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Mental health
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A few months back, I installed a
meditation app. It had good reviews and
offered guided meditation for different
circumstances—to reduce stress, improve
focus, “balance and awaken the chakras”,
guide mindfulness, etc. Along with these
features, it also provided the option to
use it on-the-go, meaning when you

are walking, going to sleep, having a
tough day, during your commute etc. To
survive the Dhaka traffic jams, I thought
it was worth a try. I was asked to breathe
deeply as I remained stuck in the same
spot on the road for what felt like hours.

Awkwardly, all I could think was that
Dhaka ranks as one of the worst cities on
the Air Quality Index. I could not finish
that session.

Let’s start with the World Health
Organisation (WHO) statistic that every
40 seconds someone loses their life due
to suicide. Approximately 800,000 people
die every year by taking their own life.
Before every suicide, there are more than
20 attempts and let’s not forget the trauma
of a suicide survivor. In recent times,
mental illness has pushed many people
to the edge with alienation, collective
anguish, and mental illness common
experiences in today’s world. It is like an
epidemic—the painful living of daily life
is becoming so unbearable, many of us are
losing our will to live. The problem is that
approaches toward mental health issues
are seen as ‘apolitical’ and ‘individual’—as
if mental health has no connection with
the socio-eco-politico cultural structure
of society, as if there is no connection
between the anxiety of a person and their
precarious social position. If a transgender
person has a panic attack at the thought of
just going outside, that panic attack is not
a personal problem but a manifestation of
a greater unjust societal structure.

We need to declare that mental health
is political.

In Bangladesh, mental health is not
even recognised as an important issue
in the daily lives of people, even though
around 11,000 people kill themselves
in Bangladesh every year. Mentally ill
people’s struggles are not visible in
the mainstream discussion. Important
initiatives such as Kaan Pete Roi are too
small to be able to help the number
of people who need assistance to
overcome their struggles. Their reach is
small because society does not have the
urge to address this important issue. In
healthcare discourses, mental health has
the least space. These discourses deny
the agency of mentally ill persons and
presume to already know the struggle,
while homogenising the narratives of
every person. People struggling with
mental health often face further trauma
from their family, friends and well-
wishers, who interrogate the severity of
their illness and question the sincerity of
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their efforts. This victim-blaming, in the
end, actually inhibits them from seeking
care. Even in the mental healthcare
system, mentally ill people are solely
held responsible for their struggles. Many
of my friends are told that they have an
“attitude problem” by their therapists.
Moreover, the mental healthcare system
is quite narrowly accessible. Sessions with
a therapist are so costly that most people
cannot afford it.

Organisations such as the WHO
and many other mainstream voices are
offering “solutions” for suicides and other
mental health issues. Big corporations
are hiring yoga experts and arranging
mindfulness meditation training sessions
for their employees. This sort of approach
is being deployed even in the U.S.
military’s training sessions—it helps to
calm the mind while they pull the trigger
on the so-called enemy. The wellness
industry has been including yoga,
mindfulness, mediation and personal
wellbeing. Where the Western healthcare
system divides mind from body, yoga
does not split one from the other.

Yoga tourism, yoga retreats or cruises

to ‘exotic’ Indian cities are becoming
popular in the West. Yoga has already
become one of the top fitness trends in
recent years, with approximately 300
million practitioners worldwide. The
yoga and mindfulness industry is worth
trillions of dollars. Millions of books on
these topics are for sale.

In many corporations today, these kinds
of wellness programmes are considered
must-have, rather than good-to-have.
Service providers are promising to reduce
the stress and anxiety of employees,
which in turn would help to increase
their productivity. By taking the case of
mindfulness, Ronald Purser, a professor
of San Francisco State University who
studies corporate culture, shows in his
book McMindfulness: How Mindfulness
Became the New Capitalist Spirituality how
it has become a tool for the corporations
to pacify their workers to be content
with the injustice and inequalities under
capitalism. Most obnoxiously, these kind of
programmes train workers to be happy with
their unsecured, precarious lives.
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