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Jamison’s Night Falls Fast is the most compelling -
chscusswn of smcxdem many years — though not:
' k's more obvious virtues. One’
can hardly f il to notice that Jamison possesses a.
talent for synthesis as well.as a gift for prose that
appeals to a broad Teadership. Nor can one:
doubt that the book addresses an urgent issue,
for suicide is threatemng to acquire epidemic -
dimensions. More than 30,000 Americans die by
their own hand every -year.. Another 500,000

;prevalent view that ‘biology determines human'
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dustinr ot AN VNOHTJET MIND

? orthodoxies will find an even

ng 1 reason to-embrace the book. For

1 essor of psychiatry at

j olnns Hopkms Umversuy and the authet of An
nquiet Mind - a bestselling memoir of her
anic_depression — ﬂagters the increasingly

bebavior in general and mental health" in
partmular
- She argues, relentlessly, that

. or mental illness,” and fingers depression and

~ manic depression: as. the -two most. insidious.
culprits. She:insists that these maladies; in* fumn,

- have biological and perhaps evén genetic origins.
. Accordingly, Jamison's- vigorous program for

suicide prevention centers on preseription drugs:
that modulate levels of serotonin:and related -
“peurotransmitters.”
“trists already make a fetish of antidepressant

* Don’t American’ psychia-

’vmedlcanons7 Not according to her' She

+ complains that “doctors in  ‘general woefully

_underprescribe anndepressants and lithium for

make an attempt serious enough to require

hoepuahmtion, Jamison reports, No one knows
how many additional lives are shadowed by the,
mbivalence that charactenzes the psychology of
_ ould be victims. -

. For its lucidity and relevance Night Falls Fast
prormses to gather luxurious praise indeed. (The
book has already received an advertisement

cloakedas areviewin The New York Times, and by

patients who could benefit from them.” She
thinks, too; that “shock therapy” is “underuti-
lized,” and predicts a happier future when “there

will almost certainly b be blologlcal tests to assess |

_ suicide risk.”
Much of Jamison’s analysw is sufficiently agile

so as to dodge the label of dogmatism. She allows,”

for example, that psychological and sociological
factors often precipitate the final decision to act.

But she brooks no dissent conceming the under-"
lying biology of suicidal depression. The result is
an intelligent book, yet one that is both umeﬂec- :

tive and frequently immodest.
. Those readers disinclined to place’ all Lhe1r

1 the most‘
* common element in suicide is psychopathology,

| books PR

2 falth in biological explanauans of human bex av-
~ ior — o, for that matter; in the collective judg-
- ment of the psychiatric establishment ~ are
- permitted a measure of skepticism before being

drugged senseless. Jamison too. ‘often conflates

- causes: with treatments, for example, Even if
| _suicide does result from some deficit in brain

chemistry, why not try to remedy the imbalance
through. psychological mechanisms that are
Lknown to have the desired neurological effects?-
She hkemse endows_clininal research into

- prescnptlon 1 drugs with far too much authority.

Consider, in this respect, the November 10 issue

- of the Journal of the American Medical Association, -
. wherein an editorial lambastes researchers fora
 longstanding pattern of “deliberate” duplicity.
| Authors who publish: the results of drug. trials
 habitually exaggerate their eﬁicacy inan effort to

please . “commercial interests,” , profit- .

- hungry pharmaceutical compames ;

 Unlike Howard Kushner's American Suicide
(1989) or- Tan Hacking's fascinating Mad
 Travelers (1998), Jamison’s programmatic analy-
sis of mental ﬂln&ss ﬂoes not leave much room

No surprise, ‘Ehen that she regards the civil liber-
nes of panents as httle more than a nuisapce.
— John Summers




