Author with anxiety issues
takes fascinating look into
rising worries of the world

WALSHE

aan Heerma van Voss is 37 and from
a well-known Dutch family. His fa
ther was a broadcaster, his mother
a professor of sociology. He and his
. younger brother Thomas are both
highty-regarded literary novelists,
Heis also an award winning journalist, par-
ticularly noted for his account of being embed
ded with Dutch peacekeeping troops in Mali, He
suffers, however, from a crippling anxiety that
has had massive effects on his mental health
and relationships.

The Anxiety Project is an attempt to make
sense of the condition that has plagued him
since the age

He examines the changing attitades to ind
treatments for anxiety, which have brought us
10 the clinical definitions we use today. Many
of them can trace their origins to the treat-
ment of traumatised US soldiers in World War
IL The volume of potential patients meant “it
was time to remove mental illness from the
realm of grand theories dreamed up by lone
scholars”, and instead take a "more scientific
approach that could be used by any doctor;
one that was measurable, objective, clear and
widely applicable”.

This resulted in the Diagnostic and Statistical
Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM) in 1951, but
it is the third volume from 1980 whose legacy
remains today, DSM ITI was *“a radical departure”
from its predecessors, classifying anxiety as a
standalone disorder.

Van Voss argues that in Creating DSM II1, “a
few dozen people influenced the fate of tens
of millions”.
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level of corti-
sol {the stress
hormone) in a
sample of their hair. The average reading for
someone in the western world is 2.7 picograms
per milligram. For those with long-term mental
health issues, this can rise to 15 picograms.

Van Voss's results veered from 34.4 to more
than 200 picograms, so high that researchers
feared the test had been faulty (which they
subsequently discounted}.

“The fear has always been there,” he
admits, explaining how he has tried
tokeep hislife “as small as possible”
in order to protect himself from it.

Van Voss analyses the physiol-
ogy of anxiety, explaining how a
small, almond-shaped structure
in our brain called the amygdala is
crucial. Without it, we do not feel
fear. He also notes how our most
primal tetror, that of impending
mortality, is thanks to our limbic
system and large prefrontal cor-
tex which allows for language
and abstract thinking,

Van Voss wonders if genetics
make him more susceptible to
fear, tracing his family's his-
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would effec
tively create. . .
an opportunity
tomake billions in profits.” Van Voss guestions
the “friendly, perhaps even amorous” relation-
ship between the healthcare sector and pharma
which still pervades today.

Worldwide, an estimated 7.3 per cent of us
suffer from an anxiety disorder: “Never be
fore have so many people been so scared.” In
most western societies this figure is rising, as
we struggle to cope with the hectic pace of
modern life, from social media to the rise

of individualism,
The latter problem has its toots in the
free market fundamentalism proselytised
by Ronald Reagan and Margaret Thatcher
in the 1980s, which has ied to a dra-
matic rise inincome inequality, “For
all its implicit promises and
ideals,” Van Voss believes,

“the modern neo-liberal
system breeds frustration
and fear.”

The Anxiety Project is

a journey, both literal

and literary, as Van Voss

travels to the centre of-
his fears. His account is
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