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Husband”

Arthur Kleinman—Rabb
professor of anthropology,
professor of medical anthro-
pology, and professor of psy-
chiatry—crosses disciplinary
and cultural boundaries (he
has long worked in China) to
explore and enrich the di-
mensions of care beyond the

familiar domains of health technology and finance. In The Soul of Care: The Moral
Education of a Husband and a Doctor (Viking, $27), his most personal work, he looks
inward, to the demands imposed by, and the caregiver’s response to, his late wife’s
catastrophic dementia. From the prologue:

“Get out! Get out!”

My wife, Joan, is scream-
ing, and hitting out wildly
at the stranger in her bed.
She is greatly agitated and
frightened. “Get away
from here. Get out!”

But the man she per-
ceives as a stranger is me,
her husband of more than
40 years. Joan has just wo-
ken up from a midday nap.
It is summer 2009 in Cam- £
bridge, Massachusetts. We &
are in the bedroom of the
home we have lived in for %
27 years.

| try to keep my voice
calm and hide the panic &
rising inside me. “I'm your husband, Ar-
thur. Don’t be so upset, I'm here with
you!”

“You are not! You are not Arthur! You
are an impostor! Get out! Now!” she
yells, shaking and intensely alert, like a
trapped animal.

I try in all the ways | can think of to
calm her and to prove to her that | am
indeed her husband, but she insists, deny-
ing who | am, growing more and more
adamant, more and more upset. | begin
to wonder if this is real or if | have woken
up in a nightmare. Joan feels only terror,
caught in the grip of a delusion that fright-
ens her to the core. This has happened
once before.. .but still | feel totally unpre-
pared to deal with her delirium.

Joan is almost blind and suffers demen-
tia as a result of an atypical kind of early-
onset Alzheimer’s disease....The affected
person systematically misperceives those
close to her and even the physical space
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she is occupying as unreal and fake. As in
Joan’s case, it most often is episodic,
short-lived, and readily forgotten, but for
those close to the sufferer, it can be
world-shattering—as if a bond that has
taken decades to forge can be broken in
an instant.

I’'m a trained psychiatrist. | should
have the tools to deal with this. But right
now, in this moment, | am a shocked and
devastated husband. This episode, like
the first, lasts a few terrible hours. Dur-
ing that time,| have to retreat to anoth-
er part of our house, and wait until it
burns itself out and she has returned to
a calm state. | am also, however, a care-
giver—Joan’s primary caregiver. Several
times | try to engage her in normal con-
versation, but she rejects me. Finally, |
make believe | am someone else, there
to help her.

“Well, get rid of this impostor and find
my real husband,” she implores.

an audience. “How I Fight Unproductivity”
received hundreds of thousands of views;
“Reading a Book a Week Is Changing My
Life” drew millions.

Fish has a distinct confessional style in
his videos, mostly sitting on a chair in his
bedroom and addressing viewers directly.
He speaks animatedly from a script, but
leaves room for improvisation. One could
argue he fits into the YouTube world of self-
help, but he tries to show the process be-
hind his decisionmaking, rather than dole
out inspirational quotes and promises. He
explains, for example, why he decided to
read one book a week (not a day, like other
gurus), how the wide
variety of books has
changed his think-
ing, and how he re-
members what he’s
read. The “hidden
secret” that he tries
to express, he says,
“is that everything
in the self-improve-
ment niche is going
to change a lot based
on what you want,
who you are, and why
you're doing this.” In
a note-taking video,
he presents stud-
ies that convinced
him to take notes by
hand, but acknowledges that typing may
work better for others: the particular mech-
anism is less important than the process as
a whole. Fish often stresses that he’s just
figuring out his life, too.

High school and college students across
the world likely relate most to his videos,
but for those outside that group, his chan-
nel provides a look inside the head of a
highly motivated student trying to do his
best. Viewers can watch how he dealt with
heartbreak, mental health, or a creative lull,
and then click a later video to see how his
thinking has evolved. His personal website
lists every book he’s read for the past year
and a half, and which he plans to read. The
growth that Fish focuses on is what's most
fascinating to observe.

“There are some videos that I look back at
and I cringe and I go, ‘Oh man, I can't believe
that I did that, but it’s all genuine, right? It’s
allreal,” he said. “So, if it’s cringy to me now,
that just means I've grown and that I am a
different person than I was then.”
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