
Book reviews

Edited by Allan Beveridge and Femi Oyebode

Edited by Allan Beveridge
and Femi Oyebode
Possessed: A Cultural
History of Hoarding

By Rebecca R. Falkoff
Cornell University Press. 2021.
£14.99 (pb). 270 pp.
ISBN 9781501752803

This is a masterly and authoritative exposition of the social history
and popular culture of hoarding behaviour. Falkoff has personal
investment in the subject matter, as both her paternal grandmother
and father are hoarders. When her grandmother, Fontaine, died,
there was need to lease a 40-yard garbage lorry to clear out the
detritus of her life. The family found ‘a rattlesnake’s rattle and
17th century ecclesiastical books; stacks indiscriminate with junk
mail and stock certificates; decomposing vermin and rotting food
buried under creaky antiques’.

The opening chapter introduces the Collyers, brothers
Langley and Homer, who lived on Fifth Avenue, New York.
On their death in 1947, 140 tons of combustible material had
to be removed from their mansion, including 14 pianos, rugs,
furniture, clocks, toys, musical instruments, pictures, linen
and clothing. Their story has inspired several accounts, includ-
ing E. L. Doctorow’s Homer and Langley. The Collyers showed
what will be recognised by psychiatrists as Diogenes syndrome
and described in DSM-5 as hoarding disorder. What Falkoff
does, and does superbly well, is to widen the ambit of hoarding
to include not merely the recognisable behaviour, but also the
relationships of hoarding to the extraordinary personal collec-
tion of books (bibliomania), the rise of flea markets and the
use of the symbolism of hoarding in, for example, Conan
Doyle’s Sherlock Holmes stories. She also deals with the cen-
trality of notions of waste in modern society and the natural
response to conserve and to collect. Here, Falkoff identifies
newspapers as objects that are ubiquitous in hoards and psy-
chiatrists who have seen cases will testify to this too. The
paradox is that newspapers are true examples of ephemera.
They have negligible exchange value despite being material
objects with text and are easily discarded yet they feature in
hoards.

I had not fully grasped the relationship between hoarding
behaviour and the collection of books. I suppose because I
had associated hoarding with the collection of useless objects
that are often dirty if not decomposing organic matter. But
the example of Antoine-Marie-Henri Boulard, who collected

600 000 volumes in his six-storey Paris home, and for whom
collecting became a daily habit of wandering to bookstalls and
stores and never returning without buying a book, opened my
eyes. His collection of books became indistinguishable from
one another and were piled in precarious towers like building
blocks.

Falkoff appeals to Freud and psychoanalysis, to Foucault and
Derrida, but ignores the role of organic brain disease in causation.
So, there is no mention of the role of behavioural variant frontotem-
poral dementia, or of how decline in self-care and self-awareness are
mediated by impairments of frontal activity nor of the place of
impairment of disgust recognition and processing in hoarding
behaviour. Nonetheless, this is a major scholarly achievement that
deals with an important subject in a thoughtful and thorough
manner.
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Timothy M. Yang’s Medicated Empire: The Pharmaceutical
Industry and Modern Japan offers a history of opium in the
Japanese Empire in the first half of the twentieth century.
Opium in this book is regarded more as a business opportunity,
and the book explores the politics of the modern pharmaceutical
industry in Japan. Medicine and pharmacy were strongly con-
nected with politics and the market in a quickly modernising
country.

An introduction, epilogue and eight chapters make this book
historically solid, and references to cultural theories provide inspir-
ation. It is also visually interesting, with more than 20 figures from
the advertisements of newspapers, journals and posters in Japan,
Taiwan, Korea and Manchukuo. The most important material
comes from the archives of Hoshi Pharmaceuticals, which was
created by Hoshi Hajime (1873–1951) in 1906. Drugs were not
merely medicine; they were commodities which were important
in the modernisation of Japan and international trade based in
East Asia, Peru, the Dutch East Indies, the USA and other areas.
The commodities created images in the market that shaped
modern bodies; the point here is that they worked without
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consulting any doctors. The state and pharmaceutical companies
attempted to cultivate a culture of self-medication, and Japanese
individuals were becoming rational consumers, productive
workers and obedient state subjects.

This civilising and humanistic plan of therapeutic commodities
was deeply affected by opium, however. Yang has found a lot of clear
evidence that suggests the dependence of the Japanese Empire on
opium. Using the raw materials of opium, cinchona and coca,
Japan prohibited the use of opium-based products by the Japanese
people, but its colonies of Taiwan and Korea and the puppet state
of Manchukuo were places of manufacturing and trading of opium.
The distinction between Japan and its colonies was very rigid. In
1925, however, the police revealed Hoshi Pharmaceuticals’ illicit
activities used to trade opium through links between Japan,
Taiwan, China and Russia, at Vladivostok. Hoshi Pharmaceuticals
thereafter quickly declined. After the defeat of Japan in the Second
WorldWar, during the Allied Occupation of Japan, Hoshi’s continu-
ation of business relating to cinchona and morphine was discovered.
This ended the company.

Missions of civilisation and humanity and the production of
drugs have coexisted with the abuses of the global market of addict-
ive opium. Yang’s book illustrates the widespread addiction to
opium in East Asia. The comparison of Japan with the present-
day situation in the USA, the UK and many other countries is
fascinating.
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This book reviews progress in the provision of care for people
with mental illness during the 50 years between 1960 and 2010,
and the context in which it has taken place. As I qualified in medi-
cine in 1959 the period under consideration coincides closely
with my professional lifetime. I knew many of the major figures
in the field whose names are recalled. The editors have drawn
contributions from a wide range of disciplines some of them com-
mentators and others practitioners in the field of mental health.
The style of the contributions varies widely; some are academic
reviews of particular areas, others present an historical analysis
of the factors that determined events, some are distinctly political
in character and others more in the nature of personal memoirs,
but none the worse for that. There is some repetition of detail but
this serves to illuminate alternative views of developments. Many
events that I experienced, but did not then fully understand, are
clarified by contributions in this volume.

An early event in the period was the announcement in 1961 by
the then Minister of State for Health, Mr Enoch Powell, of his
plans for the mental health services; a part of The Hospital Plan

of 1962. This plan involved the closure of all mental hospitals
and their replacement by services based in the community.
Implementing these changes has occupied the greater part of
the past 50 years and is as yet incomplete. The plans were based
on a number of factors: an awareness that the care given in
mental hospitals had many deficiencies, that long-term residence
in a mental hospital may have damaging effects on the individual,
that new methods of treating mental illness were becoming avail-
able, but in the background was a suspicion that the government
wished to reduce the mental health budget and realise the capital
value of the mental health estate. These issues are strenuously
argued in the book. The process of re-providing for patients in
the community is discussed in several chapters. This seems to
have moved from crisis to crisis, aggravated by changes of govern-
ment, repeated re-organisations of the National Health Service,
the introduction of new concepts of hospital management, differ-
ing views on what was needed and the work constantly threatened
by economic factors.

At much the same time as the new plans for the service were
announced there were important changes to legislation concern-
ing mental illness. The 1959 Mental Health Act, in England and
Wales, made alternative services possible. The thinking behind
these changes is discussed. An enormous expansion of out-
patient work followed, reaching patients with milder forms of
mental distress who would not have been the concern of the ser-
vices delivered from the mental hospitals. Day centres and day
hospitals were established as a part of this change although
there was considerable local variation in the provisions. The
topic of ‘abnormal personality’ is considered in some detail. The
mental health professions were under pressure from successive
governments to participate in the preventive detention of some
individuals regarded as dangerous to the public. The issues that
this raised are of legal, diagnostic, practical and ethical interest
and caused major disagreements between succeeding govern-
ments, which were themselves under pressure from the public to
act, and the relevant professions.

Changes in the provision of services led to enormous changes
in the workforce. This was seen most strikingly in the discipline of
nursing. Hospital attendants gave way to a new profession of
mental health nurses. There were major developments in commu-
nity nursing, greater responsibility and autonomy for nurses and a
role in diagnosis and prescribing. Most importantly schemes of
training were developed to provide this new workforce. The dis-
cipline of clinical psychology scarcely existed at the beginning of
the period and underwent an enormous expansion in numbers.
Part of this expansion allowed clinical psychologists to contribute
to the work in medical care beyond the confines of mental illness
services. There is surprisingly little on social work or occupational
therapy in spite of both disciplines having major roles in the com-
munity. This is all the more surprising considering the impact of
the Seebohm Report of 1968. The profession of psychiatry
expanded greatly during this period in part due to the develop-
ment of the specialties of psychiatry. This expansion was facili-
tated by the establishment of the Royal College of Psychiatrists
in 1971. The College has been very successful in developing train-
ing in psychiatry partly driven by pressure from trainees in its
early years. Whatever one’s views on the curriculum, supervision
and examinations, arrangements are immeasurably better than
before. The book reflects a rather gloomy view of future prospects
for the mental health services but I believe that the development of
training in the full range of disciplines will protect standards of
care.

The editors are to be congratulated on bringing together such a
distinguished group of contributors to discuss these and other
issues. Their diversity is an asset. This book deserves to be widely
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