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Although it was 30 years ago this week, I still remember the 
day like it was yesterday.

I came home from high school and flipped on the television.

The news was on, and that was strange because this was long 
before the days of CNN, MSNBC  or Fox News. 

Back then, there was no such thing as the internet.

So why was the news on during the afternoon?

The president had been shot.

Only a few months earlier, John Lennon was gunned down in 
front of his New York City apartment building.

We didn’t know it then, but in a few more weeks there would 
be an assassination attempt on Pope John Paul II.



Violence was everywhere, it seemed. 

Welcome to 1981. I am a junior at Rumford High School.

I am going back there tomorrow. 

I am going back to my old high school, where I painted a 
mural on the wall of English teacher’s classroom. 

I am again reminded that the more things change, the 
more they stay the same.

“Those who cannot remember the past are condemned to 
repeat it,” said George Santayana, a 19th Century 
philosopher.

When Ronald Reagan was president, U.S. Rep. Gabrielle 
Giffords was 11 years old, John Lennon was buried, and 
I was struggling with acne.

Welcome to 1981



John Lennon, Ronald Reagan, Gabrielle 
Giffords, Pope John Paul II.

And Maine Governor Paul LePage.

No, LePage was not shot, but he did receive a 
death threat from Michael Thomas, a 
Portland man who allegedly vowed to 
assassinate him and reportedly suffered from 
a history of mental instability.

John Lennon, Ronald Reagan, Gabby Giffords, 
Pope John Paul II and Paul Lepage.

Now there’s an interesting group of people, all 
of whom stir some sort of reaction.

The first group



But what about this next group of individuals?

Mark Chapman, John Hinckley, Jared 
Loughner, Mehmet Ali Ağca and Michael 
Thomas are all in custody.

Could their crimes have been prevented?

While speculation abounds regarding the 
motives behind these crimes, and while 
others say these shootings and threats are 
yet more evidence for the need of tougher 
gun laws, there is one common thread 
between these men that both the media and 
general public like to ignore.

Each of these men has a mental illness.

The second group



We like to ignore mental illness. It is an uncomfortable topic, 
but not one that should be dismissed. Otherwise, as 
demonstrated above, the consequences can be fatal.

These high-profile crimes and the men behind them add to the 
burden of mental health advocates who fight daily against the 
stigma associated with mental illness.

In fact, violent acts committed by people with serious mental 
illness comprise an exceptionally small proportion of the 
overall violent crime rate in the U.S. Mentally ill persons are 
much more likely to be the victims of violence, not its 
perpetrators, according to the National Association of Social 
Workers (NASW)

Ignore it or hype it?



Truth or Consequences

� In its March 2011 article, “Budgets Balanced at 
Expense of Mentally Ill,” the NASW newsletter 
also mentions a new report by the U.S. 
Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services 
Administration that shows a nationwide 
decline in behavioral health care spending as 
a share of all health care spending, from 9.3 
percent in 1986 to just 7.3 percent, or $135 
billion out of $1.85 trillion, in 2005.

� Moreover, high-profile incidents such as John 
Hinckley’s attempted assassination of 
President Reagan also give apparent 
permission for the media to stereotype and 
hype mental illness as one that will likely 
produce violent crime. 



Media Madness

In the days following the 2007 massacre at Virginia 
Tech, “Nightly newscasts reported "no known 
motive" and focused on the gunman's anger, sense 
of isolation, and preoccupation with violent 
revenge. 

No one who read or saw the coverage would learn 
what a psychotic break looks like, nor that the vast 
majority of people with mental disorders are not 
violent. This kind of contextual information is 
conspicuously missing from major newspapers 
and TV,” wrote Richard Friedman in “Media and 
Madness,” an article published in the June 23, 2008 
issue of The American Prospect.



Friedman goes on to explain that Hollywood 
has benefited from a “long-standing and lurid 
fascination with psychiatric illness,” referencing 
movies such as Psycho, The Silence of the 
Lambs, One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest and
Fatal Attraction.

According to Friedman, “exaggerated 
characters like these may help make 
"average" people feel safer by displacing the 
threat of violence to a well-defined group.”



The Carter Center does a succinct job of 
defining the problems associated with 
stigma:

“In ancient times the word stigma was 
defined as 'A mark burned into the skin of 
a criminal or slave, a brand.' 

This inhumane treatment was metered 
out to criminals and anyone felt to be a 
threat to society. Have we really come so 
far today? 

Just mention depression or worse Bipolar 
to most employers, family or friends and 
the reaction's generally a negative one.”



Maybe you remember the 1978 movie 
Superman. 

The movie may have been cheesy, but the 
cast was stunning. Some of Hollywood’s 
most enduring and iconic figures were 
featured in that film, including Marlon 
Brando, Gene Hackman, Ned Beatty, Valerie 
Perrine and Margot Kidder.

The film also launched the career of 
Christopher Reeve, a handsome, muscular 
man who was cast in the leading role as the 
Man of Steel.



While participating in an equestrian competition in 
Virginia, Reeve was severely injured and became 
paralyzed in 1995. His injuries elicited support from 
all over the globe. He spent the rest of his brief life 
trying to help others with spinal cord injuries and 
established the Christopher Reeve Foundation.

He was a sympathetic hero. He touched us all. But 
the man of steel could not escape this batch of 
Kryptonite. He died in October 2004 and millions 
mourned his passing.

Now, let us examine the fate of Superman’s leading 
lady, Margot Kidder, a successful actress who was 
cast as the petulant, cynical and manic reporter, 
Lois Clark.



A year after Reeve was paralyzed, Kidder was 
found by police hiding in the bushes in a 
suburban neighborhood near Los Angeles, 
California. She was taken into custody for a 
psychiatric evaluation.

The world was not so nice to Ms. Kidder.
Kidder has a bipolar disorder, so she became 
fair game for the media, late night comedians 
and a slew of derisive web site commentary. 
She was certainly no Superman.

She was human, frail and vulnerable but in a 
different way than her co-star, and that 
difference was best amplified by the ridicule 
that continues to follow her today, some 15 
years after her illness became fodder for her 
former Hollywood colleagues.



Maybe that’s why Marlon Brando spent so many years 
keeping his mental illness a secret.

By the time Superman was released in 1978, Brando was 
already known as one of Hollywood’s most iconic figures. 
The star of “On the Waterfront and “the Godfather,” he was 
a tough guy’s tough guy.

But his mental illness was apparently a bit tougher.

Brando was a deeply troubled man struggling with 
depression, anger, and loneliness, according to those who 
knew him and detailed in an article by the National Center 
on Physical Activity and Disability.

Brando was from a generation of those who didn’t talk 
about mental illness. A generation that believed 
depression was  little more than self-pity run amok or 
some other sort of character flaw.



.

Brando’s generation also produced the original 
Superman, George Reeves.

George Reeves was an actor best known for his 
leading role in the 1950s television series, the 
Adventures of Superman.

Reeves’ untimely death at age 45 was officially ruled 
as a suicide by police, although there is much 
speculation about that fact, most notably in the 2006 
film Hollywoodland, which stars Ben Affleck as 
George Reeves.

Whether Reeves committed suicide is irrelevant and 
will probably remain a mystery for a long time to 
come. But we do know how Hollywood would have 
treated him if he had talked publicly about battling 
depression.

Just ask Lois Lane


