central insights: “The perfectly adjusted 

bomber pilot may be a greater threat to our species survival than the hospitalized 

schizophrenic deluded that the Bomb is inside him.” Laing taught that we who live on the 

borders of sanity, and those who have gone beyond those borders, are worthy of respect: 

 We do not regard it as pathologically deviant to explore a jungle or to climb 

Mount Everest. We feel that Columbus was entitled to be mistaken in his construction of 



what he discovered when he came to the New World. We are far more out of touch with 

even the nearest approaches of the infinite reaches of inner space… Perhaps we will 

learn to accord to so-called schizophrenics who have come back to us, perhaps after 

years, no less respect than the often no less lost explorers of the Renaissance. 

    Laing taught us – and this was a great gift – to respect that which, in ourselves and 

others, had gone mad. He taught us not to cut ourselves off from the “craziness.” He 

taught us to be careful (and full of care), but not suspicious, judgmental, afraid. Speaking 

of our maddening century, he said, in what for me is one of the most crucial and touching 

sentences of our time: “Who are we to decide that it is hopeless?” 

    In this way R.D. Laing saved my mother, not in the world, but in my heart. And I 

know he did the same for many others. And that is why his books are still in print – not 

because he was, as some obits said, “a 60s counterculture guru” (there were many of 

those, and most of their books are forgotten), but because his vision helped some of us 

survive. 

   My friend Dr. Michael Berger – who, before he ever thought of becoming a therapist, 

gave me Laing’s book a long time ago, and who is now director of the Atlanta Institute of 

Family Studies – said this of Laing: “He had a sense of Paradise. Something very few 

therapists have. They think that the world of The New York Times is the only world. 

Laing taught that what we think of as the normal world is only one set of alternatives. 

Laing thought that change was a concrete sensual possibility right now. He had a vision 

of families leading a life in which nobody was either oppressing themselves or anybody 

else.” 

    Near the end of The Politics of Experience, Laing, characteristically both desperate and 

hopeful, confessed the terms of his own judgment on his work when he wrote of his 

shock that Horizon, one of the great intellectual magazines of our century, had printed its 

last issue. Most readers agreed with the magazine’s obit on itself and on them: “It is 

closing time now in the Gardens of the West. From now on a writer will be judged by the 

resonances of his silence and the quality of his despair.” To which Laing, a true voice in a 

horrid wildnerness, responded, “All right – you did not have a circulation of more than 

80,000. You ran out of money. But, you bastard, speak for yourself. Write Horizon off 

and wish yourself off. Don’t write me off. I’ll be judged by my music, not by my silence, 

and by the quality of whatever pathetic shreds of faith, hope and charity still cling to me.” 
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