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Abstract
Among the different approaches in mental health activism, there is an ongoing
concern with the concepts and meanings that should be brought to bear upon
mental health phenomena. Aspects of Mad Pride activism resist the medicalisation
of madness, and seek to introduce new, non-pathologizing narratives of psycho-
logical, emotional, and experiential states. This essay proposes a view of Mad
Pride activism as engaged in no less than the creation of a new culture of madness.
The revisioning and revaluing of madness requires transformations in the basic con-
cepts constitutive of current mental health narratives. This process is illustrated with
the concept of self and its relation to passivity phenomena (thought insertion). The
essay concludes with some of the challenges facing Mad Pride’s ambition to enrich
the cultural repertoire.

1. The End of Mental Illness?

In 2019 I wrote a short piece titled ‘Mad Pride and the end of mental
illness’.1 The aim of the piece was not to argue that we were witnes-
sing the end of mental health problems. The historical and cultural
records, and everyday and clinical experience, show that psycho-
logical and emotional difficulties have always been part of being
human and remain so. By ‘the end of mental illness’ I was asking
whether it was time to end the dominance of medical and scientific
language as a way of describing and understanding the wide range
of experiences to which this language is currently applied. This is
evident in categories like schizophrenia and bipolar disorder, in
individual symptoms such as delusions and hallucinations, in the
concepts of mental illness and mental disorder and, most broadly,
in the idea that madness is a disorder of the mind. Dissatisfaction
with this language has long been expressed bymental health activists,
advocates, service-users, patients, and their allies. No better words
express this dissatisfaction than those of Jacks McNamara, an artist
and an activist who, many years earlier, was diagnosed with
‘bipolar disorder’:

1 Oxford University Press Blog, available online at: https://blog.oup.
com/2019/06/mad-pride-end-mental-illness/.
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And themoments when I’d been soaring with eyes full of horizon
and a heart branded like a contour map with the outlines of rocky
sunrises and the fractal branching of so many threads of under-
standing […] these seemed like the most important moments of
my life. I didn’t want to chalk them up to pathology, give them
ugly labels like mania and delusion that seemed to invalidate
them, make them less real. I didn’t want to eradicate them all
for the sake of ‘stability’ […]. Yet as much as I resisted their
words, they were all I could find, and over and over again these
incredibly limited, awkward words seemed like the barest blue-
prints to my soul. (McNamara, 2004, p. 5)2

McNamara’s powerful words go to the heart of thematter in twoways:
‘these incredibly limited, awkward words seemed like the barest blueprints
to my soul’. There is a sparseness and negativity to the language of
medicine when it is applied to certain kinds of experiences. It fails to
express the richness, the intensity, and sometimes even the value of
these experiences. ‘Yet as much as I resisted their words, they were all
I could find’. The problem, though it centrally includes mental
health concepts and practices, goes far beyond both to signal a cultural
problem. The culture has become impoverished and is dominated by
reductive concepts. The connection between madness and illness has
been drawn too tight in the cultural contexts in which modern psych-
iatry developed.Mad Pride activists have been working to change this.
The aims of this essay are threefold: (1) to advance the view that

Mad Pride activism, in aiming to revision and revalue madness, is
engaged in the creation of culture; (2) to explore one area of cultural
creation pertaining to understandings of the self and their relation to
the psychiatric notion of passivity phenomena (such as thought
insertion); (3) in those terms, to identify some challenges that face
the cultural dimension of Mad Pride’s project.
Before proceeding there are two points that I would like to state at

the outset. First, there is no consensus in mental health activism on
the question of diagnosis and medical language more broadly.
Some people find value and meaning in their diagnosis and would
not want to get rid of it. Additionally, diagnosis plays a crucial role
in research and development of treatments, and some sort of classifi-
cation of mental health phenomena is bound to be always with us.
That is why I have referred to the dominance of medical language as

2 FromNavigating the Space Between Brilliance andMadness: A Reader
and Roadmap of Bipolar Worlds. Available online at: http://nycicarus.org/
images/navigating_the_space.pdf.
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the problem (and the corresponding lack of viable cultural alterna-
tives), and not to the medical approach in itself. Indeed, something
like a medical, or somatic, approach to mental and behavioural differ-
ence goes back to the Ancient Greeks, and physical theories of various
degrees of sophistication exist all around the world today. But
medical language has come to dominate, with alternatives being
pushed aside, and that is the issue that we need to address. Second,
I want to stress that the following exposition and arguments are not
about glamourizing or romanticising madness, as if it is all about cre-
ativity, prophetic visions, andwisdom.Madness can be all of this, but
often it is not. Often it is about fear, terror, paranoia, confusion, and
challenges to everyday functioning and participation. Nevertheless,
the question of how to understand all of this is precisely what is at
stake. And the message now coming loud and clear is that for many
people medical language is inadequate, and that the culture needs
to change.

2. Some Definitions

Madness

Madness, in the sense employed in this essay, is at once aplaceholder for
awide range of experiences, a ground for social identity, and a stance of
resistance to the dominance ofmedical language inmental health. This
quote by Maria Liegghio (2013, p. 122) captures these meanings:

[…] madness refers to a range of experiences – thoughts, moods,
behaviours – that are different from and challenge, resist, or do
not conform to dominant, psychiatric constructions of ‘normal’
versus ‘disordered’ or ‘ill’ mental health. Rather than adopting
dominant psy constructions of mental health as a negative condi-
tion to alter, control, or repair, I viewmadness as a social category
among other categories like race, class, gender, sexuality, age, or
ability that define our identities and experiences.

In terms of current psychiatric categories, madness subsumes – but is
not limited to – ‘schizophrenia’, ‘bipolar disorder’, and the various
‘psychoses’ (see Gorman 2013, p. 269). As to the origin of activist
uses of the term ‘madness’ and of constructions such as ‘Mad iden-
tity’, the starting point – as it often is with activism in general – are
experiences of mistreatment and labelling by others. These experi-
ences can generate group awareness further solidified by the identifi-
cation of features that people share, if only loosely: ‘once a reviled
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term that signalled the worst kinds of bigotry and abuse, madness
has come to represent a critical alternative to “mental illness” or “dis-
order” as away of naming and responding to emotional, spiritual, and
neuro-diversity’ (Menzies, LeFrancois, and Reaume 2013, p. 10).

Mad Pride

We can divide contemporary mental health activism into three phases:
(1) civil rights activism (beginning in the 1970s); (2) consumer/sur-
vivor/ex-patient movements; (3) Mad Pride activism.3 Today ele-
ments of all three phases exist. What is distinctive about Mad Pride
is that it takes elements from the first two phases: from the civil
rights movement it takes the passion and directness of grassroots activ-
ism; from survivor discourse it takes the focus on lived experience and
the voice of survivors. Within Mad Pride there is not one but several
related discourses or foci. Some activists emphasise the subversive
aspects of madness and its relation to creativity; others emphasise the
connection to spirits and spirituality. Some activists focus on commu-
nity building and understandmadness as grounds for culture and iden-
tity; others focus on developing social understandings of the distress
and disability associated with mental distress. What unites these
diverse perspectives are concerns with the meaning of madness, the
language that should be brought to bear upon it, and the role of
medical understandings in this process. In this sense, Mad Pride is
concerned with culture and cultural change in a more direct and sig-
nificant way than other phases of mental health activism.

Culture

The term ‘culture’ has several definitions, with the following three
among the most common: (1) Culture as an activity: to cultivate the
land or one’s intellectual abilities – to become ‘cultured’; to tend to
the growth of organisms, be they farm animals or bacteria in a petri-
dish. (2) Culture as a noun: the societal concept of culture, which
denotes groups of people presumed to be united by shared beliefs,

3 For accounts and summaries of early activism consult Chamberlin
(1990, 1988), Crossley (2006), Bluebird (2017), Curtis et al. (2000,
pp. 23–8), and Rashed (2019, Ch.1). For accounts of Mad Pride and mad-
positive activism consult Sen (2011), Triest (2012), Costa (2015), Clare
(2011), Polvora (2011), andDeBie (2013). SeeHoffman (2019) for some dis-
tinctions among different types of Mad Pride activism.
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experiences, and practices (e.g., Egyptian culture, Jewish culture,Mad
Pride culture). (3) Culture as socially generated and acquired meanings
and significances: culture in this sense structures experience, behaviour,
interpretation, and social interaction. It ‘orients people in their ways of
feeling, thinking, and being in the world’ (Jenkins and Barrett, 2004,
p. 5). For example, ‘voices’ can be explained in one community as com-
munications from departed ancestors and in another as fragments of
past trauma. These different explanations can be understood as differ-
ences in culture. It is the third definition of culture that I intend in this
essay when I refer to the creation of culture. We could say that Mad
Pride (in the sense of culture 2) is engaged in the creation of culture
3. In what follows, I occasionally use the term ‘cultural worldview’
to emphasise a community’s broad postulates about the sort of
beings that exist and our relation to them.

3. Unlikely Affinities: Mad Pride and the Dakhla Oasis

In 2009, when I began to learn about Mad Pride, I was engaged in
ethnographic fieldwork in the Western Desert of Egypt (Rashed,
2012). I was based in the small town of Mūt in the Dakhla Oasis and
ventured into the many surrounding villages. My central aim was to
learn about spirit possession, sorcery, and Qur’anic healing as ways
of understanding and managing psychological, social, and behavioural
problems in the community. Part of what prompted my research in
Egypt was my desire to investigate alternatives to mental health dis-
course and practice. Having just completed my psychiatric core train-
ing in London, I wanted to see what an alternative system would look
like, and the Dakhla oasis offered the perfect opportunity: there were
no psychiatric services, and even though there did exist some rudimen-
tary physical explanations of mental health problems, the main expla-
nations centred around spirits, faith, faithlessness, unseen forces, as
well as troubled social relationships and their impact.
The oases of theWestern desert are unusual places, locked in semi-

isolation for centuries and only opening up slowly to the rest of the
country over the course of the twentieth century. Yet, despite
the vast social, cultural, and geographical distance separating the
people of Dakhla from activists in the UK, the United States, and
Canada (the typical centres of mental health activism), encountering
Mad Pride while I was doing ethnographic fieldwork led me to a
simple but important observation: Mad Pride activists were creating
culture, and so what we were witnessing was the creation of culture in
action. And what was being created had affinities with what was
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already the case in Dakhla. Not in the exact content, for that is bound
to differ, but in activists’ aspirations to widen the language of mental
health away from an exclusive focus on the dysfunctional body or
mind, and towards a broader concern with persons’ relationships
with the world around them and all that it contains or is imagined
to contain. In this sense, Mad Pride is seeking to transform society’s
cultural understanding of what it is to be normal and the meaning of
madness.

4. Battles for Re-Definition

The creation of culture in the deep sense intended here cannot be ac-
complished by using new words to refer to the same concepts. In
order to have a genuinely different perspective on and valuation of
a phenomenon, it is not always sufficient to call it something else:
as long as the underlying framework is the same, a new term will
carry through similar beliefs and values. This is evident in the evolu-
tion of mental health terms: mental disease, mental illness, mental
dysfunction, mental disorder, mental health conditions, mental
health problems, mental health issues, and now just mental health.
I am not suggesting a chronological improvement here, but the
final term, mental health, would seem to be the least stigmatising.
Yet, not so long ago, I heard one person say to another in an
attempt to disqualify a third: ‘don’t listen to him, he has mental
health’. Much more is needed than changing words.
Responding to Mad Pride requires major transformations in the

beliefs and values that inform popular and professional attitudes
toward madness. Our ideas about ‘mental health’ are not floating
on the surface of our conceptions of rationality, responsibility, self,
personhood, and agency, but are constituted by them; for example,
in order to explain why a group of people disvalue the experience
of hearing voices (which they might describe as auditory hallucina-
tions), our explanation has to invoke deeply held norms that touch
on what it is to be a self and in control of one’s mental life. As
Jennifer Radden (2012, p. 3) argues:

[…] much is implicated in a reconstruction of cultural ideas about
mental health and illness, because the beliefs, metaphors, as-
sumptions, and presuppositions affecting patterns of representa-
tion, communication, and interpretation about this kind of
disorder are entwined with categories and concepts fundamental
to our cultural norms and values: rationality, mind and character,
self-control, competence, responsibility and personhood.
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Revisioning and revaluing madness requires that we revision and
revalue some of the basic underlying concepts.Nowmany socialmove-
ments are trying to bring about a radical change in some of the concepts
that people take as fundamental to who they are, such as gender cat-
egories, sexual orientation, race, ethnicity, and others. And as we see
around us today, there is much tension in these ‘battles for re-defin-
ition’, something evident in current discussions about the meaning,
the boundaries, and the stability of gender categories.
That there is tension is to be expected. Many people are invested in

these concepts – they understand themselves through them and at-
tempts to radically redefine them are bound to encounter some resist-
ance. It is, therefore, also understandable that there will be resistance
to Mad Pride, for if concepts like gender and sexual orientation are
basic, then concepts like self, agency, and rationality are arguably
even more fundamental to people’s understanding of themselves
and of the world around them. A philosophical account and
support of Mad Pride would push against this resistance by examin-
ing whether some of the basic underlying concepts are defined in a
way that perhaps unjustifiably excludes and pathologizes a range of
experiences. By doing so, the promises and the challenges of Mad
Pride’s endeavours to create culture can be clarified.

5. The Self and its Mental States: Subjective Perspective

One of the basic concepts key to the process of the redefinition of
madness is the concept of self. The concept of self has many defini-
tions, and there is little agreement among philosophers and anthro-
pologists as to what the self is. Melford Spiro (1993, p. 114) offered
seven definitions, two of which are likely to be more widely accept-
able: the self as an awareness of our separateness from others; the
self as the centre of our sensations, emotions, perceptions, thoughts,
and intentions (our mental states). Berrios andMarkova (2003, p. 30)
develop the latter point further by viewing the self as a core that can
‘integrate, harmonize and tag all cognitive, emotional and volitional
acts performed by each individual’, and create ‘a feeling of continuity
with the past and future’.
While we might not agree with the exact phrasing of Berrios and

Markova’s view of the self, their definition is useful in that it
implies two ways in which we can talk about the coherence of the
self: the unity of self at a time where we integrate, and identify
with, our present mental states; and the continuity of self over
time where we identify with our past and future mental states

207

Mad Pride and the Creation of Culture

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1358246123000188 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1358246123000188


(see Radden, 1996, pp. 11–12). I shall focus on the former dimension
of the self’s coherence. At any given point in time,we expect to identify
with, or to own, our mental states no matter how unsavoury we judge
them to be. Imagine that you are going about your day, and an aggres-
sive or indecent thought comes to your mind. To you at the time, it
appears to be out of character and creates disharmony in your mental
life. You try to think of something else, to brush it off, to push it
away, and you might succeed. But throughout all of this, you continue
to regard this thought as your own. Youmight even try to harmonise it
with your other beliefs, and to use this occasion to develop a more
rounded understanding of yourself. An analogy can clarify this pre-
dicament further and aid us in a distinction still to come.
Imagine a symphony orchestra all kitted up and ready to go. As the

musicians begin the performance, one of the cellists plays the wrong
score, or the right score but at a different tempo or key. Inevitably,
the orchestra fails to produce harmonious music. The errant cellist is
a disharmonious element, yet from the perspective of the orchestra,
it is an element that should be there: it is a legitimate part of the orches-
tra and is accepted as such. Continuing the analogy, there is something
else that could happen, and which would indicate a different sort of
problem. Imagine that a person walks in with a whistle, finds a seat,
and starts whistling randomly during the performance. The orchestra
would still fail to produce harmonious music, but something more is
going on: the whistle is not a legitimate part of the orchestra and
should not be there at all. None of the musicians accept it as part of
their ensemble. There is, then, a difference between the presence of
a disharmonious element that nevertheless should be there (the
cellist), and the presence of an element that should not be there (the
whistle). The errant cellist undermines the harmony of the orchestra
while the intruding whistle breaks down the unity of the orchestra.
If the orchestra is the self, then themusicians are the variousmental

states. The errant cellist is the out-of-character aggressive thought
that popped into your mind in the example I gave earlier, i.e., the
thought that created disharmony yet was accepted by you as part of
your mental life. What about the whistle, what does it stand for? It
seems to stand for a mental state that should not be there at all.
What does that mean?
There are certain experiences that fit the predicament of the

whistle. Psychiatrists and clinical psychologists refer to these by the
general term ‘passivity phenomena’ (see Sims, 2003, pp. 164–71).
What happens in such cases is that a person experiences a thought,
an impulse to do something, or a feeling, but does not experience
the familiarity that people ordinarily have in relation to their
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thoughts, impulses, or feelings. What is going on is more than having
an unsavoury thought; there is a lack of identification with the
thought and it doesn’t feel like the person’s own. In clinical language,
this particular experience is described as ‘thought insertion’, and the
following description illustrates the certainty with which such
thoughts are experienced as alien:

I wasn’t confused and I wasn’t disillusioned by anything. I feel I
was receiving something. I could feel it. You sense things when
you know something. I do believe it is possible to communicate
telepathically. At one stage I was with people and theywould give
us a sign to say I was. I was definitely receiving thoughts. It
wasn’t my own thoughts made up in my own mind. You can
tell the difference. I know my own mind, I know my own self.
It’s hard to express. Just that you can communicate to people
with your mind, without using your mouth. I was recepting
[sic] people’s thought patterns. It’s not as if it’s my own thoughts
being made up in my own mind.4

The orchestra analogy helped us distinguish two ways in which the
unity of the self can be put into question: disharmony and lack of
identification. The former is evident in the experience of random
or inapposite thoughts that are still one’s own, and the latter is
evident in the experience of alien and inserted thoughts.
Throughout the preceding analysis we were observing from the

point of view of the self as it attends to its mental states. We can now
adopt an observer perspective and look at the self from the outside,
as it were, and assess the way in which it attends to its mental states.

6. The Self and its Mental States: Observer Perspective

The experience of a disharmonious mental state is relatively common
and readily comprehensible. On the other hand, the experience of an
absolute lack of identification with a mental state, such as with
thought insertion, is relatively uncommon and, for outside observers,
resists everyday empathic understanding. If you are having the latter
experience, you would typically seek some explanation as to who had
placed the thought in your mind; what other person, being, or force

4 This report is cited in the Oxford Handbook of Philosophy and
Psychiatry online clinical-case resource. Available at: http://fdslive.oup.
com/www.oup.com/booksites/uk/booksites/content/9780199579563/
clinical/fulford_cases_section1.pdf.
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can be credited as its author? Through such an explanation, thought
insertion becomes, for you, a potential source of knowledge and an
enrichment of the self. From an observer perspective, there is some-
thing concerning about the way in which the self is unable to experi-
ence itself as the author of its own mental states. From that
perspective, passivity phenomena, such as thought insertion, consti-
tute a breakdown in the unity of self and a threat to self-knowledge.
For this reason, so the argument goes, they are rightly considered
within the domain of psychopathology or, at least, are undesirable ex-
periences. If that is the case, then in the limited domain of so-called
passivity phenomena, there is an obstacle to the revisioning and re-
valuing of madness that Mad Pride is calling for.
If we pare down this line of argument to its essentials, we will find

that the disagreement between the subjective and observer perspec-
tives concerns the right explanation for the self’s lack of identification
with its mental states. From the subject’s perspective, this lack is taken
at face value, and the absence of familiarity with a particular thought is
explained by citing an external agent as the author of that thought.
From an observer perspective, this explanation won’t do. In place of
it, various theories are invoked, ranging from neuropsychological
and cognitive models to psychodynamic and phenomenological inter-
pretations. All such theories begin by rejecting the subject’s explan-
ation, and then reason as follows: given that external authorship of
mental states is not possible, how else do we explain the self’s lack of
identification with its mental states? The fundamental point of dis-
agreement between the subjective and observer perspectives, therefore,
concerns the possibility of external authorship of mental states.
A glance at the anthropological literature, on spirit possession for

instance, would reveal that there are conventions of the self grounded
in particular cultural worldviews that affirm the possibility of exter-
nal authorship of mental states. Let us not concern ourselves for now
with the validity of these conventions, but only register their exist-
ence. In contrast to these views, the convention of the self implicit
in the observer perspective outlined in this section does not permit
external authorship of mental states. As a convention, it insists on
maintaining clear boundaries between the self and other agents,
who can only influence my mental life indirectly through conversa-
tion and shared activities. Horacio Fabrega (1989, p. 53) describes
such a convention as follows:

[The ideal self is] autonomous, separate, sharply bounded and
wilful. It originates or is the source of its own activity, and
outside influences cannot control it. Properties of the self
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include thoughts (as well as actions and feelings), which are like
language statements that are a part of the mind, and the self owns
and controls them. They are secret and private things no one
except the self can know about.

According to this convention, the boundaries of the self are not per-
meable in the way presupposed in thought insertion and passivity
phenomena more generally. Furthermore, according to the cultural
worldview that animates this convention, there are no forces or
beings in the world that have the assumed power of placing thoughts
in people’s minds or controlling their actions. If we can describe this
cultural worldview in one word, we can say that it is disenchanted.
I borrow this term from Charles Taylor’s A Secular Age (2007,
pp. 29–31), where he describes a disenchanted world as one where:

[…] the only locus of thoughts, feelings, spiritual élan is what we
call minds; the onlyminds in the cosmos are those of humans […]
and minds are bounded, so that these thoughts, feelings, etc., are
situated “within them” […]. Meanings are “in the mind,” in the
sense that things only have the meaning they do in that they
awaken a certain response in us, and this has to do with our
nature as creatures who are thus capable of such responses.

A disenchanted worldview is categorically opposed to the subjective
perspective on passivity phenomena, and lack of identification with
one’s mental states is seen as a psychological aberration. What
about conventions of the self that allow for external authorship of
mental states – how would they view passivity phenomena?

7. The Dakhla Oasis II

During fieldwork in the Dakhla Oasis of Egypt, I met a young man
who recounted to me his involvement with a jinni (a ‘spirit’) – I
refer to him as Mahdi (see Rashed, 2012):

I have a woman cohabiting with me for several years, ten years.
When she first appeared, I was not able to stay at home; I
would run away and walk the town all night. I am mekhawy [at-
tached/in a relationship with a jinni]. In the beginning when she
used to appear, I would be terrified, but she beautified herself
along the years. In the beginning I wanted to go to a Sheikh to
get rid of her, but she began to help me, she cares about me.
For example, she would tell me the personality of the person in
front of me, and if a person would hurt me I would just leave
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and find some excuse. I show people nothing but a surface, but I
know a lot and I understand people.
She only appears at night when everyone is asleep. I go to my

bedroom and she spends the night withme.We copulated several
times. To the extent that her love for me makes her complicate
the engagements I enter. To the extent that I would be at the
coffee-house and she would tell me “go check on this woman
you love, see her true nature.” Or, she would put thoughts in
my mind that my fiancé is not to be trusted. I would go and
find that it was true, that she was standing with a man talking.
And this happened several times, and she was always right. She
can read my thoughts and know what is worrying me […] she
[the jinni] gets very jealous.
[How often does she talk to you?] Most of the time, but it in-

creases when there is a problem. She tells me the personality of
the person in front of me and advises me. Could you know
who to trust and who not to trust? You can’t know yourself,
but she tells me. I could ask for anything, thousands of
pounds, cars, but I don’t want to let her control me. But I am
so used to her now.When she goes away for a few days, Imiss her.

As we can see from this fairly long quote, Mahdi’s experiences with
the jinni have elements of a complicated and dramatic human rela-
tionship: love, jealousy, care, insecurity, loss, and control. From the
perspective of descriptive psychopathology (and its underlying dis-
enchanted cultural worldview), his experiences recall several symp-
toms: auditory hallucinations (second-person and command
hallucinations), thought insertion, volitional passivity, and passivity
of impulse. From the perspective of his own community in the
Dakhla Oasis, a rich picture emerges, certainly richer than what is
possible through the vocabulary of disenchantment.
For many people in the Dakhla Oasis, mood changes, unwanted

thoughts, and unsanctioned compulsions and desires, can be
brought about through the effects of non-human agents intent on
drawing us into their world in a variety of ways. These agents are re-
ferred to as jinn, and there is a cultural script that describes their
nature, powers, and avenues of interaction with humans. One possi-
bility for interaction was noted by Mahdi when he described himself
as mekhawy. This word is derived from the Arabic root for brother,
and refers to a state of closeness, and possibly intimate involvement,
between a human being and a spirit. The spirit can affect the person’s
moods, perceptions, and directly influence thought and action. In
Mahdi’s case it was regarded by him as a source of knowledge,
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providing him with useful information about people, who to trust,
who to trade with, and who to avoid. At times, it did so by placing
thoughts directly into his mind. At no time did Mahdi or others in
his social circle regard his experiences as a breakdown of self; it was
an enrichment of self through the relationship with the spirit and
the information it can give. Of course, this relationship was some-
times a source of distress for Mahdi, but that was not because he
understood himself to have a psychological difficulty – rather, it
was in the nature of relationships to sometimes be difficult.
We can see that, in contrast to the disenchanted cultural worldview,

conventions of the self that allow for external authorship of mental
states have a radically different view of passivity phenomena – no
longer a breakdown in the unity of the self but a possible enrichment
of the self.5 Could such a convention play a role in the revisioning and
revaluing of madness that Mad Pride are calling for?

8. Mad Pride and the Cultural Repertoire

And so, we are back to Mad Pride and to the key theme of this essay:
the creation of culture. We can now more precisely understand the
creation of culture (in the case of the concept of self) as the attempt
to generate and popularise conventions of the self, its environment,
and its possibilities through which things like passivity phenomena
could be seen as potentially enriching experiences, and not as psycho-
pathology. But achieving this is far from easy. To the modern sens-
ibilities of many people, stories about outlandish beings, ethereal
forces, and porous selves are no longer part of the cultural imagin-
ation. They stretch the boundaries of intelligibility or, otherwise,
are considered endearing though obsolete notions. There are many
ways of telling this familiar story, with at least two from within
philosophy.

5 Note that it is descriptively true that diverse cultural worldviews and
conventions of the self allow for opposing takes on the possibility and
value of external authorship of mental states. But descriptive truth is
merely an account of what is and does not by itself dictate that we employ
it as a sufficient basis for judgements about psychological difficulties.
Accordingly, we could ask: is it the case that judging the presence of a psy-
chological difficulty (e.g., a breakdown in the unity of the self) should be de-
termined relative to local conventions of the self? I address this question
under an analysis and discussion of the concept of cultural congruence
(Rashed, 2013).
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Philosophers can reasonably ask whether spirits (and similar
beings) can exist and if they can really account for the phenomena
they supposedly cause. Spirits raise ontological and epistemological
questions, i.e., questions concerning the nature of the world in
which these beings could exist and whether it is possible to gain
knowledge of them. In the manner they are culturally represented,
spirits have a paradoxical nature. On one hand, they are ethereal
beings that exist outside the causal realm available to our senses; on
the other hand, they are able to exert effects in the physical world
(through possession and influence), an ability that casts doubt on
their ethereal nature. On the former view, the very possibility of
spirits becomes questionable on epistemological grounds, for how
else would we know about them if not through our senses? On the
latter view, spirits become superfluous interpretations, for what
we are clearly talking about are causal mechanisms of this world.
This paradoxical representation of spirits is only possible given a
substance dualist interactionist ontology, or Cartesian dualism.
Spirit possession requires that there are two distinct substances in
the universe (material/physical and immaterial/spiritual), and that
two-way causal interactions between these substances are possible.
Interactionist dualism is not a popular view in philosophy and has re-
ceived several, potentially fatal, objections. For example, the physic-
alist doctrine that any state that has physical effects must itself be
physical (or supervenes on the physical) excludes the possibility of
immaterial substances exerting effects in the world as presupposed
by interactionist dualism.
In addition to these difficulties, there are other issues to do with

broader developments of a philosophical-anthropological nature.
Taylor (1982, 2007) writes of a distinctive epistemological stance
that accompanied the rise of modern science. This stance involved
a separation between understanding and attunement – between, on
the one hand, registering the world ascetically and, on the other,
feeling at home in it. Until this stance took hold, there was an
assumed mutuality between understanding and attunement: the
order of things of which individuals would have to be a part con-
strained the process of evaluating evidence and challenging theories
(a seventeenth century refutation of Galileo’s discoveries held that,
contra the observations of the Astronomer, there had to be seven
planets exactly since the different domains of being were all aligned
to this number). With the scientific revolution, the idea that the
world has a meaningful order and is an object of attunement ‘was
seen as a projection, a comforting illusion which stood in the way of
scientific knowledge’ (Taylor, 1982, pp. 96–7). Breaking the
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connection between understanding and attunement involved the re-
jection of the idea that the world has a meaningful order imposed
on us from above. This in turn required relocation of meaning
from the beings and forces that imposed it on us to the interiority
of the mind and to human interaction (Taylor, 2007, pp. 29–31).
This relocation is the process referred to earlier as disenchantment.
It is clear that there are obstacles to full engagement with at least

one kind of narrative that could play a role in the revisioning and re-
valuing of madness. Transformations in modes of engagement with
the world and lingering charges of incoherence prevent certain
ideas from meaningful incorporation in the cultural repertoire. If
Stephen Lukes (2008, p. 14) is correct in asserting that ‘there is no
route back from modernity’, then revisioning and revaluing
madness cannot be achieved by rehabilitating spirits and sprit influ-
ence. At the same time, we must acknowledge that we need to move
beyond the restrictions of the disenchanted cultural worldview, re-
strictions that have impoverished our cultural repertoire: the rarefied
language of medicine and psychiatry is often inadequate for expres-
sing our psychological, emotional, and experiential complexity.
The challenge facing Mad Pride activists is to generate and popularise
narratives of madness that can address these inadequacies while having
the potential for large-scale cultural acceptance. It is a challenge that
activists have already taken on: from the narrative of ‘healing voices’
that restores meaning to ‘auditory hallucinations’,6 to accounts of spir-
itual transformation – in Carl Jung’s (1970) sense of metanoia – that
move beyond spirit influence and embrace ecological perspectives
(e.g., Fletcher, 2018), to the Icarus Project’s powerful notion of ‘dan-
gerous gifts’,7 we are witnessing the creation of culture in action.
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