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In Unshrunk: A Story of Psychiatric Treatment Re-
sistance, Laura Delano delivers a poignant, provoc-
ative, and intensely personal narrative that chal-
lenges the conventions of modern psychiatric prac-
tice. Drawing from her own experiences within the
mental health system, Delano paints a vivid picture
of the limitations, contradictions, and, at times, the
perils of contemporary psychiatric care. This mem-
oir-manifesto hybrid is not merely a tale of one
woman's escape from the clutches of overmedicali-
zation but a broader call for a paradigm shift in the
way mental health is conceptualized, diagnosed,
and treated.

Beginning at age thirteen, Delano was diagnosed
with bipolar disorder and quickly placed on psychi-
atric medications. Over the next fourteen years, she
was prescribed a cascade of up to twenty different
psychotropic drugs, accumulating diagnoses and
enduring repeated hospitalizations, all while her
symptoms and suffering deepened rather than im-
proved. The book details how Delano, despite ac-
cess to elite psychiatric care and a supportive fam-
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ily, found herself increasingly trapped by the medi-
calized narrative of mental illness. She describes the
profound personal costs of being a "professional
psychiatric patient,”" including the loss of agency,
identity, and physical vitality. Delano’s story is un-
sparing in its depiction of the side effects and psy-
chological toll of long-term medication use, includ-
ing emotional numbness and disconnection from
her own body and sexuality. The title itself is a
clever inversion of the colloquial term "shrink,"
suggesting a process of reclaiming one's identity
and autonomy from psychiatric labeling and treat-
ment.

What sets this book apart is its refusal to rely solely
on anecdote. Delano buttresses her personal experi-
ences with extensive research, referencing studies,
and expert opinions that question the validity and
reliability of many psychiatric diagnoses. She inter-
rogates the role of pharmaceutical companies, the
influence of the DSM (Diagnostic and Statistical
Manual of Mental Disorders), and the often-blurred
line between care and control in psychiatric institu-
tions. This dual narrative—personal and investiga-
tive—gives the book both emotional depth and in-
tellectual rigor.

One of the most compelling themes throughout Un-
shrunk is the concept of identity. Delano argues that
psychiatric labels can become self-fulfilling proph-
ecies, narrowing an individual's sense of self to a di-
agnostic category. She recounts her own journey of
internalizing the bipolar label and how it came to
dominate her worldview. Only by shedding this
identity and reevaluating the very foundation of
psychiatric knowledge was she able to begin heal-
ing. This perspective is deeply resonant, particularly
in an age when mental health awareness is increas-
ing, but so too is the medicalization of normal hu-
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man emotions and behaviors.

Delano's critique is not leveled at individual practi-
tioners—in fact, she expresses deep gratitude for
several mental health professionals who treated her
with compassion and respect. Rather, her critique is
systemic. She describes an industry that, in her
view, prioritizes symptom suppression over genuine
understanding and compliance over empowerment.
This is particularly evident in her analysis of psy-
chiatric medications. While acknowledging that
some individuals benefit from these drugs, she ar-
gues that they are too often prescribed reflexively
and without adequate consideration of long-term ef-
fects or non-pharmacological alternatives.

Perhaps the most controversial aspect of Unshrunk
is Delano's assertion that many people labeled with
mental illness are not sick in any medical sense of
the word, but rather are responding to life circum-
stances, trauma, or existential crises. She does not
deny the existence of mental suffering; instead, she
challenges the idea that such suffering should al-
ways be pathologized. This view aligns her with the
anti-psychiatry movement and thinkers such as
Thomas Szasz and R.D. Laing. Whether one agrees
or not, her arguments are presented cogently and
sincerely. Delano also offers a vision for alterna-
tives to mainstream psychiatry. She advocates for
peer-led support networks, trauma-informed care,
and community-based interventions emphasizing
meaning, connection, and holistic well-being. Her
emphasis on humanistic, non-coercive approaches
is refreshing and urgently needed in a system that
often prioritizes expediency over empathy. As phy-
sicians and educators, we find Unshrunk to be a val-
uable contribution to the ongoing discourse about
mental health. It forces clinicians to confront un-

Jour

comfortable questions: Are we listening to our pa-
tients? Are we honoring their lived experiences, or
are we too quick to impose diagnostic frameworks?
Are we fostering dependency or resilience? Del-
ano's work is not the final word on these matters, but
it is a crucial starting point.

From a literary standpoint, the book is engaging and
accessible. Delano's prose is clear and direct, with
moments of lyrical poignancy that capture the raw-
ness of her experience. She does not shy away from
detailing her darkest moments, nor does she wallow
in despair. A sense of hope permeates the narrative,
grounded not in easy solutions but in the hard-won
realization that recovery is a personal, nonlinear,
and deeply individual process. Critics may argue
that Delano overgeneralizes or underestimates the
benefits of psychiatric intervention for many indi-
viduals. And indeed, there is a risk in portraying
psychiatry as monolithic or universally harmful.
Yet, the strength of Unshrunk lies precisely in its
challenge to the status quo. It is a reminder that
medicine is not a static science but a human en-
deavor that must be continually reevaluated in light
of new evidence and diverse voices.

In conclusion, Unshrunk is a brave and timely book
that deserves a wide readership among clinicians,
patients, policymakers, and the general public.
Whether one agrees with Delano's conclusions or
not, her message is clear: mental health care must
evolve. It must become more compassionate, more
inclusive, and more attuned to the complexities of
human experience. As we face growing mental
health crises globally, voices like Delano's will be
essential in shaping a more ethical and effective fu-
ture.
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