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Towards Better Mental Health

The deinstitutionalization of the mentally

ill has presented a challenge to all
Canadians. If we are to improve our

collective mental health, we must change
our approach to mental illness on the way

to a generally healthier society ...

Despite the progress made in the treatment of mental
illness in recent years, some of our thinking about
the subject is back in the dark ages. It was then that
European bishops spread the doctrine that madness
derived from sin. Other theologians claimed that mad
people were possessed by demons, but nonetheless
blamed the victims for having somehow invited the
demons to possess them. In any case, the theory that
insane people brought insanity on themselves gave
others an excuse to despise them, a medieval attitude
which persists to this very day.

In a society which is supposed to care for those
who are suffering through no fault of their own,
mentally ill people continue to be treated callously.
Perhaps this is because so-called “‘normal” people find
them threatening. The same good, kind citizens who
would help a physically-injured person on crutches
to cross the street will hurry across the street
themselves to get away from a mentally-ill person who
is raving. Though the great majority of mentally
disturbed persons are harmless, all are automatically
deemed to be dangerous, an impression strengthened
by terror books and movies which glory in depicting
obsessed kidnappers, ‘‘homicidal maniacs’ and other
criminal psychopaths.

When a society is prejudiced against a group
whether consciously or not, it unfailingly makes its
members into objects of ridicule. And now as ever,
jokes about “‘crazy”’ people abound. The mentally
ill are called facetious names like ‘‘nuts’ and
“‘loonies,”” the latter harking back to the fact that
“lunacy”’ was once thought be caused by the phases
of the moon, an idea which originated with the ancient
Romans. The jokes and jibes reflect another

prejudicial myth, which is that mental illness can be
a painless and even a pleasant condition. People will
refer to a mental institution as the “‘funny farm’’ or
the ““laughing academy,’’ conjuring up a stereotypical
picture of its inmates talking to themselves in blissful
fantasies.

Typical of the notion that madness is not so bad
after all are the words of the iconoclastic essayist
Logan Pearsall Smith: ‘‘Are there not soporific
dreams and sweet deleriums more soothing than
reason?” Well, no — in fact, those “‘sweet deleriums”’
are usually either the products of misinformed
imaginations like Pearsall Smith’s or the manic phase
of manic depression, one of the grimmest of all mental
afflictions. Ex-mental patients will testify that having
no control over your mind is a very horrible condition
indeed.

Perhaps we as a society like to pretend that the
mentally ill are happy in their state to assuage our
guilt over the way we have treated them. For many,
many years in this ostensibly liberal country,
“normal”’ people stayed as far away from their
mentally-ill compatriots as they possibly could. This
was accomplished by locking them up out of the sight
of the public. In pre-Confederation Canada, people
who had been incarcerated solely for being of
unsound mind were put in prisons alongside criminals
who treated them with great cruelty. So shocking was
their condition that it led to campaigns for the
protection of the insane. These succeeded in having
mental ‘‘hospitals’’ established across the country
during the latter part of the 19th century. But the
hospitals eventually proved to be just as inhumane
as the jails.






