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Ann Cvetkovich begins Depression: A Public Feeling with The Depression Journals—thirty pages on
her experiences of stagnation, isolation and despair that occurred alongside the development of
her academic career. Like the memoir genre to which Depression: A Public Feeling often responds,
these passages are individual stories of personal struggle with, and later treatment for,
depression. However, the short memoir also introduces the political questions through which
Cvetkovich considers these moments of despair, and as such, the contribution that her descriptive
approach to depression offers feminist studies.

Like much recent work in queer and feminist cultural studies that treats emotion and feelings as
culturally and politically significant (Ahmed, 2004; Ngai, 2005; Love, 2007), Cvetkovich sees
depression as revealing something of the social, psychic, affective and political nature of our
public and individual lives. She takes seriously the academic and artistic potential of thinking
through these emotions without requiring their transformation into intelligible political or social
expressions. While recognising the desire to move on from individual experiences of feeling bad,
she suggests that holding onto depression as something more than a moment of wrong-feeling
may allow us to critically engage in the political spaces in which these feelings find their route,
and, potentially, their repair.

This reading of a depression is one that asks the reader to take ordinary feelings of depression as
something more than symptomatic, and as implicated in complex public and affective spheres.
Questioning the frames through which we view these feelings may pose questions for readers more
familiar with medical models of depression. However, the introduction does excellent work in
situating such an approach within, as well as offering a broad introduction to, more recent work in
feminist affect studies.

Just as in Cvetkovich’s (2003) An Archive of Feeling, building alternative and interdisciplinary
archives is integral to her development of a political and cultural concept of depression.
Approaching materials with which the reader may be unfamiliar could risk narrowing the political
and artistic questions these sources may separately raise. Yet the limitations of this approach are
carefully described in the book, alongside a strong discussion on the inclusion of personal
memoir. Importantly, Cvetkovich’s archives both support an argument for the ordinariness of
depression and highlight the critical potential of thinking through less theoretically explored
cultural spaces and methods.

As such, Part 2 of the book is where the creative, academic and personal potential of Cvetkovich’s
work becomes evident. Part 2 places her own experience in conversation with these alternative
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archives of sadness, to consider what thinking through works on colonial legacies, class, race and queer
theory might offer in framing depression as a public feeling and experience.

Beginning with a discussion of an excerpt by Cornel West and an ‘emotional colour line’ of sadness
(p. 116), Cvetkovich responds to questions of feeling bad and feeling better, within an archive of works
that trace sadness through political violence, racism and psychic trauma. Here Cvetkovich troubles the
circumstances in which we recognise abnormal feelings of unhappiness and collects an ‘archive of ordinary
racism’ (p. 121) to make ‘a case for a racialised understanding of depression’ (p. 121). These alternative
archives offer not only ways of identifying gaps in depression narratives ‘which tend to presume a white
and middle class subject for whom feeling bad is frequently a mystery’ (p. 115), but also ways of mapping
depression and recovery in ordinary, political, cultural and artistic processes.

It is important that Cvetkovich is able to balance the personal desire for feeling better alongside a
questioning of the investment that exists in both medical and critical social models of depression.
Importantly, while this approach never undermines the experience of depression by positioning it only as a
construction, it still draws attention to commonplace assumptions about feeling sad, being political and
getting better. Cvetkovich weaves her own journal through the critical reading that makes her work so
compelling—simultaneously taking seriously, and asking us to question, the more familiar narrative she
has just shared.

And, when Cvetkovich later turns to community-based queer and feminist craft and arts spaces as the
basis for a discussion of habit and repair, we see that this is not an approach to staying with negativity
against possibility. In her careful discussion of craft and a ‘utopia of ordinary habit’ (p. 154) grounded by
public feelings of sadness, I was left with a feeling of unexpected hopefulness. This is because I found
Cvetkovich’s refusal to accept depression purely as an unhelpful feeling of defeat cautiously uplifting.
Through her discussion of slow, habitual and practice-based reflection, I sensed that Cvetkovich’s take on
depression is not necessarily one of moving on, but moving with the feelings, questions and political
contradictions that shape our public and private selves.
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