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The following text is taken from Gargi Bhattacharyya's collection of essays We, the Heartbroken (Hajar Press, 2023). It was proposed by the artist G and curator Yolande Zola Zoli van der Heide for their session ‘We the Heartbroken’, Part II as part of Climate Forum III. It is republished here with the kind permission of the author.




DEPRESSION



If any of the stages seems to seep into what we expect, or don't expect, from everyday life under late(r) capitalism, then depression is the one. So we know the signs only too well. Persistent low mood. Loss of enthusiasm and energy. Absence of enjoyment. Disrupted eating and sleep. Listlessness. Sometimes it seems as if it is only in the phase of depression that a person can get the performances demanded of the 'worker-citizen' about right. As you stare into space and stop going for lunch, expect your boss to remark on 'how well you are coping'. One of the tricky aspects of this stage is that the heartbroken may well be at their lowest but their behaviour appears more amenable to those around them. Depressed heartbreak is rarely disruptive or demanding or loudly eccentric. Depressed heartbreak is taking a step into death while looking like you have remembered how to behave. I think this tells us something about the half-deadness this world demands of us. Learning to go through the motions and not hope too much.












SALAD, OR A STORY ABOUT DEPRESSION



The story of Rapunzel begins because the mother cannot or will not eat. Nothing has passed her lips for too long, and her husband must watch her fade away before him, unable to rouse her to re-engage with life. It is this wilful falling into death that triggers the fateful trespass that makes the story commence.

What I remember is that the mother longs for the most delicious of salads. Hard for a child to understand, no? That the foodstuff you long for, the boundary between preferring to be dead and clinging on to life, could be green leaves?



In later life, the magical properties of the salad make more sense. In a reversal of the bargain that tricks Persephone into piecing out her freedom in morsels of fruit, the longing for a particular and elusive salad leaf is a marker of still being aligned with the world of the living. The mother hovers near to her death, almost gone, seemingly unwilling to help herself. She has entered a state where her love of life is losing to the allure of death. Only a memory of the taste of green leaves that sprout from the ground, a kind of metaphor for the life force of the earthly world, keeps her from falling back completely into the arms of oblivion. In the face of this, the woman's husband undertakes the most risky of trespasses. Entering the enclosed garden of the witch or the monster, stealing a handful of those delicious leaves. Of course, the story is that to steal back his beloved to the realm of life, the couple must relinquish their first-born. And so, Rapunzel becomes the name of one form of imprisoned femininity, the beautiful girl hidden away from the rest of the world.

As a child, I think I understood this as a story of betrayal. The father betrays the child by choosing the mother, often told as a matter of indulging his wife's whims. Perhaps the mother betrays the child by slipping back into life, back from the very brink, while sacrificing the child's future. But I wonder if it is really a story about moving beyond the stasis of depression, in the process accepting the terrible reality that your children will also live lives of sorrow.












Grief can feel like flying. Or falling. Or flying and falling, with

your body shooting out into a flurry of uncountable shreds,

ripping apart until there is no trace of what went before. It

can feel like disappearing, and the disappearance is a relief,

perhaps the first relief for so long, and then you are guilty at

the ebbing of pain and pinch yourself back into existence.



So, it starts again. Falling, flying, flailing. Lose yourself

and feel less, so feel less bad. Shake yourself back

into respectable pain.

Fall again.

And again.

And again.



Survive in this stage for long enough and you can begin

to feel like a superhero.







 






Perhaps we are learning to sit more easily with what Mary Oliver calls the soft animals of our bodies.1  I notice a greater tolerance of animalistic yearning. An acknowledgement in many places that this is also what we are, gravitating towards bodily comfort or release even as we try our best to keep the rituals of social propriety in play.



I have always been clumsy and uncomfortable in my body. Not only the overt attributes of gender but also just the meaty unwieldiness of an object that seems so far from my thoughts yet in which l have to live.



Grief split me still further from my coordination. I think this is quite common. Strange stigmata in the morning. Scrapes along my limbs. Scratches in places that no-one could reach. For a long time I found it hard to retain spatial awareness. How to walk down any space without bumping into the sides and the objects? How to place your feet without tripping over immediately? How to live in a world where it seemed at any moment the floor could come rushing up to your head? What your body needs and wants becomes so much more mysterious. Eating nothing or eating only one thing. Sometimes cramming your mouth full of sweets or chocolate or cheese or some other childish indulgence. Being given meals of kindness and chewing a few mouthfuls tastelessly. Washing more sporadically. Forgetting how to wash. I was definitely showering, but somehow the efficiency of my washing rolled right back to early childhood. Which bits do you do? How do you do the bits that are hard to reach? How do you know when you're done? How can you tell when you're dirty? And I know I looked dishevelled. Perhaps a trace of that dishevelled moment is still with me today. Maybe that too is part of the humanness of knowing grief in another. All of the hairs out of place, a slight dirtiness around the edges. Dishevelment can be part of how you show other people that you know there are more important things in life than this.



Perhaps the pandemic has reminded us all of our animal selves, returning us to soft flesh. Perhaps living through a pandemic has brought the experience of growing old into the lives of the young, pushing an awareness of mortality into places which should, in all fairness, be awash with hormone charged excess. Instead of feeling invincible, now everyone of all ages has been reminded, too insistently, of our shared frailty.



Animality is part of this. Something uncertain about species boundaries. Something about humans in an age of zoonotic disease. Something about the climate emergency. Something about our own bodies and their unpredictable eruptions and slowings-down.



I believed I stank of piss for a long time. I was not trying to be disgusting on purpose, although my ability to remember and complete the rituals of everyday cleanliness was impaired. For a while I thought this was another price of age. Survive long enough and your body will turn on you in these ways, puncturing any vanity you have left, making the smells and sounds and awkward shedding of aging apparent to all who come close.



(Now I think no-one around me was prepared for what giving birth twice in ten and a half months could do to a body in its forties. So, if this is happening to you or to someone you know, please seek help.)



No-one wants to become aware of the decay of their own body. But that too is part of understanding our limits and mortality. Grace in the face of frailty. But not only grace, with all its connotations of stoicism, but also a different courage. Not a flashbang demonstration of overcoming, or even a quiet battling alone. The part of feeling your own body's decay that counts, really counts, is the part where you find the soft animal. Because that is the part that might change what and how we are to each other.



I want to argue that an awareness of death is at the heart of all emancipatory politics and underpins all attempts at living an ethical life.



But even writing such a pompous phrase makes me pause to giggle. 'Living an ethical life: Frankly, as the old joke goes, what could make life feel more painfully endless? Being good might not make you live longer, but it will surely make the time pass more slowly.



Being bad, though-really hurtfully, sadistically bad, or bad in ways where you are barely aware of the damage you cause, or bad as an expression of your own deep hurts that you have no ways to address-being bad doesn't save you from loss, and neither does it render you immortal. Perhaps revelling in badness might promise the elation of knowing the gods are, if not dead, at the very least looking away. More often, I think, casual or insistent cruelty works to devalue everything that anyone could ever hold dear, because then the pain of loss is lessened.



Extending the realm of the sacred increases the danger of heartbreak. If every element of the world is enchanted, we feel the loss more keenly. If, on the other hand, the world and its inhabitants are spoiled through wilful neglect or violence or outright terror, then the sense of loss can be contained. Perhaps we even begin to believe that leaving this fallen world is a relief. When we dream of making the world better, we open ourselves to enchantment again. And the almost unbearable danger of enchantment is that the magic will end. The fairies will crumble to dust in our hand. The light will fade. The wonder will retreat, and we will be left bereft again.



Every doctrine of violence and machinery of reaction has relied on how frightening it is to contemplate the crushing of hope. Far safer to expel hope altogether. More sensible than the painful un-numbing of imagining other possibilities.



The other side rely on our resignation, and we are resigned to this fallen world because the scale of the loss would be unbearable if we were ever to acknowledge that each life, each moment, every one of us is a thing of enchantment. Because how, then, could we ever see the carnage and the cruelty and the wrecking of all that is beautiful and hold ourselves together at all?



The fear of even greater heartbreak keeps us in our place and keeps us divided from each other. What if you were really me and I was really you, if the boundaries between us dissolved until there was no longer any difference between my interests and yours? What if we are already as one and have only to see it?



And what if the elation and the ecstasy from this loss of self, which is also a finding of self, as each one of us delights in the coming home of being a part in the whole, what if a world made magical again can also be lost? Well, that really would be a loss, wouldn't it? A loss greater than we can imagine. Perhaps greater than we can bear, greater than anyone could bear, the drip-drip-drip of reaction whispers. How childish to think otherwise. What kinds of fools hope when the wise already know that hopes are made to be dashed?



Our fear of heartbreak is used against us so often and in such painfully ingenious ways.

So dreaming a new world requires a reckoning with heartbreak.

We, the heartbroken, must help each other to live with heartbreak and the fear of heartbreak. Otherwise, the risk of abandoning familiar pains for the unknown is too much for anyone.



It sounds like self-help, doesn't it?



However understandable the turn to self-care, let me say here that the mutual recognition and acceptance of heartbrokenness is not this. Much of the time, living with and helping others to live with heartbreak does not even make us feel better. It is certainly far from the varieties of distraction or wilful forgetting marketed as routes to feeling less bad. A reckoning with heartbreak requires something more and different from these desperate survival strategies.



Without making space for heartbreak, how can we remember why we long for change? But equally, when making space for heartbreak, how can we avoid being frozen by sorrow?



I don't think the ways of talking about emotional turbulence that arise as ways to function in the unhappy present can be enough for those of us trying to remake the world. I know we are also unwell. Often, all too often, self-medicating. Often trying to make lives in the debris of extreme trauma. Haunted by violence we have suffered or witnessed.



But I do think something shifts when we acknowledge our individual but interconnected heartbrokenness.












Unexpectedly, grieving people can laugh quite a lot. Sometimes they laugh in ways that embarrass others. Sometimes they laugh in a way that is mixed up with tears. A little bit frightening in a way we might have thought hysterical in another time. But there is certainly laughter. Sometimes wild, sometimes silly, sometimes just out of relief.



When we think of gallows humour, we tend to think of the transmutation of deadly contracts to more everyday drudgery. After all, none of us really faces the gallows on a day-to-day basis. What we do face is annoying, but less deadly. The slow drip-drip-dripping away of our life force. A disrespect for our time, time that is so clearly limited by mortality. An off-handedness that lets us know we are already as good as dead, so replaceable that our betters barely raise their heads to clock us before consigning us to an imagined grave and a younger, quicker, more compliant replacement. ln the face of all this, gallows humour is a way of reinserting our knowledge of death into the extreme irritations of the still living.



But I'm not sure any of that is really joking around about grief. Can people also laugh about their grief itself? Are there jokes to be told? Perhaps there are not outright jokes, with all the performance and scripting and expectation of some other as the audience, but there are all kinds of ridiculous and lighter moments as people move through grief. A kind of light-headedness where all the brakes are off. And although we still live in a world where people can be so, so painfully embarrassed by the grief-stricken, the grieving quite often ignore that and take advantage of their temporary status as living saints or crazed lunatics or wild-eyed harpies. Grieving is an excuse to park reason for a while, and when you park reason, all kinds of entertaining silliness can enter the room.

When I was a lot younger, someone told me a joke, partly inPunjabi (a language I do not speak). Broadly, it goes like this:

A family gathers around the deathbed of a beloved elder, letus say grandfather. Aware that there are only moments left, the grandfather asks of his bedside audience, 'Are you all here?'

'Yes, yes, we are all here, of course, of course:

'ls my brother here? Playmate and rival and companion throughout my life, holder of our family secrets?'

'Yes, of course, brother, I am here:

'ls my wife here? Mother of our children, holder of dreams, the girl who stole my heart and kept it as her own?'

'Yes, yes, I am here, my love. Please calm yourself and conserve your energy:

'ls my son here? Apple of my eye, tall and broad and strong, my hope for the future that can still be built?'

'Yes, father, of course, I am here by your side. You know you

can count on me:

'And my grandchildren, are they all here?'

'Yes, yes, yes,' comes the chorus. 'We are all here to show our

love for you:

'My cousins?'

'Of course:

'Our lifelong neighbour, whose children grew up alongside

our own?'

'Yes, yes, I am here:

'Really? You are all here? Every one of you?'

'Yes, yes, we are all here, here at your side.'

'Then who is looking after the shop?!'

Much later, an older friend laughs when I retell the story, knowing the ending already ... because this is also a famous Jewish joke.

ln either telling, it is a puncturing of grief and the pomposity that impending death can bring. Maybe it is a joke on the teller - 'ha ha, look what we are like!' But it is also a reminder of the mundane demands of living that continue despite death.



Whatever we are living through and dying from, someone somewhere will need to mind the shop.



Jokes about heartbreak can work like this, puncturing the enormity of grief with a reminder of the ordinary. Maybe the bills pile up and the phone goes unanswered, but everyone needs to buy toilet paper some time.












Everyone knows the sex lives of the grief-stricken can be erratic, compulsive, desperate.



Be careful with them, and try to forgive their awkward passes as they clutch at intimacy.

If you are living through grief with your lover, retreat to bed when you can, when and if you can both bear it. When you haven't been opening the curtains anyway, so why not? Perhaps no-one is exactly feeling 'sexy', but make space for any and all physical comfort. If possible, try to fuck your partner as if they are a stranger, so the raw wounds of intimacy can be avoided and everyone can manage a few minutes of post-coital sleep.



On the whole, I think lust gets a bad rap from 'The Left'. This isn't helped by the widespread and largely ignored sexual exploitation within many leftist organisations. But lust-the longing for sexual contact with another, often a particular other-has its place in the imagining of a new world and probably

always has.



Living with heartbrokenness might also include making space for our unruly and irrational longing for sexual contact, so often with the wrong people in the wrong place at the wrong time. Whatever we do to try to minimise harm from these eruptions, I doubt that we can eradicate the longing.



ln my long-past youth, some would talk of post-revolutionary sex with a kind of reverence. Then, in this utopian future, we will be perfectly satiated through forms of union that escape the instrumentalism and objectification of sex shaped by commodification. Sexual exploitation will disappear, as will assorted minor cruelties arising from reducing another to your object.



But I wonder about all of this.



Desire is a tricky and unpredictable thing, and its trippy discombobulation is not so easily banished. We, imperfect humans, like it. And whether or not we want it, we do not control its hold over us. There is something in its compulsion that, like grief, opens us up in ways that make our interdependence apparent.

So make space for desire, even when it feels out of control. Because that embarrassing vulnerability, so differently excruciating to romantic longing, is also part of the heartbrokenness that lets us catch a glimpse of each other and what we, one day, might be.





Footnotes

1 

Mary Oliver, Wild Geese: Selected Poems, Tarset: Bloodaxe, 2004.
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