
Research Question
Does expressing oneself through writing facilitate the 
process of discovering one’s voice and  promote healing 
from trauma?   
 
My project delves into writing  as a useful form of self-
expression through which people who have suffered trauma 
can find identity, strength, validation, purpose, 
empowerment, and healing.  The creative and mechanical 
processes of writing can provide meaning to what one has 
experienced.  My research paper includes scholarly context 
upon which the voices, reflections and insights of Sheila 
Gilhooly and Irit Shimrat (two of our community historians 
who have courageously survived unjust and involuntary 
commitment in mental institutions) have been encapsulated 
in their important and relevant publications:  Still Sane 
(Sheila) and Call Me Crazy (Irit).   

   
 

Magnifying Voices   
Sheila and Irit’s impactful voices provide an effective 
vehicle through which awareness has been, and continues to 
be, raised about mental illness and the unhealthy mental 
health system that continues to exist today.  The sharing of 
their experiences also highlights the unjust institutionalized 
incarceration that they themselves endured, and how they 
have channeled victimhood into survival, and beyond – into 
joy and activism.  The creative process can be a means to 
express emotions, feelings and ideas, and, in turn, a way to 
transform those thoughts and understandings into something 
personally empowering, which, through awareness-raising, 
can strengthen others who have suffered similar injustices, 
as well as educate and better inform the general public. 
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Reflections
”Mental health” is a relevant topic that touches, whether 
directly or indirectly, an expansive swath of the general 
population.  The simultaneously painful and uplifting stories 
that Sheila and Irit courageously tell are important in helping 
a broader audience better understand how people labelled 
with psychiatric diagnoses are able to thrive beyond and 
outside of the medicalized  model of mental illness that 
continues to be pervasive, and which impacts peoples’ lives 
in destructive and dehumanizing ways.  The current system 
operates with the underlying assumption that socially 
unacceptable behaviors and displays of emotional distress 
are symptoms of mental illness.  This construct  comprises a 
hierarchical model of  health care workers and patients 
which promotes diagnoses listed in the Diagnostic and 
Statistical Manual (DSM) to be treated with medications 
produced by Big Pharma (the pharmaceutical industry) , 
which is the motor of the mental health system.   
 
In reaction to this medical model, a Mad movement has 
picked up momentum, which advocates for recovery from 
psychiatry through community, caring support, peer-groups, 
non-judgemental environments, connectedness, and 
developing one’s human potential through the pursuit of 
personal interests and attainment of goals.   
 
For Sheila  and Irit, writing has allowed them to address past 
traumas and injustices, and to change society in meaningful 
ways.   
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“Getting published has transformed me.  I became 
someone who was useful in the world.  I feel that it 
turned me into a human being.  Because, as a 
mental patient, I was unable to see myself as a 
human being.”  Irit Shimrat 
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“The world has gotten less hostile.  I’ve gotten a very 
different attitude.  I’m way less scared; less 
embarrassed; you sort of fight with your own 
internal suppressions.  I know it was their problem, 
not mine.  But you have to feel it; not just know it.  
These forays [writings] have done that for me.”  Sheila 
Gilhooly 


