Why it’s Okay to Take Medication


If a person is genuinely depressed the greatest gift they can give the people they love is getting treatment.  Clinically depressed people are not fun to be around.  If they’re smart they’re relentless downers, inclined to making arguments about why there’s no reason to live.  In this category you’ve got your Soren Kierkegaards and Franz Kafkas.  On the other hand, if they’re not so smart they’re generally abusive substance junkies with tons of psychosomatic illnesses engineered to give them excuses for their unhappiness.  “I’d be alright if only I didn’t have this chronic back, neck, head, whatever pain.”


I never sought treatment until I had kids.  I had been raised to think doing things for myself was selfish, and quite frankly that I wasn’t worth it anyway.  I felt responsible for whatever spiritual pain I did have and therefore bound to work it out by myself.  Then there was the “tough” problem.  Using medication was inconsistent with the image I held of myself.  I learned a tough persona early on-- after all, the best defense really is a good offense-- and as far as I was concerned admitting I wasn’t so tough was just flat-out dangerous.  I was like Winston Churchill-- I would never surrender, only I was my own Nazis.


But then one day out popped this screaming, kicking baby boy.  When my first kid was born I looked down there between my legs and laying in a puddle of blood and amniotic fluid was a great big baby with so much strength and life I was absolutely floored.  The midwife handed the gooey guy to me, he latched onto a nipple and I swear he hasn’t stopped eating since.  You know how babies have floppy heads? You have to keep a hand on them to support them?  Not mine.  I half expected him to jump on a Harley-Davidson and haul ass down the road.


I used to go in at night, put my hand on his chest to make sure he was breathing.  Having him was like receiving a million dollar income tax refund check from the government.  I kept looking to the heavens thinking, wait a minute God-- some mistake has been made.  I don’t deserve something like this, and I was desperately afraid God, the gods, whomever, would realize their mistake and take him back.


And then there was Don Quixote AKA, Chris.


I had this great teacher in the sixth grade.  He was a nut for Cervantes, always reading bits of the book, and playing the record from the Broadway show, The Man of LaMancha.  There’s a character in that story, a tavern whore called Aldonza but Don Quixote is a lunatic knight and he thinks she’s a great lady.  She keeps saying, “I’m nothing, I’m nothing!”  And he keeps calling her Dulcinea.  So at the age of twenty-eight, a  Don Quixote walks into my life, and while I’m no genius, I knew I’d be a dope to send him packing.


I had to change.  It was hard, is hard.  It’s a continuing project, waking up every morning and re-inventing myself.


A lot of psychologists talk about the fact that many depressed people have trouble letting go of their depression.  I think this is true.  If you’ve been depressed for a long time, it defines who you are; so you’re not really sure who you’ll be without it.  I mean, think of poor Franz Kafka?  He got famous writing all that dreary existentialist crap about waking up as a giant cockroach and whatever else.  (After that one, I never read anymore.  Does anybody?)  So the question becomes, what would he have been without his misery?  Would he have written Hallmark cards?  Dime novels about steamy seductions aboard ocean going liners?  Would he have deprived the world of all that great literature?


My guess is, no.  But his great literature would have been about something other than waking up a giant cockroach.  And if he never became a famous author?  Suppose without his melancholy he had become a juggler, or a musician who never got famous, who we didn’t know about any more than we know about the guy who delivered the mail in his neighborhood?  Suppose that had been the tradeoff and he would have had some peace?


If you’re going to make universal statements, which I am at this point, I think everybody would have been better off with the peace.  Existence has many dimensions and obsessing about the dark ones invariably produces more darkness.


I agree with Bertrand Russell. He didn’t like Frederick Neitzche’s statement, oft quoted in Conan the Barbarian movies-- That which does not kill me makes me stronger.  Mostly, suffering just causes despair, and out of that comes nothing but more desperation.


I was reading on the Internet news page this morning that Robert Downey Jr. is Probably headed for the Big House after this latest drug bust, although he’s been lucky with getting kicked loose so far.  A wonderful little actor who keeps trying to destroy himself and failing.  I think it’s because he really wants to destroy himself, but somebody living in his head does.  He had better evict them soon or they will succeed.


There’s always a seed of who you were before you got damaged.  I was a smart kid from the get-go.  At the age of five I realized that even though the priests kept ranting about it, I had nothing to do with the crucifixion of Jesus Christ.  He was born in the year “0” whatever that means, and I was born in nineteen fifty-seven.  I even figured out the oldest, moldiest of the grandpas and grandmas couldn’t have been there either.  I thought all priests were mathematical morons.  


Then when I was older at a friend’s house-- I guess I was about eight-- someone told me about the concept of tabula rasa-- the idea that when you’re born you’re just a blank slate waiting for input.  I remember thinking and thinking about that, riding my stingray bike, thinking so hard I dumped the bike in an oil slick and even though my knees were bleeding, getting right back on the bike because I couldn’t stop thinking.  I decided it was quite possible and that people could become distinct individuals if tabula rasa was true, because no two people could possibly have the exact same input, even coming from the same families.  I didn’t believe it, but I thought about it hard and acknowledged it was possible.


Kids come up with some amazing stuff.  When my youngest was four we were living in Seattle, very green-- lots of ferns.  He’s always been nuts for dinosaurs, like lots of little boys are.  He was staring out the window at some ferns, really concentrating, when he proclaimed he knew the reason stegosaurus had bony plates on its back.  (Stegosaurus is the one with the small head, high back covered with flat, bony plates, and narrow tail with the prongs.)  Now I’d heard all kinds of theories since by that time I’d read him eight hundred dinosaur books: heat radiation, defense.  Paul said it was because stegosauras was green and with those plates on its back it could blend in with the ferns when it needed to hide.  I have never heard that anywhere before or since.  


Watch, now some Ph.D. candidate is going to write a thesis on that and get famous.  Remember, you heard it here first.


The point is, most children are smart.  And they all have an incredible spark unique only to them.  Adults unknowingly, and sometimes knowingly stomp it out.  Sometimes out of plain old jealousy because they’ve lost that part of themselves.  Sometimes stomping is just built into whatever belief system they’ve embraced whether it’s a religion, class, or just familiar habit.


I don’t think human consciousness, of the “I Am” kind is necessarily a good thing.  I think it’s a by-product of the particular kind of intelligence we have.  (Have you ever noticed that whenever scientists or philosophers define intelligence, the first order of business is to define everything non-human out of the picture?  The necessary condition for “intelligence” was once tool use, but then somebody mentioned that chimpanzees, not to mention crows, use tools.  Then it was language, particularly syntax, but now they’re finding gorillas can learn both, and that whales and dolphins may have more complex languages than we’ve ever dreamed of.  Pretty soon I think they’ll have it narrowed down.  Intelligence will be defined as “that uniquely human faculty which allows us to learn enough physics to make really big bombs, and/or the ability to accrue unspeakable amounts of cash.”)


I think intelligence is doing whatever you have to do to have love in your life and become who you are.  For clinically depressed people that means getting rid of the depression, whether that’s taking medication, seeing a shrink, or preferably both.  Without doing that, what you call love will be parasitical.  You will hurt the ones you should be loving the best.


And what kind of freedom is that?

