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A good book is 
a balm for the 
mind and soul
C

an books alter your 
mood? Can they coun-
ter the debilitating 
effects of depression, 
anxiety and related 
disorders? Might they 

even serve as an alternative 
to drug therapy or psycho-
therapy?

according to the HSE and the Irish 
College of General Practitioners, 
‘there is very good evidence for the 
effectiveness of high quality self-help 
books with psychological problems 
such as mild depression, anxiety, 
panic and eating disorders’. What’s 
more, they ‘can be highly effective 
when used as the main source of help, 
or in addition to prescribed medica-
tion or counselling’. The result is 
‘Bibliotherapy’ or the ‘use of books 
for therapeutic purposes’.

Last week, the HSE, ICGP and 
Dublin City Council’s library service 
launched the Power of Words biblio-
therapy scheme. a list of 97 self-help 
books, recommended and reviewed 
by a group of GPs and psychologists, 
has been circulated ‘to all GPs 
throughout the country and public 
libraries nationally’. 

as someone who writes for a living, 
I applaud the initiative. nothing has 
more power to change the course of a 
human life than a good book. 

as philosopher Richard Rorty once 
remarked: ‘We are the books we have 
read.’ If I have often written about 
the power of children’s books, it is 
because they have morally trans-
formed my sons. 

Currently, our eldest is obsessed 
with antoine de Saint-Exupery’s 
novella The Little Prince. Voted best 
book of the 20th Century in France, it 
is a profound reflection on the human 
condition, one whose central mes-
sage is contained in these lines: ‘One 
sees clearly only with the heart. What 
is essential is invisible to the eye.’

Having read The Little Prince, I 
know my son will be a different per-
son. a book can change a life because 
you are, quite literally, engaging with 
another being. 

In reading, we surrender our view-
point to that of the author, allowing 
him to influence the way we perceive 
others and the world. 

If Judaism, Christianity and Islam 
are ‘religions of the Book’, it is 
because they are rooted in sacred 
texts believed to contain the word of 
God. They are an encounter with the 
almighty, a way of communicating 
with eternity here on Earth. Often, 
the result is complete conversion.

If words have the power to heal, 
transform and convert, they can also 
hurt and harm. Many years ago, I 
took a phone call from one of my 

former students then studying 
abroad. In a trembling voice, she told 
me she could not go on, that her time 
here was at an end. 

Somehow, I managed to convince 
her to get on a plane and come home. 
She was a shadow of herself, a soul 
terrorised by her own mind. With the 
consent of her parents, I managed to 
place her in the care of psychologists 
I trusted. as she slowly recovered, 
she revealed she had become sub-
merged in books by pseudo-philoso-
phers and psychiatrists. 

She had come to believe her life was 
‘inauthentic’, corrupted by ‘bour-
geois’ culture. ‘Liberation’ from those 
constraints could only be won by 
resisting what society deems ‘nor-
mal’, a process that plunged her into 
a spiral of substance abuse. 

With words comes the moral respon-
sibility to use them wisely. Their 
power is such that they can be used 
to glorious or devastating effect. 
Think of what ultimately distin-
guished Churchill from Hitler, and 
you will see it was the moral conse-
quences of his words. 

In a way, writers are physicians. 
They are physicians of the soul, peo-
ple who seek to purify the emotions 
with ink. a good writer rejects ‘art for 
art’s sake’, understanding that his 
principal aim is to evoke a moral con-
version in his readers. 

I
 
 
F we are the books we read, it is 
because they don’t seek to 
numb us to reality. If anything, 
they change the way we look at 
reality, making us more accept-

ing of our predicament. They shine a 
light into dark corners of experience, 
rendering them less threatening, 
more meaningful and beautiful. 

In the end, it was books that saved 
my former student. Very quickly, she 
discovered authors who refuted those 
who led her astray. More than any 
other form of therapy, they restored 
her faith in love and life.

If Bibliotherapy can do that for even 
one person, it will prove an invaluable 
resource. For we live in an age of so 
much despair, so much alienation and 
estrangement. The world is out of 
joint, the old certainties having long 
since collapsed.

Responding to this by reading 
books is neither denial nor escapism. 
It is a way of reconnecting with life as 
it is meant to be lived, a way of realis-
ing you are never alone and that oth-
ers share your sorrows, joys and tri-
umphs. I don’t say reading is the only 
cure for isolation and despair. But 
looking at the effect it has had on my 
life, and on so many around me, I can-
not doubt it is among the very best.
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