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Reich’s article mentions that half of the estate tax, or around $350 
billion, is paid by only 3300 families. That’s roughly one in 40,000 
American households. If that money were simply handed over to the 
severely depressed, they would receive $1 million each. That would 
definitely save my life, and doubtless quite a few others.  

In the same issue of the same magazine, another writer cites now 
commonplace figures on President Bush’s income tax cut: $1.5 trillion over 
ten years, forty percent of it, or $600 billion, going to the richest one 
percent of taxpayers. Six hundred billion dollars over ten years works out 
to a little more than $200,000 for each suicidally depressed person. Once 
again, many lives saved, much extreme anguish averted or diminished.  

Also around this time, the philosopher John Rawls died. Everything is 
grist for one’s obsessions, it’s true; but the connection with Rawls is not 
really so far-fetched. Standing behind Rawls’s famous veil of ignorance, 
you face a choice. You can accept one chance in 1200 of being locked 
screaming in Room 101 and, at the same time, one chance in 40,000 of 
leaving a huge estate tax-free. Or you can escape Room 101, and perhaps 
help many others to escape it, by giving up a miniscule chance of leaving 
your heirs not colossal riches (that would still be permitted) but super-
colossal riches. Rawls would have thought the right choice obvious, and I 
suspect most Americans would agree with him, even if Congress didn’t.  

Admittedly, there are other, perhaps worthier candidates for relief. 
Severe depression almost always ends, usually non-fatally. For many other 
people – a billion or so – illiteracy, malnutrition, diarrhea, infection, and 
other conditions far more easily preventable or curable than depression do 
not end. Even if these people’s nerves are not on fire, Rawls might have 
judged theirs the more pressing claim. I think I could accept that judgment, 
even if for me it meant … Room 101.  

Why, you may be wondering, was this long whine ever written down? 
It’s not a memoir, not an argument – what is it anyway? The first draft – 
very much shorter and even more purple – was a suicide note, to be left 
behind on the riverbank or rooftop or night table. Emotional blackmail in a 
good cause, I told myself; though perhaps it was only spite, the feeble 
revenge of the ill on the well. In any case, I dithered. Like many other 
acutely depressed people I was, fortunately, too exhausted and 
disorganized to plan a suicide, much less compose an eloquent rebuke to an 
uncaring world. And then, very slowly, the fire died down. My viscera 
gradually unknotted, my energy seeped back, speech became less effortful, 
the world regained three dimensions. Blessedly, miraculously, everyday 
unhappiness returned.  

Then why persist with the fantasied blackmail? Why risk bathos 
rather than keep a stoical and dignified silence? This was my third 
devastating depression, and probably not my last. I hope and intend to 
survive the coming ones, but already it seems urgent to try to salvage 
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something from these ordeals. The conjunction of my pecuniary panic with 
a large-scale transfer of our national wealth to the already rich seemed to 
make an occasion. The vast popularity of depression memoirs and manuals 
in recent years suggests that there must be tens or hundreds of thousands 
of others whose sufferings, as intense as mine, would also have been 
lessened by crumbs of that wealth. And behind them, endless legions of the 
merely miserable. Perhaps they would want someone to say all this, 
however ineptly and futilely. If so, I won’t have come back from hell 
empty-handed. 
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Arrowsmith is named after the late William Arrowsmith, a renowned 
classics scholar, literary and fi lm critic. General editor of thirty-three 
volumes of The Greek Tragedy in New Translation, he was also a brilliant 
translator of Eugenio Montale, Cesare Pavese, and others. Arrowsmith, 
who taught for years in Boston University’s University Professors 
Program, championed not only the classics and the fi nest in contemporary 
literature, he was also passionate about the importance of recognizing the 
translator’s role in bringing the original work to life in a new language.  
 
 
 
 
 
Like the arrowsmith who turns his arrows straight and true, a wise person makes his character straight 
and true. 

Buddha 
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George Scialabba

“I am one of many readers who stay on the lookout for George 
Scialabba’s byline. His reviews and essays are models of moral 
inquiry. He cuts to the core of the ethical and political dilemmas 
he discusses. Scialabba reads very widely and very carefully; he is 
as illuminating about Nietzsche and Ortega as about Orwell and 
Trilling.”

Richard Rorty

“Koestler’s Rubashov lay in jail ‘under the familiar and fatal 
constraint to put himself in the position of his opponent, and to see 
the scene through the other’s eyes’. George Scialabba shows, with 
his combined eloquence and modesty, that this critical intellectual 
faculty can transcend the prisoner’s dilemma.”

Christopher Hitchens

Cover by Heide Hatry

“George Scialabba has, over the years, delivered perhaps the most 
reliably acute cultural commentary to be found anywhere on the 
ethical left. He brings the review-essay to a state of high development, 
incorporating elements of memoir and skillfully deploying the wide 
range of literary and historical reference he commands. As this 
sample shows, he writes with wit and economy, and his work gives 
pleasure as it enlightens.”

Norman Rush
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