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How Psychiatry Stigmatizes Depression
Sufferers
Viewing depression as a "brain defect" has resulted in the

glorification of insipid happiness, particularly among our
politicians.

April 9, 2012 | Viewing depression as a “brain defect” rather than a “character
defect” is supposed to reduce the stigma of depression, according to the

American Psychiatric Association, the National Alliance for the Mentally Ill, and
the rest of the mental health establishment. But any defect can be stigmatizing.

What if depression is the result of neither a brain defect nor a character defect?

At one time in U.S.
history, Americans
actually elected a
known depression
sufferer as president.
In Lincoln’s
Melancholy, Joshua
Wolf Shenk reports
that Abraham

Lincoln’s long-time law
partner William Herndon observed about Lincoln that “gloom and sadness were
his predominant state.” And Shenk reports that Lincoln experienced two major
depressive breakdowns which included suicidal statements that frightened friends
enough to form a suicide watch. However, in Lincoln’s era, when depression was
seen as neither a character defect nor a brain defect, Lincoln’s depression
actually helped him politically more than it hurt him. Lincoln’s depression gained
him sympathy and compassion, and drew people toward him, as it “seemed not a
matter of shame but an intriguing aspect of his character, and indeed an aspect of

his grand nature,” according to Shenk.

Today, when we treat depression as a brain defect, it appears unlikely that
anyone with Lincoln’s temperament would receive a U.S. presidential or vice
presidential nomination. In 1972, George McGovern'’s vice presidential running
mate Thomas Eagleton was shoved off the ticket because of his history of
depression and medical treatment for it. And today, it would seem near
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in Blaming the Brain, reported in 1998 that it is just as likely for people with normal
serotonin levels to feel depressed as it is for people with abnormal serotonin
levels, and that it is just as likely for people with abnormally high serotonin levels
to feel depressed as it is for people with abnormally low serotonin levels.
Valenstein concluded, “Furthermore, there is no convincing evidence that

depressed people have a serotonin or norepinephrine deficiency.”

In 1999 the journal International Clinical Psychopharmacology ( in
“Antidepressants and the Brain”) reported on serotonin, norepinephrine, and
dopamine depletion studies, and stated that “depletion in unmedicated patients
with depression did not worsen the depressive symptoms, neither did [depletion]

cause depression in healthy subjects with no history of mental illness.”

In 1996 Pharmacopsychiatry (in “The Revised Monoamine Theory of Depression:
A Modulatory Role fo Monamines, Based on New Findings from Monamine
Depletion Experiments in Humans”) reported that nonmedicated subjects—
whether depressed or nondepressed —do not suffer depression deterioration in
response to depletion of serotonin, dopamine, or norepineprhine. Ironically,
subjects previously medicated with antidepressants do suffer depression
deterioration in response to depletion of these neurotransmitters. In other words,
a person’s naturally occurring level of serotonin (and other neurotransmitters) is
unrelated to depression but, as psychiatrist Grace Jackson writes in 2005 in
Rethinking Psychiatric Drugs, “The available evidence suggests that
antidepressants may induce persistent sensitivities in the brain which increase a
patient’s vulnerability to recurrent depression beyond that which would occur

naturally.”

Thus, by the 1990s, it was known in the scientific community that the serotonin
(and other neurotransmitters) imbalance theory of depression had been
disproved. Yet, as detailed in Society in 2008 (“The Media and the Chemical
Imbalance Theory of Depression”), the general public continued to hear—through
antidepressant commercials, the mainstream media, and some mental health
authorities—about the neurotransmitter imbalance theory of depression. Even
today, the National Alliance for the Mentally Il states on its Web site, “Scientists
believe that if there is a chemical imbalance in these neurotransmitters
[norepinephrine, serotonin and dopamine], then clinical states of depression

result.”

So, many Americans are surprised to discover that by 2007 the National Institute
of Mental Health had moved on to another theory. Newsweek, in its February 26,

2007 cover story, reported that:

For decades, scientists believed the main cause of depression was
low levels of the neurotransmitters serotonin and norepinephrine.
Newer research, however, focuses [on something else]. . . . A
depressed brain is not necessarily underproducing something, says
Dr. Thomas Insel, head of the National Institute of Mental Health—
it's doing too much. . . . Instead of focusing on boosting
neurotransmitters. . . scientists are developing medications that

block the production of excess stress chemicals.

Stress can stimulate the release of cortisol, which can negatively affect both body
and mind. And many other medical conditions can also result in symptoms of
depression. However, as noted, the DSM states that a patient should not be
diagnosed with the psychiatric disorder depression when the symptoms of
depression are due to the “direct physiological effects of a substance (e.g., a drug
of abuse, a medication) or a general medical condition (e.g., hypothyroidism).” If
hypothyroidism is considered a medical condition, it's unclear why the

overproduction of cortisol would not also be considered a medical condition.
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Thus, rather than a specific psychiatric brain disorder causing depression, we are
simply talking about the uncontroversial reality that certain physical, familial, and

societal pains can trigger depression.

While individuals vary in their belief about the benefits and costs of continuing to
view depression as a psychiatric disorder caused by a brain defect, as long as
depression is considered a psychiatric disorder caused by a brain defect,
Americans are unlikely to ever elect another pained depressive such as Abraham
Lincoln as president. | can’t help but wonder what American political leadership
would be like if Americans had been led to believe that it’s actually the insipidly

upbeat who have a brain defect.

Bruce E. Levine is a clinical psychologist and author of Get Up, Stand Up: Uniting

Populists, Energizing the Defeated, and Battling the Corporate Elite (Chelsea Green,

2011).
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