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Save lives this winter

Sleeping on the streets is incredibly dangerous. 

Without urgent action, it can lead to complex health and wellbeing 
problems – and even death.

We need your help during these emergency conditions to save lives.

Please donate using the enclosed form or by visiting 
www.caritasanchorhouse.org.uk/donate

We urgently need your donations
When the cold sets in, and lives are at risk, we are a life line for people sleeping
on the street. By donating to us today you are giving a homeless person in your
community the chance to be safe, warm, and importantly rebuild their lives. 

With your help
Your support could help us to welcome more people in and off the streets this
winter, and provide specialised support to help each person on their journey
away from homelessness for good. 
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A history of 
exhaustion

Today must be the most 
exhausting time to be 
alive: There is endless 
news to read, email to 
respond to, work to  
finish, photos to post, 
and with it all, rarely a 
full night’s rest. Right?
Hardly. In this edition of  
engage,we briefly  
look at how different 
ages have viewed 
exhaustion.
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To switch off

What research points to is our 
inability to switch off and relax, 
either because of internal anxieties 
or those placed upon us by a boss, 
by society or by all of these things.

“Many of my patients experience a deep sense 
of shame about their feelings,” explains  
Dr Nick Read, author of Sick and Tired. 
“They feel they are failing and fear that people 
might see that they might be failing.”

Why is depression the commonest illness 
in the Western world? Read argues that 
‘functional illnesses’ such as constant 
tiredness, the inability to sleep, anxiety 
that makes you ill, are caused by the 
body’s failure to adapt to social change. 
“Modern technology informs us, educates us, 
but it means that we are constantly threatened 
by global catastrophe, climate change and 
terrorist attack.

Modern life is exhausting because we often 
feel compelled to live by its standards, even 
though technically we have a choice to live 
otherwise. People have to realise that they do 
have a choice to change some parts of their 
life, at least.”

Pride in exhaustion

It seems that some people have  
taken great pride in their  
exhaustion. Why do some of us feel 
the need to boast about the demands 
on us?

Burnout-related exhaustion, for ex-
ample, revolves around the concept of 
chronic stress that eventually takes its 
mental and physical toll. 

The implications of a burnout  
diagnosis are that people were too 
hard-working, too conscientious, too 
caring, too committed, all of which are 
essentially viewed as positive attributes.

Moreover, a burnout diagnosis implies 
that there are external, work-related 
reasons for one’s exhaustion, as opposed 
to complex internal, psychological 
factors, as is often the case in depression. 
Depression is still much more 
stigmatised than burnout. Being able 
to blame one’s exhaustion on external 
factors such as work allows sufferers to 
keep their sense of self intact: It is the 
outside world, the organisation or even 
the political system, that is at fault. 

Sexual impropriety 

The Victorians believed exhaustion 
was caused by sexual impropriety. 

In the 18th century, exhaustion became 
considered a medical result of spiritual 
or moral shortcomings – not least to do 
with sex. The symptoms of lethargy and 
exhaustion was seen as evidence of sexual 
degeneracy. Doctors came to link  
exhaustion to improper sexual activities 
and began to make medical arguments 
about the dangers of those kinds of  
behaviours.

Women in their place 

Exhaustion became a gender 
issue too. 

In 1874 the British psychiatrist Henry 
Maudsley wrote that everyone has a 
limited amount of bodily energy and 
women’s energy is mostly focused on 
their reproductive system – as this is their 
main function in society. 

According to Maudsley, women 
squandering their energies on pursuits 
like reading, writing and studying 
would therefore likely hinder their 
reproductive abilities. Some doctors 
suggested that women who went out 
and engaged their brains, and actually 
worked, would then suffer terrible 
physical consequences – even death!

Brainwork caused 
exhaustion  

In the 1880’s, doctors decided that 
exhaustion was all to do with, not 
blood, but nerves.

In the 1880s an American doctor named 
George Beard popularised a name for 
this condition: “neurasthenia.” In Beard’s 
view, nerves got weakened, much like 
ropes do, by putting too much strain on 
them – through too much thinking.

His neurasthenia was seen as an affliction 
of sensitive, creative and refined types 
who had engaged in too much brainwork 
and being tired came to be seen as some-
thing of a social distinction. By the same 
token, people who led undemanding 
mental lives like manual labourers were 
deemed not to suffer from exhaustion.

And it wasn’t considered a problem for 
non-European races either, who were 
thought not to have the same mental 
refinement. Exhaustion became a vehicle 
for propping up social prejudices and the 
status quo – including colonialism.

The Ancient Greeks 

The preoccupation with  
exhaustion goes all the way back to 
Greek antiquity. 

In the Greek golden age of the 5th to 
the 3rd centuries BC, most doctors 
believed that our health was governed by 
a balance in four fluids called humours 
that circulated around the body: blood, 
black and yellow bile, and phlegm.  
Several centuries later, famous Greek 
physician Galen was still blaming  
exhaustion on an imbalance in these 
humours. 

Exhaustion (called acedia or sloth)  
was even considered a sin in the 16th 
century, when Pieter Bruegel, the Elder, 
(below) depicted it in his series “Seven 
Deadly Sins.”


