
Topic: My proposed research paper will examine the ways in which the portrayal of mental
illnesses in the media have changed throughout history.

Mental illnesses have historically been and still are one of the most misunderstood

diseases affecting humankind, despite the fact that one in five adults suffer from some sort of

mental illness at any given time. The term “mental illness” accounts for an extensive list of

diseases and disorders, including bipolar disorder, schizophrenia, depression, anxiety, and

attention- deficit disorder. While almost everyone knows someone affected by some sort of

mental ailment, it is interesting to note that these diseases are still so commonly misconstrued.

This is due, in part, by the portrayal of mental illnesses by the media in both the past and the

present. Therefore, my proposed research paper will examine the ways in which the depiction of

mental illnesses in print media have changed from the 20th to the 21st century.

Though these diseases have existed since the beginning of time, they began to become

more prevalent and “accepted” during the first sixty years of the 20th century. I do not mean

accepted in the sense that society deemed them welcome, but in the sense that they were

recognized as a problem and addressed as such. While society was able to acknowledge mental

illnesses as severe ailments, they were still incapable of understanding the origin or the meaning

of these diseases. This lack of understanding and ignorance is clear in the articles written about

them during this period. For example, the article “This is it, Honey” from The New Yorker in

1953, tells of an alcoholic man who attempts suicide twice and admits to the police that he

strangled his wife. However, there are no signs of strangulation and she, in fact, died of a heart

attack. While he is sent to a mental institution on two separate occasions, he is released within

days without a second thought or diagnosis other than alcoholism (McKelway).  In another



article from The New Yorker in 1926, “A Mental Mystery,” a man tells about his wife who

compulsively starts things from the middle rather than the beginning. Whether it be a story, a

movie, or a conversation, she always starts in the middle. While this seems to be a severe case of

obsessive- compulsive disorder, the author simply describes it as an ailment and relates it to

another woman who acts in the same manner (Folwell). It is obvious that both of these articles

are speaking of some kind of mental disorder, yet each one fails to address it despite the

peculiarity of the cases. Because of society’s lack of understanding of mental illnesses as a

whole, the media portrays this ignorance as well. Therefore, for the first sixty years of the 20th

century, print media depicts mental illnesses as seemingly incomprehensible.

After the passing of the Community Mental Health Act of 1963, which banned the

institutionalization of patients who were not in imminent danger of harming themselves or

others, the treatment and quality of life for those with mental deficits was greatly increased

(“Mental Retardation Facilities and Community Mental Health Centers Construction Act”). *

With this, came a new era of optimism about mental health itself and a better understanding

about mental health disorders. However, that does not mean that it was depicted in the media this

way. In the 1993 New York Times article, “Rape and the Mentally Retarded,” the title itself makes

it clear that ignorance regarding the topic of the mentally ill was still at play during this time

(Lombardi). While the article does address the victimization of those with mental deficits,

throughout the article, the mentally ill are constantly regarded as “mentally retarded,” showing

the lack of understanding and respect by society for those with mental disorders during this

period of time.



Despite the knowledge we gained regarding the causes, symptoms, and treatments of

various mental health disorders at the turn of the 21st century, depictions in the media continued

to stigmatize those with mental illnesses through news stories highlighting violence and other

negative effects. The 2013 article “1,200 Killed by Mental Patients,” states that between 2001

and 2010, a little over 1,200 people were killed by mental patients (Parry and Moyes). This

article accentuates the fact that children were part of this number in order to attract the pathos of

the reader. Another tactic used to evoke emotion from the reader is their exploitation of side- by-

side photos of victim and aggressor. This article emphasizes the potential violence of mental

health patients in order to further alienate them and label them as “bad” or “dangerous.” This is

true of another 2013 article from The New York Times, “A Tie to Mental Illness in the Violence

Behind Bars.” This article details how the prisons with the highest numbers of mentally ill

inmates also have the highest number of incidents. The author claims that this is no coincidence

and provides statistics to support his claims, such as that while the average number of incident

reports for Texas prisons was 8 per 100 inmates, the prison with the most violent mentally ill

inmates had 41 per 100 (Grissom). Both of these articles work to highlight the rare violent

tendencies of those with mental disorders which only further stigmatize them in society’s eyes.

However, in the past three years, efforts have finally been made to end the stigma

associated with mental illnesses, and it is shown through the media. In the 2016 article, “Surgeon

General: 1 in 7 in USA Will Face Substance Addiction,” the author reinforces that addiction is a

disease of the brain rather than a flaw in character or morals and urges for the investment in

treatment options for those with a substance abuse disorder. He insists that solving this problem

will not be simple, but that it will take society as a whole coming together (Hafner). This shows a



major shift in the tone used to talk about mental illnesses from articles written just a few years

prior. Another 2016 article, “Violence and Mental Illness: Is Media Overplaying the Link?”

actually addresses the misconceptions of previous articles by stating “that nearly 40 percent of

news stories about mental illness connected it with violent behavior,” and that “that number does

not match up with the 5 percent of violence” directly related to mental illness (Welch). This

article not only helps to rid society of some of the stigma surrounding mental illnesses, it also

negates previous stories linking mental illness to violence, such as the ones referenced in the

previous paragraph. While it is true that some violence can be directly linked to mental illnesses,

it is as little as 5 percent in comparison to the extensive amounts of articles linking the two. The

article “Mental Illness, Violence, and Stigma: The Need for Accuracy in the Media” also

examines the validity of news stories linking violence to mental illness. The author addresses the

negative connotations of most news stories relating to mental illness, stating that “40 percent

linked mental illness and interpersonal violence, [that] 30 percent linked mental illness with

suicide,” and that a mere “14 percent of stories discussed successful treatment” (Sukel). “We

Need Better Funding for Mental Health Services” advocated for the mentally ill by arguing that

more funding needs to be allocated to mental health treatment and facilities. The author argues

that more funding would not only allow mentally ill patients to survive, but to thrive. He claims

that their unfair treatment is unjust and has a hopeful attitude towards reformation of the system

(Osher). This further proves that recent years have changed the attitude towards mental health in

the media. All of these stories address the need for decreasing the stigma associated with mental

illness and negate previous arguments portraying the mentally disabled as inherently bad. In the



past few years, steps have been taken to advocate for the mentally ill through media outlets in

order to depict them accurately and to help remove feelings of alienation.

Overall, depictions of the mentally ill in the media have been wildly inaccurate or

exaggerated up until recent years. While portrayals of the mentally ill in print media began as

incomprehensible one- hundred years ago, they have finally come to be portrayed accurately

within the past few years. Society is conditioned to believe what they read in the media, therefore

it is important to correctly represent those with mental deficits in order to finally eliminate the

stigma surrounding the mentally ill.
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