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memory. Ir. its szfniples;ﬁfm itgets

you through the day—it is thefoun ;
el dation of routine. In its mosft'cém-f, 52
 plexform, itis the lens through

which we experience life—it is.our

interests, our affections, our faults, :
préjudices, fears and hopes.
It links us to the pdst and

guides us into the future.
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vulsive therapy (ECT), perhaps more commonly
electroshock therapy, in order to treat chronic d
For. the’duration of the two-week, thrice-we:
ments, Akkerman and his wife Liz would leave |
in Camarillo at 4 a:m. and drive to Cottage t
Santa Barbara. Liz would drop Atze off, and his
wottld pick him up in the afternoon.

Up until the final treatment, the only side eff
man experienced were a headache and slight
tion. These side effects were inconsequential i
of the goal; he was promised ECT would cure
sion and restore his quality of Iife.

However, after the last treatment, Akkermsz
stranger waiting to drive him home.

The stranger, he later found out, was his fatt

Some doctors and patients consider ECT a
procedure, a last resort in cases of debilitating
ness. But to its opponents, ECT is a poorly *
potentially dangerous alternative to less invas:

therapy, especially at a time when the effic:
chotropic medication is constantly improving

Akkerman is clearly of the latter opinion—
he suffers from is profound and unyielding.

A softspoken man with a gentle demeanor,
been robbed of not only his past but alsohisp
of self, Only after he lost ties to the most im
tionships—his wife, two children, parents a1
did he realize how much a person’s identity
relationships. Relationships, he said, are buj
memories. Robbed of those memories, one lo
and connection to others.

It seems like I've replaced somebody el
“He's losing a wife, he's distancing himself £
and I'm in his body. I'm screwing up his life.”

The origins of ECT emerge amid the imprec
early 20th-century medicine, during a time w
tally ill were grossty mistreated and frequent
rats in the burgeoning field of psychiatry.
Italian psychiatrist Ugo Cerletti is known
of ECT. In 1938, he observed slaughterh
inducing epileptic seizures in pigs via an ele
the brain. The procedure put the pigs ina



- In January of 2000 Akkerman underwen - electroco
vulswe therapy (EC‘I'}, ‘perhaps more commonly known as
electroshock therapy, in order to treat chronic depresslon
For the duration of the two-week, thrice-weekly treat-:
ments, Akkerman and his wife Liz would leave their home
in Camarillo at 4 a.m. and drive to Cottage Hospital in
Santa Barbara. Liz would drop Atze off, and his father Art
would pick him up in the afternoon.

Up until the final treatment, the only side effects Akker-
man experienced were a headache and slight disorienta-
tion. These side effects were inconsequential in the scope
of the goal; he was promised ECT would cure his depres-
sion and restore his quality of life.

However, after the last treatment, Akkerman found a
stranger waiting to drive him home.

The stranger, he later found out, was his father.

Some doctors and patients consider ECT a life-saving
procedure, a last resort in cases of debilitating mental ill-
ness. But to its opponents, ECT is a poorly researched,
potentially dangerous alternative to less invasive forms of
therapy, especially at a time when the efficacy of psy-
chotropic medication is constantly improving.

Akkerman is clearly of the latter opinion—the amnesia
he suffers from s profound and unyielding.

A softspoken man with a gentle demeanor, he feels he's
been robbed of not only his past but also his present sense
of self. Only after he lost tles to the most important rela-
tionships—his wife, two children, parents and brother—
did he realize how much a person's identity is defined by
relationships. Relationships, he sald, are built on shared
memories. Robbed of those memories, one loses his place
and connection to others.

"It seems like I've replaced somebody else,” he sald.
‘He's losing a wife, he's distancing himself from his kids,
ind I'm in his body. I'm screwing up his life.”

o

induci.ng a complate an perma.nﬂut vegetative state. |

Over time, ECT was given in more controlled doses. In
many cases, it became a miracle cure for the hopelessly :
mentally ill. Psychiatrists had no idea how ECT worked;

they knew only that previously depressed patients came
out of treatment in a state of dizzy euphoria.

With the reduced frequency of treatments, severe mem-
ory loss became.slightly less common; however;, broken
bones from the violent ECT-induced convulsions
remained a problem. In The Bell Jar, the late poet Sylvia
Plath described ECT she received in 1953 at the age of 20as
treatment for suicidal depression:

... and with each flash, a great jolt drubbed me till I
thought my bones would break and the sap fly out of me
like a split plant.”

“I wondered,” she wrote, “what terrible thing it was
that I had done.”

The 1960s ushered In what became known as “modi-
fied" ECT; doctors began using anesthesia and muscle
relaxants to stop convulsions and prevent skeletal frac-
tures. Many ECT patients were able to quickly returnto a
normal life post treatment; however, the issue of memory
loss remained. In 1972, a survey of psychiatrists ylelded
the following statement: “Treatments leave irrecoverable
gaps in memory, and... a large number of treatments cause
intellectual deterioration, seizures or personality blunting
akin to the effects of a lobotomy."

In the years since, further measures have been taken to
make ECT more “humane.” However, the past, combined
with current debate over the potential for memory loss,
has taken its toll. Despite improvements, stereotypes of
ECT resign it to a sort of cultural bedlam.

The origins of ECT emerge amid the imprecise science of _

arly 20th-century medicine, during a time when the men-
ally ill were grossly mistreated and frequently used as lab
ats'in the burgeoning field of psychiatry.

Italian psychiatrist Ugo Cerletti is known as the father
£ ECT. In 1938, he observed slaughterhouse workers
nducing epileptic seizures in pigs via an electric shock to
he brain. The procedure put the pigs in a passive state,

-.EC‘I‘ h'eamlents take place in a series, for example three
‘treatments a week during a month. If the first series of
}.maunents does not produce a desired result, a follow-up
series ‘will be done. After that, there may be periodic
"ma.tntenance" treatments—a "“jiffy Jolt,” as it's some-
 times called. In fact, some patients become addicted to the
post-ECT euphoria that can last up to several months after

ECT is temparary memory  problems, ‘butmemnry mtums
quickly after a course of treatment.”

However, an edition of the Harvard Mental' Health let-
ter; published one year later, expresses far less certainty:
“The most worrisome side effect [of ECT] is temporary
memory loss, which may persist in a few cases.” This
remains “a controversial issue,” the newsletter declares.

Memory s’ divided into types: declarative, episodic and

‘kinetic. Declarative memory includes remembered facts—
dates, historical events, the stuff we learn in school or
‘fmmreading the newspaper. Episodic memory is far more
{personal and subjective. It includes our experiences fil-
< téred through our individual worldview—the memory of a

childhood Christmas and the feelings that accompany that
memory. Kinetic memory involves physical actions that
become almost routine—driving, tying shoes.

Akkerman has lost his declarative and episodic memo-
ries. While he's able to form new memories, he has no
sense of his childhood, his extensive musical training or
his 17-year marrlage. In conversation, he double-checks
usage of clichés and figures of speech that anyone else
might rattle off without a second thought—things he's
heard other people say but isn't always quite sure what
they mean.

He watches the History Channel and rents videos in an
attempt to relearn about the world. His sense of personal
history begins two years ago—everything prior to that
was the life of another person he's never met.

At first, Akkerman didn't realize how severe his mem-
ory loss was; as Liz eloquently put it, “You don't really
know what you don't know until you need to know it.” He
returned home from the hospital to find he had a family,
something that still seems to come as a surprise to him. At
first he went along, downplaying the memory loss. He
coped through listening and observing to see, as he
described it, “where I fit into the mix.”

Continued on Page 16
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