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Family Therapy as an Alternative to
Medication: An Appraisal of Pharm-
land—is to be taken seriously. The
authors see “family psychotherapy as
(often) a (superior) alternative to
medication.” The book’s many con-
tributors explore all aspects of the
problem in various chapters of the
book, which deal separately with
theoretical formulations, political is-
sues (“the mechanisms behind the
accelerating growth of pharmacolog-
ical practices”), the problem from
the viewpoints of clients, and clinical

illustrations (“systems-based prac-
tices or alternatives to the uses of
medication”).

It is important to note that the
book’s contributors are not hostile to
medication per se; nor do they deny
its usefulness. They argue instead
against the rapidly growing use of a
purely medical approach to resolving
multifaceted, social, psychological,
interpersonal problems that patients
present. Family Therapy as an Alter-
native to Medication should be of in-
terest to anyone in the health field.

the fiscal and legislative environ-
ment of Connecticut that set the
scene for the financial hurdles the
retreat’s founders overcame in
bringing it to fruition, and suffered
with through its history.

Subsequently, the author inter-
leaves chapters about the more in-
fluential of the retreat’s early super-
intendents with chapters on “The
Paradox of Curative Treatment” and
“The Impoverished Insane.” The bi-
ographical chapters about Todd,
Brigham, and Butler chronicle the
medical culture and practices of the
times, the strong European influ-
ences—that is, the work of Phillipe
Pinel and the Tuke family—on their
adoption of moral care as well as
their personal histories, and success-
es and failures at the retreat. Of par-
ticular note are Todd’s claims of sus-
piciously high cure rates, Brigham’s
early work in neuropsychiatry, and
Butler’s success in moving the re-
treat forward in times of its greatest
financial stress.

In the two nonbiographical chap-
ters, Goodheart provides a window
into the workings of the retreat
through patient data and annual re-
ports, letters from patients to family
members (and vice versa), letters
from family members to physicians,
and petitions for treatment by the
needy to the state government.
Some major themes of these chap-
ters are the biased view that women
were more prone than men to insan-
ity (well illustrated through copious
letters and descriptions of treat-
ment); societal and religious norms
in identification and diagnosis of
mental illness—for example, the be-
lief that masturbation causes insani-
ty; and the public health crisis faced
by the state mid-century. Here
Goodheart’s thesis gains focus, as his
accounting of patients and their care
demonstrates the strong religious
beliefs of the retreat’s superintend-
ents—however secularized they
might have been—and their empha-
sis on personal salvation and self-
control as curative. 

Paramount in the promotion of
moral care was the claim of high cure
rates. As the physicians of the retreat
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Mad Yankees: The Hartford Re-
treat for the Insane and Nine-

teenth-Century Psychiatry details
the formative years (1824 to 1868)
of the Hartford Retreat for the In-
sane (now the Institute for Living)
through examination of the profes-
sional lives and times of its first su-
perintendent, Eli Todd, and a num-
ber of his successors—in particular,
Amariah Brigham and John S. But-
ler. These men were all early propo-
nents of “moral care,” which dis-
avowed the use of shackles, chains,
and dungeons and the perception of
the insane as incurable, in favor of
benevolent supervision and the goal
of curing the acutely ill and provid-
ing long-term, humane care for the
chronically ill. The retreat was
founded by practitioners of moral
care, and its history chronicles the
dawn of modern psychiatry.

In Mad Yankees, author Lawrence
B. Goodheart argues that the med-
ical and psychiatric practices of the
retreat’s founders were strongly mo-
tivated by civic duty, Christian stew-
ardship, and belief in individual re-
sponsibility for salvation (and in
turn, sanity). His thesis situates this

story within the complex social mi-
lieu of the second great awakening
and the age of Jackson, when reli-
gious revivals elicited overwrought
fits of devotion, benevolent societies
abounded, and the common (white)
man gained political and economic
ground. Goodheart argues against
the conclusions of Foucault’s Mad-
ness and Civilization (1965) and
Rothman’s Discovery of the Asylum
(1971), which contend that the de-
velopment of asylums and asylum
medicine was motivated by the es-
tablishment’s desire for social con-
trol. Rather, he asserts, “Neither en-
tirely medical nor exclusively puni-
tive, the mental hospital was shaped
by humanitarian concerns as well as
hegemonic conventions.”

The book is organized into an in-
troduction and six chapters, fol-
lowed by a short epilogue. The in-
troduction establishes the academic
context of arguments about the gen-
eral history of asylum medicine.
The first chapter sets the historical
context, detailing the post-Revolu-
tion history of Connecticut, the
strong links between clergy and
physicians during the early 19th
century, the common medical prac-
tices of the times—for example,
blood letting and blistering—and
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recognized greater success with the
acutely ill, the chronically ill were
less frequently admitted. And given
that the indigent insane were less
likely to receive early care, they inex-
orably grew in numbers, both within
the retreat and at large. Eventually,
after the retreat had struggled for
decades to meet the needs of the
state’s poor, in 1868 the state of Con-
necticut opened its first public asy-
lum, the Connecticut Hospital in
Middletown (now Connecticut Val-
ley Hospital). Finally free of the bur-
den of supporting the indigent
through increasing fees for wealthier
patients, the Hartford Retreat
gained its long-sought fiscal balance
and original mission as an asylum for
the elite.

Closing the book is the epilogue,
“The Emergence of Eugenics,” a fas-
cinating—but far too short—sum-
mary of the deterioration of the phi-
losophy and practice of moral care as
second-tier public asylums such as
Connecticut Hospital faced a grow-
ing public health crisis. Incredibly,
by 1900 the hospital housed 2,000

patients. The homelike atmosphere
prescribed by moral care was re-
placed with warehousing in large
dormitories and the curtailment of
therapy. The state sought preventive
measures to reduce the numbers of
the chronically insane—new eugen-
ics legislation limited the marriage
rights of the feeble-minded and even
paupers and outlawed fornication
among such individuals. The con-
trast with moral care is dramatic.
The book harshly documents the his-
torical progression from the ethni-
cally homogeneous, bucolic Con-
necticut of the early 19th century,
dotted with small towns and farm-
land, to one scarred by industrializa-
tion, large cities, and slums and
teeming with new immigrants and
new bigotries.

Mad Yankees is not “light reading”
but a detailed academic work thor-
oughly referenced with endnotes
and an index of names and terms.
The book will be of interest to stu-
dents of the history of 19th-century
American culture, the history of psy-
chiatry, and the history of medicine. 
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Among the terms Lear defines—
or redefines—is “irony.” He offers a
wealth of consideration of the true
meaning of the word but defines it in
the service of becoming. That is,
irony is a strategy of making one re-
consider what the subject of the
irony really means: it is a way of
pointing out coexisting but conflict-
ing views in the listener. Lear makes
the argument that irony is not un-
welcome in psychotherapy—rather,
it is a viable force in psychothera-
peutic action.

Therapeutic Action is a meditation
on becoming a better psychothera-
pist by thinking through what it
means to become a better psy-
chotherapist. It is exacting and care-
ful, yet audacious at times. After sit-
ting with Lear through new defini-
tions of term after term, you emerge
feeling confused as to whether
you’ve found a new system of think-
ing or have come back around to the
usual one. This, perhaps, is the
book’s final plea for irony.

The philosophers in the crowd
will enjoy this book—it begs for a
fire and a brandy. Its conversational
style, liberal quotations from a vari-
ety of philosophical sources, and
that feeling of having glimpsed
something important make it a phi-
losophy lover’s confection. However,
the pragmatists will find the book
lacking in definable techniques,
clinical applications, and, at times, a
clear organizational structure.
Therefore, it can only be recom-
mended to philosophers, whether
professional or amateur, who have
an interest in psychotherapy.
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Analytic training teaches one to
be at the same time acting and

noting one’s actions. The problem
with many psychoanalytic authors is
that they are at the same time writ-
ing and, by use of copious footnotes,
commenting on the writing.
Jonathan Lear succumbs to this
style, with the notable difference
that he writes very well. The effect is
a cross between a fireside chat and a
hall of mirrors: it is as though the
reader sits with Jonathan Lear to
study the writings of Jonathan Lear.

In the first chapter of Therapeutic
Action: An Earnest Plea for Irony,
Lear explores his ambivalence about

the concept of disciples before ad-
mitting that in fact he is enamored of
Hans Loewald. He then proceeds to
weave Loewald’s theories through-
out the rest of the book. Here he
makes his initial plea for irony, or at
least for levity. That done, he gets to
the crux of the matter in the second
chapter by defining the term “sub-
jective.” He defines “subjective” as
the attribute of being in the process
of becoming more of what one al-
ready is. Philistines among us will say
“That’s not the definition!” But if you
can suspend disbelief long enough to
allow this redefinition, you will come
to see the beauty of this book.
Through a careful process of re-
defining psychoanalytic terms, Lear
makes the terms fresh and lively
again.
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