
Rationality 

British writer Mark Fisher has frequently discussed mental health under late capitalism and 
specifically during the neoliberlism of our times. In an article written by him for the Guardian 
titled “Why mental health is a political issue”  he brings up the topic of a lack of 
understanding of a perceived rationality within those suffering with mental illness, 
specifically a view on how the body should produce in labor. Discussing a Telegraph 
(rightwing) journalist’s comments on Twitter called Brendan O’Neill, Fisher writes; “O'Neill 
displays a strangely judgmental attitude towards suicide, arguing suicide "is not a rational 
response to economic hardship; it is not a rational response to having your benefits cut". 
This is a spectacular case of missing the point: for many of those suffering from mental 
illnesses, the capacity to act rationally is impaired, which is one reason that they need to be 
protected.” 
I move from this to Immanuel Kant’s principles of morality, moral-decision making and 
rationality. He argued against the Empiricists that the mind is not a blank slate that is written 
upon by the empirical world, and by rejecting the Rationalists' notion that a pure, priori 
knowledge of a mind-independent world was possible. He argued that the supreme 
principle of morality is a standard of rationality that he named the “Categorical Imperative”. 
All specific moral requirements, are justified by this principle, which means that all immoral 
actions are irrational because they violate the Categorical Imperative. 

Hysteria and Dissent 

There is a long history of treating dissent as mental illness, and particularly with respect to 
women. An early documented example of this is the phenomenon of “hysteria” in the 1800s, 
a since-debunked disease applied exclusively to women based on vague symptoms 
ranging from sexual desire to anorexia to seizure. Famously Augustine Gleizes’ “hysteria” 4 

was documented under the doctor Jean-Martin Charcot, not in relation to a cure but to 
managing the “disease” and documenting how this looked and progressed, often involving 
hypnotising her. Augustine and other women were used in staged re-enactments of their 
symptoms, both in public lectures and through photographic documentation. These women, 
while surely experiencing real illnesses, were also celebrities within a public fascination with 
hysteria. By participating in this hospital culture of performing their illnesses, the patients 
were able to articulate their very real distress. 

I see this as an expression of the commodification of the female body, an annexation of 
women’s bodies. In capitalist societies, to a greater or lesser extent, all bodies are 
commodified. However within the means of production and oppression the women’s body 
has always been strongly emphasised - and a restatement that capital is historically built on 
the exploitation of the woman’s body. The British suffragettes motto of protest was: “Objects 
or themselves” 5 meaning they participated in violent protest but never against the bodies of 
others. They enacted violence only against objects, like property, or themselves. They often 
were labelled as “mentally ill” and using the categorization of hysteria institutionalised in 
such a way as to oppress, woman as the “Other”. 

The Other 

Simon de Beauvoir coined the concept of women as the “Other” in The Second Sex, and 
argued that by succumbing to the “Other” one is less than one’s whole being. She argues 
that it is to fill what is lacking in the dominant being (i.e man) without the threat a person of 



equal stature would possess. The woman is therefore groomed to remain loyal to the 
values and dominance of men. She writes “Man seeks in woman the Other as Nature and 
as his fellow being,” and that the Other, is desired by man “not only to possess her but also 
to be ratified by her” The woman therefore has been groomed to remain loyal to the values 
of the man, and that of her being. 

‘The Personal is Political’ 

Carol Hanisch, who was a member of ‘The New York Radical Women’ and a prominent 
figure in the Women’s Liberation Movement, wrote an essay raising the importance of 
collectivity and consciousness-raising groups. This essay was published under the title 
“The personal is political” in Notes from the Second Year: 
Women's Liberation in 1970. She states that “Women are ALL workers”, in that even if they 
are a homeworker, any action to survive as a woman is their labor. She writes “Women as 
oppressed people act out of necessity. Women have developed great shuffling techniques 
for their own survival. Women are smart not to struggle alone”, and then to reinstate 
collectivism and not to base this on exclusivity with whom takes actions to the streets. She 
discusses the debate on “therapy” versus “therapy and politics”, which says the other name 
for this is the “personal” versus the “political”.  

She criticises the notion of the description of therapy in women’s movement political 
groups, in that it assumes someone is sick and that there is a cure. She writes; "I am 
greatly offended that I or other woman is thought to need therapy in the first place. Women 
are messed over, not messed up! We need to change the objective conditions, not adjust to 
them. Therapy is adjusting to your bad personal alternative.” She continues further in the 
essay, “Personal problems are political problems. There are no personal solutions at this 
time.” The title of the piece as “the personal is political” (otherwise known as “the private is 
political”: which Hanisch disavowed of her authorship of this title, citing millions of women in 
public and private conversations as the phrase's collective authors. Hanisch believed that 
Shulamith Firestone and Anne Koedt who were the books editors and gave the essay its 
title. Hanisch stated “There is only collective action for a collective solution.” 

Airless Spaces, Alienation 

Shulamith Firestone is best known for her radical feminist book The Dialectic of Sex written 
when she was just 25. After that she somewhat disappeared, in large part due to her 
struggles with her own mental health; in a sense she disappeared into a void. In 1998 she 
reemerged with a book called Airless Spaces - a collection of short stories about people 
who are in and out of mental hospitals. Each very short chapter describes a specific 
“Airless Space”, each main character normally a woman. Airless Spaces is a book about 
sick and barely surviving people suffering from amongst other disorders, depression. Like 
The Dialectic of Sex, Airless Spaces echoes the central assertions of feminism, that sex 
classification is so deep as to be barely visible; that sex is the social category of difference 
at the end of all others; and that gender is undeniably a class. The book is separated into 
subheads “Hospital”, Post-Hospital”, “Losers”, “Obits”, “Suicides I have Known”, and begins 
with someone struggling to use metal cutlery after using plastic cutlery in hospital for so 
long.  

This links to Marx’s theory of alienation, in that the alienation from the self is a 
consequence of being a mechanistic part of a social class, the condition of which estranges 
a person from their humanity. The basis of alienation, is that a person 



invariably loses the ability to determine life and destiny when deprived of their 
independence of their own actions, which he discussed with respect to human labour and 
production. To Marx, humans in capitalist production are both producers and produced, 
both subjects and objects. Firestone also notes the consequence and impact of 
dependency in The Dialectic of Sex. This reaches beyond a material realm and directly into 
the psychosexual dynamic of adjusting to dependencies. 
Women have always found themselves in situations of alienation, and rather than 
establishing their own position power, the aim is a sense of annihilation of alienation. To 
Marx the history of humans consists in a history of their alienation and in 
abolition of this alienation.  Subjectively mental illness is itself alienation, as the somatic and 
physical lived need of a individual person. It is interesting to note that within the 28 years 
between Firestone publishing The Dialectic of Sex and Airless Spaces that the Women’s 
Liberation lost momentum, neoliberalism started its rise to dominance with Thatcher and 
Reagen being elected - which takes us back to Mark Fisher and is eloquent description of 
despairing depression, suppression of collectivism, and perhaps the growth of nostalgia, 
that came with neoliberalism. 
A chapter that stuck out for me in Airless Spaces was in the subset “Obits” with a chapter 
called “I remember Valerie”, which is about Valerie Solana and autobiographical. It is set 
after Solana is released from an institute for the criminally insane after trying to kill Andy 
Warhol. Firestone is quick to distance herself from Solana as a comrade, in that she did not 
value her “matriarchalist” and “dangerous” theory in The Scum Manifesto as a valid 
contribution to the women’s movement. 
However this criticism does not explain then why she came to see Valerie given she felt no 
support or compassion for her views and work. It becomes quietly clear it was because they 
were both feminists who had been in mental institutions, and had a ‘mental illness’. This 
demonstrates for me the idea of solidarity through illness.  

SPK, Self-care, Celebration 

The SPK from Germany (Socialist Patients' Collective) was founded in 1970 in Heidelberg 
by psychiatrist Wolfgang Huber. Basing its ideology on the slogan “Turn illness into a 
weapon” this was the ethos that was continually practiced in the movement. From a 
Socialist-Marxist framework they assumed mental illness as a face of and product caused 
by capitalism – furthermore, from this a patient is seen as a product of the system. They 
promoted the idea of using illness as a protest against the capitalist system, and 
considered doctors as part of the ruling class and partially responsible for illness. 

In some ways I can relate this in the current period to countries such as America, with a 
privatised health system that is ruled by pharmaceutical companies and there have been 
various victims (to the point of death in some cases, and certainly addiction) of the 
exploitation of the health of individuals for profit. In the introduction of the SPK book ‘Turn 
Illness into a Weapon’, written by Jean-Paul Sartre, he writes, “It is true that the psychiatrist 
who is wage-dependent, is - everybody and we ourselves are - an ill man.” Further to this 
“Curing, that goes without saying, in the ruling System can never mean abolishing illness; it 
exclusively serves to restore your fitness to work, while you continue being ill” – relating 
again to the Marxist idea of commodification of one’s production. He further reflects that the 
ill person is therefore automised and put into a category such as schizophrenia, and that 
mental illness is tied to the capitalist system, which turns working power into a commodity 
for production and wages. He emphasises the necessity to form community, to form a 
socialist collective, differentiating from what is suppressed and deformed by society. 
This is also a common idea of those theories and movements of anti-psychiatry, and 



the notion of self-care. American feminist Audre Lorde famously stated that “Caring for 
myself is not self-indulgence, it is self-preservation, and that is an act of political warfare.” 

This also brings me back to the idea of the private as political, already mentioned above. 
Johanna Hedva is a current genderqueer writer and artist, who coined her theory called 
“Sick Woman Theory”. 

In her essay she writes “if we take Hannah Arendt’s definition of the political – which is still 
one of the most dominant in mainstream discourse – as being any action that is performed 
in public, we must contend with the implications of what that excludes. If being present in 
public is what is required to be political, then whole swathes of the population can be 
deemed a-political – simply because they are not physically able to get their bodies into the 
street.” “The personal is political” can also be read as saying “the private is political.” 
Because of course, everything you do in private is political: who you have sex with, how 
long your showers are, if you have access to clean water for a shower at all, and so on.” 
This also what Carol Hanisch had discussed, that there was an underlying issue at hand if 
collectivism and activism only meant one’s bodies to the street and the resulting 
definition of what was “a-political”.


