
anthropological lens. Given that Goddard’s
argument turned on misguided Western medical
encroachment and sometimes incarceration, I
saw ample room to explore mismatches in
attitude contributing to people’s afflictions.

Certain sections (e.g. on ‘pandanus
madness’, a fast-disappearing number system,
and Christianity) lack continuity with the rest of
the text, highlighting that one is reading a
modified Ph.D. thesis. The book also feels
incomplete at points, especially at moments
when we are told of concepts that Goddard
admits he is not yet able to render intelligible
(e.g. p. 77), and while his candour is to be
respected, and the limits of his fieldwork
circumstances are appreciated, for me, the
consequent reading experience is not entirely
satisfying. The book will nevertheless be of
considerable value to medical anthropology
students and regional specialists, and should
stimulate debate in ethnopsychiatry.

Anthony Pickles University of Cambridge

Lemelson, Robert (dir.). Afflictions: culture and
mental illness in Indonesia (six-part series of
ethnographic films). DVD / PAL, colour, 182
minutes. DER, 2010. $89.95 (non-profit sale)

When Emil Kraepelin, father of modern
psychiatry, visited Java in 1904, he remarked on
the similarities between ‘native’ and European
patients in the asylum at Buitenzorg, noting,
however, that Javanese were the less prone to
delusions and auditory hallucinations. His
explanation – or, rather, hunch – that ‘language
and speech have a lesser influence on the
thinking process in Java’ might be seen as either
racist or recklessly relativist. At any rate,
Kraepelin’s short report was one of the first
ventures into cross-cultural psychiatry. A century
later, the filmmaker and anthropologist Robert
Lemelson has given us what amounts to the best
presentation in any medium of mental illness in
Indonesia. Afflictions: culture and mental illness in
Indonesia, billed as ‘the first film series on mental
health in the developing world’, consists of six
documentaries (four in my review sample), from
22 to 40 minutes in length, each focused on a
Javanese or Balinese individual. Lemelson’s
long-term ‘person-centered research’, stretching
over twelve years, enabled him to establish
himself as a sympathetic, tactful presence in
situations fraught with family tension, fear, and
despair. The films – all visually stunning and
deeply affecting – record candid interviews,
consultations between patients and Indonesian
psychiatrists, visits to healers and magicians, and

backstage scenes of family life. Briefly introduced
with an orientating voiceover (on globalization,
memories of political violence, the role of the
family in recovery), each film unfolds contrasting
perspectives on the odd, often unaccountable,
behaviour of its subject. What can explain the
bizarre twitches and outbursts of the village girl
whose nickname, ‘bird dancer’ (a figure in
Balinese dance), provides the title for one of the
films? Is she possessed by spirits, afflicted by
sorcery, or the victim of a neuropsychiatric
disorder for which medicines (spread out on the
psychiatrist’s table) provide the remedy? Does
her family – lamenting their misfortune,
proclaiming their shame – make things worse?
Lemelson takes her to meet a fellow-sufferer in
town who leads a normal life and has a job and
family. Where the countryside constrains, the
city frees. The visit inspires Gusti, the ‘bird
dancer’, to fly the nest and find work as a
housemaid, free of stigma, able at last to make
friends and be herself.

Memory of my face follows the fortunes of a
young Javanese man diagnosed with
schizo-affective disorder, so Bambang himself
informs us as, shaven-headed and pyjama-clad,
he leads Lemelson on a grimly comic tour of his
asylum. ‘Welcome to my jungle’, he sings to his
guest. And then, peering through an inmate’s
door-hatch: ‘That’s the craziest patient. Calls
himself, Dunia, The Globe’. Bambang’s manic
pronouncements – ironic, multilingual, punning
– riff on the themes of political paranoia and
moral collapse that dominate his thoughts,
offering an oblique commentary on
globalization and urban life. Against a
soundtrack of gamelan and popular song,
Lemelson illustrates his wise-mad interjections
with montages of war and the Javanese shadow
play. Halfway through, the film cuts suddenly to
the present and a dapper, chastened, lonely
figure, scarcely recognizable as the asylum
trickster; in remission but out of place. Once
again, it’s the strangeness of the condition and
the efforts of family and doctors to comprehend
it that propel the film and absorb the viewer.

Family victim offers another disturbed young
Javanese man: a charming ‘psychopath’ (in his
psychiatrist’s whispered aside); a puzzle to
himself; a worry, ultimately a menace to his
family, who vacate their house in fear of his
revenge. For Estu is the ‘family victim’ – words
he chalks on the wall as a protest against their
incomprehension. Korban, victim, also means
sacrifice, even scapegoat. His father diagnoses
‘the disease of laziness’, but Estu sees himself as
bearing the family misfortunes, allowing his
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siblings to flourish. It’s a Javanese trade-off. He
visits curers: kris-wielding magicians, spirit-mad
sorcerers, and wise men who see not mental
illness but rather a need for domestic harmony
(rukun), personal responsibility, and a moral
struggle for the ‘patience’ and ‘awareness’
cherished in Javanese philosophy. In caring for
his dying father, Estu finds some stability, and
the film ends somewhat optimistically, the family
romance resolved, the youth grown up and
ready to assume his responsibilities.

Shadows and illuminations enters darker
territory. A Balinese farmer is haunted by the
ghosts of 1965, victims of political massacres
when members of the Communist Party – cadres,
fellow-travellers, and people in the way – were
slaughtered in their hundreds of thousands.
(Kereta witnessed his father’s murder; the killers
are his neighbours.) These unexpiated crimes –
comparable in scale and cruelty to those of Pol
Pot and Franco – continue to deform Indonesian
politics, from parliament down to the poorest
village. The symbolism of Kereta’s suffering is
striking in its irony. Diagnosed with
schizophrenia, but coping – just – with the
support of family, he finds solace by dressing in
the military garb of the oppressor, complete with
tin helmet and camping out in the fields. How
many others in Indonesia are similarly haunted?

These brief summaries can only hint at the
richness of the presentation. Resisting psychiatric
labels, on the one hand, and cultural clichés, on
the other, the films explore and counterpose
political, biomedical, mystical, and familial
frames, illuminating without ever reducing,
respecting the essential ambiguity of human
behaviour. The limitations of any therapeutic
intervention are quickly revealed. Modern
psychiatry appears too blunt an instrument, its
categories culture-blind, its cures worse than the
disease. Local healers – the harmless and the
fraudulent – hardly fare better. In each case
the dynamics of family and community offer the
best clues to understanding. But no simple
answer is offered, and the films invite diverse
interpretations. After each showing, it was easy
to conjure an hour of debate among
undergraduate and postgraduate students. What
more could one ask of an ethnographic film? But
these are also beautiful and moving accounts,
humane in their focus, filled with subtle detail
and aesthetically resonant. Lemelson is happy to
offend the modern conventions of ethnographic
filming: the long takes, stretches of
inconsequential dialogue, and scrupulous
aversion to commentary that usually test the
viewer’s patience. Instead, he provides living

dramas, superbly shot images, and a complex
moral framing, all set against a rippling
seductive gamelan. The films, distributed by
Elemental Productions (and amazingly
inexpensive), come with detailed study guides.
For this viewer, they represent a new benchmark
in ethnographic quality and a brilliant advert for
the anthropologist’s art.

Andrew Beatty Brunel University

Mattingly, Cheryl. The paradox of hope:
journeys through a clinical borderland. xv, 268
pp., bibliogr. London, Berkeley: Univ. of
California Press, 2010. £18.95 (paper)

Billed as a ‘narrative phenomenology of
practice’, The paradox of hope is a study of
encounters between medical staff and African
American families in Los Angeles hospitals.
‘Paradoxical’ when the prognosis is grim, hope
is shown to pervade clinical encounters: framing
discourses, orientating action, and infusing
efforts to repair broken lives. In Mattingly’s
analysis, it is not simply a sentiment or stance
but a way of coping with and managing illness.
The refusal to despair in the face of decline and
death amounts to a ‘moral project’. Mattingly
calls it ‘blues hope’. The circumstances are
specific and local, shot through with racism and
disadvantage; but hope, even blues hope, has
wider currency. Any reader with experience of
chronic family illness will recognize the daily
struggle to put painful facts into positive
perspective, the constant readjustments of life
plans, the battle for decent treatment, and the
heartache. In exploring the small dramas that
play out in hospital consulting rooms and
corridors, Mattingly has given us a useful way of
thinking about suffering and an affirmation of
the importance of narrative in everyday life. This
is the general value of the book.

But there’s a theoretical agenda too,
indicated in that hybrid slogan, ‘narrative
phenomenology of practice’. Mattingly works
hard to find common ground among rival
paradigms, arguing that hope is both a kind of
‘practice’ and a set of discourses (biomedical,
spiritual, familial) embodied in the painful
manipulations and routines she witnesses. She
argues that the best way to understand the
practical shaping of experience is to treat its
discursive framings as narratives. The
ethnography is solid and well documented, but
the effort to marry up reluctant intellectual
partners and reframe the reporting in the
familiar social science constructs does detract a
little from the book’s evident strengths.
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