Books & arts

Books in brief
Burning the Books
Richard Ovenden John Murray (2020)
In 1660, when the British monarchy was restored, the University of
Oxford ordered the burning of books by anti-royalist, pro-free-speech
poet John Milton. This is one of many graphic examples inspired by
the collections at the institution’s Bodleian Library, cited in Bodleian
librarian Richard Ovenden’s powerful history, which ranges from
ancient Mesopotamia and Egypt’s Library of Alexandria to Nazi
Germany and the Iraq wars. Attacks on books and archives are, he
concludes, a “signal that attacks on humans cannot be far behind”.

Numbers Don’t Lie
Vaclav Smil Viking (2020)
Vaclav Smil’s publisher claims: “No other living scientist has had more
books (on a wide variety of topics) reviewed in Nature.” Smil might
regard this as almost unprovable, but certainly Bill Gates calls him a
impressive polymath. His latest book, an appraisal of statistics, offers
71 short, thoughtful essays on psychology, globalization, inventions,
fuels and electricity, transport, diets and the environment. Discussing
the annual World Happiness Report, he notes a “remarkable lack of
correlation” between national happiness rankings and suicide rates.

Arctic
Eds Amber Lincoln et al. Thames & Hudson/British Museum (2020)
Humans have “the right to be cold”, says an Inuit political activist in
this accompaniment to a British Museum exhibition. Arctic cultures
encompass 4 million people across 8 nations, whose way of life is
threatened: 75% of Arctic sea ice has melted over 40 years. Superb
illustrations and many essays reveal fascinating accoutrements, such
as Russian snow spectacles from 1850–80, crafted from reindeer skin,
multicoloured glass beads and uranium beads, with minute metal
slits protecting against blindness induced by Arctic spring sunlight.

Is Capitalism Broken?
Yanis Varoufakis et al. Oneworld (2020)
Two models of capitalism — US democratic and Chinese authoritarian
— underlie this record of a 2019 debate. Former Greek finance minister
Yanis Varoufakis and US publisher Katrina vanden Heuvel proposed
that capitalism is broken. They were opposed by social scientist Arthur
Brooks and journalist David Brooks, the narrow winners. But Varoufakis
wins on eloquence: he says capitalism liberated us from prejudice and
feudalism, but entangled us in “unbearable inequality, unsustainable
debt, brazen authoritarianism, and, yes, catastrophic climate change”.

Inscriptions of Nature
Pratik Chakrabarti Johns Hopkins Univ. Press (2020)
Science historian Pratik Chakrabarti’s idiosyncratic book ponders
an 1820s excavation of the Yamuna Canal in India’s Indo-Gangetic
Plain, which revealed ancient canal networks, vanished river beds,
traces of mythological rivers and prehistoric fossils. Simultaneously,
geologists, ethnologists, archaeologists and missionaries dug into
ancient texts and legends. From both perspectives, the plain seemed
to be the bedrock of Indian civilization — a view complicated by the
1920s discovery of the Indus civilization. Andrew Robinson
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explains that choices about where to draw the
line risk both medicalizing everyday suffering and disqualifying many people’s suffering
from being seen as clinical depression.
Depression, then, can’t be separated from
unequal power relations — between doctor and
patient, and between countries and corporations with unequal power to globalize their
ways of viewing distress and its treatments.
The power to say who’s rational and who isn’t,
and to detain people or treat them without
consent, is perhaps the starkest reminder of
why treating depression is not just like administering insulin for diabetes, and of why stigma
looms large despite (or because of) the understandable appeals to biochemistry. This concept is behind antipsychiatry, the movement
that protests against harmful practices, especially those founded on power differentials. Yet
antipsychiatry makes only brief appearances
in the book, like a pantomime villain.

False dichotomies
Sadowsky points out that era after era grapples with false choices — between a political
understanding of depression and a medical
one, or between physical and psychological
understandings. He is right to call for a move
beyond these crude binaries. In my view, to do
so, we must face the central roles of racism,
sexism and ableism in delineating diagnostic
boundaries over the years — not dismiss them
as unfortunate. For example, psychiatry has a
history of labelling some people as too uncivilized to be mentally ill, yet also diagnosing
anticolonialism as mental illness.
In fact, many forms of resistance have been
deemed symptoms of mental illness, from
enslaved Africans fleeing brutality in the
nineteenth-century United States to the Black
Power movement of the 1960s. It is alarming,
then, that apart from using “empire” as an
analogy for the global dominance of Western
psychiatry in interpreting distress, Sadowsky
devotes little attention here to power and politics — especially given his previous work on
colonialism (in the 1999 book Imperial Bedlam).
The book ends with the wise injunction: “listen to patients”. Yet, apart from illness memoirs, the voices (and research) of people who
experience depression, those who become
patients, those who refuse to become patients,
and service users or psychiatric survivors are
almost completely absent from the book.
These people (and the collectives they have
formed) contribute to production of knowledge about depression by leading research and
global movements fighting for their rights. A
history of depression without these voices will
always be one-sided.
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