The Bear Necessities of Stress (Wetherell, 2022)

In “The Bear Necessities of Stress”, Mark Wetherell (2022) explains how the body reacts to stress and how both short-term and long-term stress affect our health. He uses the image of coming face-to-face with a bear in the woods to describe what happens when the brain detects danger. This instantly activates the sympathetic adrenal medullary (SAM) system, releasing adrenaline and noradrenaline to get the body ready to fight or run away. After about 20–30 minutes, the hypothalamic–pituitary–adrenal (HPA) axis releases cortisol, which helps maintain energy and keep the body in “survival mode.”

Because researchers obviously can’t use real bears, they study stress in the lab using different techniques. People might have to put their hand in ice-cold water, do public speaking, or complete difficult multitasking exercises (Wetherell & Carter, 2014). These tasks make heart rate, blood pressure, and cortisol rise, which helps scientists measure how stress affects the body. Later studies added social evaluation, where participants were told they weren’t doing well, which made stress levels increase even more (Wetherell et al., 2017).

Wetherell’s team also looked at real-life examples, such as people doing skydives. Interestingly, both first-time and experienced skydivers showed similar cortisol spikes, showing that even when we get used to a stressful situation, the body still reacts the same way. However, people who live with ongoing pressure – such as parents caring for autistic children – tend to have high cortisol levels throughout the day and a blunted morning cortisol awakening response. This chronic stress pattern is linked to tiredness, low mood, and health problems (Lovell & Wetherell, 2011; Lovell, Moss, & Wetherell, 2012).

The research also shows that social support and finding positives in difficult situations can reduce stress. Caregivers who wrote about positive aspects of their experience reported lower anxiety and depression (Lovell, Moss, & Wetherell, 2015).

Wetherell ends by saying that short-term stress is useful and helps us respond to challenges, but long-term stress can harm both body and mind. To stay healthy, it’s important to “balance the bear” – in other words, find ways to manage daily stress and recover before it builds up over time.
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Introduction 
	•	Define melancholia — originally meaning deep sadness or despondency, now related to clinical depression.
	•	Briefly state how views of melancholia have evolved from ancient medical and spiritual explanations to modern psychological and biological understandings.
	•	Outline essay structure:
	•	Historical origins (Hippocrates and humoral theory)
	•	Shifts in understanding during Renaissance & Enlightenment
	•	19th–20th century medicalisation and Freud’s psychoanalytic view
	•	Biological psychiatry and antidepressants
	•	Modern biopsychosocial and holistic approaches

Our understanding of melancholia has shifted from supernatural and moral interpretations to complex biopsychosocial models, with treatment evolving from primitive remedies to evidence-based psychological and medical interventions.


Main Body

 Ancient & Medieval Understanding 
Hippocrates (5th century BCE): Melancholia caused by an excess of black bile — part of the four humours theory.
Treatments: balancing humours through diet, exercise, and purging.
Melancholia linked with temperament — creative yet sorrowful (e.g. Aristotle’s view of melancholic genius).	Medieval period: religious and moral explanations — viewed as sin, demonic possession, or moral weakness.
Treatments: prayer, exorcism, confinement in monasteries or asylums.
Renaissance to Enlightenment 
Shift toward rationalism and early medicalisation.
Thinkers like Robert Burton (1621, The Anatomy of Melancholy) explored psychological causes such as love, idleness, and fear.
Early asylums formed — mixed moral and medical care	Enlightenment brought focus on reason, observation, and humanism — leading to more humane treatment (e.g. Philippe Pinel unchaining asylum patients).
19th & Early 20th Century: Scientific and Psychoanalytic Approaches 
Psychiatry emerges as a discipline — melancholia classified as a mental illness.
Emil Kraepelin distinguished manic-depressive illness (now bipolar disorder) from schizophrenia.
Sigmund Freud (1917, Mourning and Melancholia): saw melancholia as internalised loss and self-directed anger — laying groundwork for psychodynamic therapy.
	Treatments included rest cures, electrotherapy, and early talk therapy.
	Continued stigma — institutionalisation common.

 Mid to Late 20th Century: Biological and Pharmacological Revolution 
Discovery of antidepressants (MAOIs and tricyclics in 1950s) marked a major turning point. Depression reframed as a biochemical imbalance — focus on neurotransmitters like serotonin.
Development of ECT (electroconvulsive therapy) and later SSRIs (e.g., Prozac in the 1980s)	Growth of diagnostic systems such as DSM-III (1980) defining “major depressive disorder.”
	Criticisms: over-reliance on medication, neglect of social and psychological roots.
. 21st Century: Biopsychosocial and Holistic Models 
Modern understanding integrates biological, psychological, and social factors (Engel, 1977).
Treatments: CBT, mindfulness-based therapies, and trauma-informed care.
Renewed interest in lifestyle medicine, nutrition, and psychedelic-assisted therapy (e.g. psilocybin research for treatment-resistant depression).
Recognition of individual differences, neurodiversity, and cultural context.
	Emphasis on early intervention, self-care, and reducing stigma.
 
Conclusion 

Summarise the evolution: from black bile to brain chemistry, from asylums to therapy rooms. Emphasise that while treatments have become more humane and effective, the search for balance between medical, psychological, and social perspectives continues.
Conclude that understanding melancholia today requires recognising both its biological underpinnings and its human emotional depth.
: The story of melancholia reflects psychology’s journey from superstition to science — and from punishment to compassion.
