Adam Gould, speaking as a consumer of mental health services, gave this address to the Get Up! Mental Health Vigil in Adelaide on August 10th.

Stigma surrounding mental illness is still a fact of life. I'll give you an example. Let's say I walk into a bar, with my leg in plaster up to the hip. I stroll in see a girl sitting at the bar, pull a stool up beside her and start talking. Chances are, if you want it, you'll get her phone number. Now try walking into a bar with your mental illness on full display. Do you think you'd even get a conversation? 


This  isn't the worst face of stigma though. Those of us who suffer from a mental illness have to deal with stigma from a profoundly different angle. You see, it's a common belief, to the mentally ill and not mentally ill, that mental illness is a bad thing. It often takes the consumer years to get over their own stigma surrounding their illness. This obviously does not contribute in a healthy manner to their illness, it only exacerbates things. We have to overcome the stigma in ourselves first. And education is the key. 


Much of the stigma surrounding mental illness comes from language, and the way the media uses it- Here's a fairly common example- “Today a man with schizophrenia robbed a service station”. Now this is the only illness we will talk about in a crime report- you'll never hear, “A woman with herpes robbed a convenience store today”- mental illness is often considered as a common cause of violence, and wrongly so. The sad truth is that people with a mental illness are much more likely to be the subject of violence. We the people have to say to the media, “Enough, don't feed us nonsense and assumptions, give us the truth.” I mean with the road toll we list it daily, why? Because we want to raise awareness of, and reduce the risks of driving. Why don't we do this with suicides? Tell the people how often we are failing to render meaningful help, to those who need it most. Then, maybe, we, the largest minority in Australia, a minority that has a direct impact on the lives of the majority, will get the help we deserve. Because it's not mental illness that's the leading cause of death for people under forty, it's our apathy, we are allowing this to happen.


40,000 missing the services they require. I mean what happened? Did we leave forty thousand people in the pocket of our other pants? Forty thousand is deceptive, it doesn't give you an idea of the human cost; each of these persons has hopes and dreams, visions that the long to see come pass. Lets put it in terms that are more accurate. We have, and are failing forty thousand people, yet you will never see this in the press, you wont hear politicians talk about it, it wont turn up in day to day conversation. I know some of these forty thousand. The girl who was twisted by drug induced psychosis and was dumped in Melbourne with two hundred dollars. The young guy who could play guitar like a kid dancing with a train, so wrapped up in paranoia and sexually confused he tries to cut his own genitals off. The kid who lived homeless for six years and wallowed in a life of petty crime, frequently raped, denied help and support because he didn't have a set of ID. There are forty thousand stories like this, forty thousand people who we, the nation of Australia forgot.


We are lucky though, because we will know clearly when the system is adequate; when stigma is nonexistent and not one soul is lost. Until then, we must strive to evolve our thoughts. We, the mentally ill are no less talented and capable of great deeds than the supposed normal people and while we may not be able to return to the jobs of our past, we can be repurposed for the future, and not one is expendable, not one deserves to be “missing”. 


It has been said that you can measure the humanity of a nation by the way it treats its weakest citizens, The imprisoned and the mentally ill. With forty thousand people not getting the help they require I hate to think what that says about us

Adam Gould

