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According to the Spectator, we are more depressed than ever. The reasons are the breakdown of the family and the increased pace and competition of life. A professor of medicine publishes a paper linking an increase in nervous ills with other unwelcome features of modern life. Now psychologist and media pundit Oliver James tells us much the same—we are richer than ever before, and also unhappier. 
Yet the Spectator column was dated 1894, and the professor was writing in 1895. Perhaps we always believe in a past when people were satisfied with their lot. But before we dismiss it all as fin de siècle angst, this time statistics back up the argument. The WHO has announced that depressive illness, currently the fourth largest contributor to the global burden of morbidity, will rise to the number two spot by 2020. 
Few suppose a direct correlation between our economic success and our failing mental health. As J K Galbraith observed, "Wealth is not without its advantages and the case to the contrary, although it has often been made, has never proved widely persuasive." Mental ills are commoner in the lower regions of society. Across the globe it is absence of wealth, rather than the side effects of affluence, that makes us miserable. But James points out the importance of relative deprivation—in societies where people have the prospect of fortune its absence is particularly upsetting. 
Even more paradoxical than the association between increasing prosperity and increasing misery is that between better health and feeling worse. Whether we are more depressed is unclear, but we do experience more symptoms and view our health in a worse light than at any time this century. In Oliver James's London, people worry about the emotional stability of their family, their sex lives, and whether they return from work fulfilled; but 100 years ago Londoners were concerned about the quality of their lungs and returning from work with the same number of fingers they had in the morning. One reason for the change is that we are more health conscious than ever, even if we have less reason to be. James prefers to draw attention to our increased self obsession and cites fascinating studies showing that we (well, Americans) are increasingly preoccupied with our emotional life and with therapy and counselling. James also marshals an alarming series of modern social trends, such as the increasing divorce rate. Though I do not wish to sound like a ghastly Tory think tank, such statistics have a price to be paid in disturbed emotional development. 
What is the solution? The author is a somewhat surprising convert to modern pharmacotherapy—his championing of the merits of selective serotonin reuptake inhibitors would bring a blush to the cheeks of the most brazen drug rep. Despite James's enthusiasm, his knowledge of psychopharmacology is somewhat superficial; lorazepam is not a "very weak" drug—try taking some—and believing that serum serotonin levels tell us anything about central serotonin is like watching the sky in London to guess the weather in Sydney. 
Despite his love affair with serotonin, James appropriately concludes that, although individuals need treatment, solutions can come only from social changes. He ends with an impassioned and convincing plea for a shift from the rampant individualism of the past two decades and a return to a more collective past. It sounds like a Tony Blair speech—we all cheer, but how will it happen? 
Overall, the book is an engaging mixture of scholarship and the chat show. The latter is evident when James considers the lives of our royal family, whose biographies give plenty of ammunition to any pessimistic student of psychology. The royal family may yet prove his undoing—during the week of self indulgence and sentimentality that followed the death of Princess Diana, a courageous James went on Newsnight to describe it all as "hysteria." Admirable, but I haven't seen him on television since. 
Rating: *** 
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