Film report

Screening Madness

A century of
negative movie
stereotypes of
mental illness

Four stereotypes of people with mental health
problems in mainstream cinema

Comedy
They Might Be Giants (1971)
High Anxiety (1977)
Caligari’s Cure (1983)
Lovesick (1983)
Critical Condition (1986)
Fat Guy Goes Nutzoid (1986)
Beyond Therapy (1987)
Couch Trip (1988)
Dream Team (1989)
Crazy People (1990)

Loose Cannons (1990)
Another You (1991)
Mr Jones (1993)
Shine (1996)
Trigger Happy (1996)
As Good As It Gets (1997)
Analyse This (1999)
Me, Myself and Irene (2000)
Analyse That (2002)
Wristcutters, A Love Story (2006)

Faking & indulgent
Shock Corridor (1963)
Sex and the Single Girl (1964)
Brainstorm (1965)
King Lear (1971, 1999)
One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest (1975)

Hannah and her Sisters (1986)
Final Analysis (1992)
Hamlet (1996, 2000)
Primal Fear (1996)
Happiness (1998)

Pity
Now Voyager (1942)
Bedlam (1946)
Leave Her To Heaven (1946)
Possessed (1947)
The Snake Pit (1948)
The Cobweb (1955)
Bigger Than Life (1956)
Suddenly Last Summer (1959)

Splendour in the Grass (1961)
One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest (1975)
Ordinary People (1980)
Frances (1982)
Angel at My Table (1990)
Mad Love (1995)
Shine (1996)
What Dreams May Come (1998)

Violence
(1) Psychosis as violence
White Heat (1949)
Repulsion (1965)
Taxi Driver (1975)
The Shining (1980)
Full Metal Jacket (1987)
Misery (1990)
Clean Shaven (1993)
Heavenly Creatures (1994)
Butterfly Kiss (1995)
Butcher Boy (1997)
Disco Pigs (2002)
Spider (2002)
Asylum (2005)
Murder Inside of Me (2005)
Bug (2006)
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(2) Psychokiller films
Psycho (1960), 4 sequels, 1 remake
Madhouse (1974)
The Texas Chainsaw Massacre (1974), 5 remakes
Schizo (1976)
Halloween (1978), 7 sequels, 1 remake
Friday the Thirteenth (1980), 11 sequels
Schizoid (1980)
Nightmare on Elm Street (1984), 7 sequels
The Stepfather (1987), 2 sequels / 2 remakes
Silence of the Lambs (1991) , 6 sequels / remakes
Raising Cain (1992)
Scream (1996), 2 sequels
Identity (2003)
Saw (2004), 4 sequels
Wolf Creek (2005)
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Foreword: Sue Baker, Director Time to Change
Over the next two years Time to Change aims to improve public
attitudes and behaviour towards people with mental health
problems, and create a climate where we can discuss mental
health more openly – for all of our sakes.
We know we need to start with improving knowledge on the
topic. Our understanding of mental health problems, and
people that experience them, comes from many sources –
real-life experiences, printed literature, the news media and
characters in drama and film.
What we also know is how much harder this task is when
faced with the overwhelming amount of negative stereotypes
depicted across many mediums. This report puts the spotlight
on the movie world and finds it woefully lacking in balance. In
fact it finds them actively helping to perpetuate some of the
most powerful and damaging myths about people with mental
health problems.
Scriptwriters, producers, artistic directors, and commissioning
editors – could all help reframe the way we understand mental
health. Breaking box offices records can still be done without
wrecking lives.
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Introduction
Stigma against people with mental health problems is centuries
old: it crosses every national boundary and every culture.
Our report identifies popular films as a reservoir of prejudice,
ignorance and fear that feeds and perpetuates damaging
stereotypes of people with mental health problems. It shows
the evidence that links powerful negative images with public
prejudice.

“Our report identifies
popular films as a reservoir
of prejudice that perpetuate
damaging stereotypes
of people with mental
health problems”
Early history
Depictions of people with mental illness did not begin well:
Off to Bloomingdale’s Asylum (1901) was distributed in the
UK as Off to Bedlam. This chase film used the much copied
“escaped lunatics on the loose” formula. The film ends with
their safe return to captivity. Comedy was the dominant
theme in other early films: Dr Dippy’s Sanatorium (1906) had
pies as the only available treatment. Alongside the comedy
stereotype, dramatic films plumbed the unconscious mind with
variations on Stevenson’s Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde novel (over
20 film versions). The set ups were identical: the outwardly
good person is transformed by magic potions or evil hypnotists
into a hidden, darker personality. This simple “personality
split” into good / bad and sane / insane remains the dominant
cinematic representation of schizophrenia. Mental illness as
violence or comedy still comprises the two major stereotypes of
contemporary films.
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Learning about mental health problems at
the cinema
One in four of us has or will develop a mental health problem
in our lifetime. But few will openly disclose their mental health
problems, and stigma drives discussion underground. Research
has identified prejudice against people with mental health
problems in children as young as five. Studies of children’s
cartoons show the same negative stereotypes as adult TV and
feature films: once a character is identified as “mad”, children
expect them to be violent. We undertook a YouGov survey with
more than 2000 members of the public to assess their attitudes
to film and mental health. Half of respondents indicated
that they had seen violent “mentally ill” characters in TV
documentaries or on film. A further 29% said they read about
violence by people with mental health problems in newspapers.
When asked what characteristics define film characters with
mental illnesses, the top three answers were violent (39%),
weird (35%), and likely to kill violently (30%).

New films, same old stereotypes
Film needs drama and conflict to keep audiences engaged,
and this means the behaviours of people with mental health
problems are more likely to be extreme. If the film features a
central character with a mental illness, the story will invariably
highlight his/her relapses – situations reach the pinnacles of
comedy, violence, indulgence or pathos. If the drama is resolved,
this happens quickly and in an idealised way: cured by falling in
love and dark secrets revealed. Film historians have documented
racist and homophobic stereotypes in films right up to the 1970s.
Today’s releases contain watered down versions of these, but
mental health stereotypes have not changed over a century of
cinema. If anything, the comedy is crueller, and the deranged
psychokiller even more demonic than earlier prototypes.

“Comedy and satire have been used to
great cinematic effect to challenge public
prejudice both racist and homophobic. It
isn’t just that filmmakers seem unable to
understand characters with mental health
problems, but often the comedy is based
on that lack of understanding.”

Comedy trends
Comedy and satire have been used to great cinematic effect to
challenge public prejudice of racism and homophobia. It isn’t
just that filmmakers seem unable to understand characters with
mental illness, but often the comedy is based on that lack of
understanding. The common gags of “lunatics at large” films
are based on people with mental health problems as simple
innocents, who, even when they report actual events are too
ridiculous to be believed. From the 1980s, we laughed at the
navel-gazing narcissism of people
with mental illness. Recent films have
intensified the cruelty of the humour.
In Trigger Happy (1996), gangster Vic
has been committed to the insane
asylum, and his gang are told he’ll be
released one personality at a time. Me
Myself and Irene (2000) represented
a new low in laughing at people with
severe mental illness. After his wife
leaves him, a state trooper’s distress
provokes a diagnosis of “advanced
delusionary schizophrenia with
narcissistic rage”. Once he stops
his medication, he (Jim Carrey)
becomes aggressive, obscene (in word and deed – defecating
on a neighbour’s lawn to get even for his dog’s behaviour), and
violent (he tries to drown a child in a fountain). His girlfriend
apologises awkwardly for him, telling people he is a “schizo”.
The film did well commercially, and continues to be broadcast
regularly on television.
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The film poster from Psycho
(1960) reveals the split
personality stereotype with
the word Psycho cut in two.

mental health problems come representations of psychosis
on film. There are exceptions – Some Voices (2000), Beautiful
Mind (2000) and Love Actually (2003) – with more realistic
portrayals of schizophrenia, but in almost all psychosis films,
that character will kill. These popular films show psychosis with
some degree of accuracy (rising paranoia, voices, distress) but
violence is depicted as a symptom of the illness. It isn’t.

Fakers
As old as Shakespeare, the third stereotype is that mental illness
is easier to fake. Mental illness on film was always different from
“real” physical illness and seen as an easy target for deception
and indulgence. Classic Hollywood films equated “new” mental
illnesses with deception. A journalist feigns insanity in Shock
Corridor (1963), as does a prisoner in One Flew Over the
Cuckoo’s Nest (1975). But the system cannot diagnose anyone
as “normal” and both come unstuck and are punished for their
transgression. By Primal Fear (1996), a sadistic murderer fakes
cinema’s favourite diagnosis of multiple personality disorder.
Only his lawyer (Richard Gere) figures it out in the end, by which
time he has got his client off the charge of murder. Falcone, the
imprisoned gangster of Batman Begins (2005) cuts his wrists
so he can get to the Asylum, and fake an insanity plea. He is
punished by being driven insane by Scarecrow. In the latest
instalment, The Dark Knight (2008), Batman describes Joker
as a “schizophrenic clown”, and when the film’s second hero
Harvey Dent becomes “Two-Face” and embraces evil, the familiar
stereotype of schizophrenia is activated.

Murder in Mind
One in 100 people develop schizophrenia. Most people recover
to a good extent, and, of these, a minority need ongoing support
from health professionals and medication. Having schizophrenia
causes difficulties with perceptions (hearing voices), beliefs
(paranoid ideas) and/or behaviours (social withdrawal). In the
YouGov survey, 68% of the British public still believe wrongly
that schizophrenia is a split personality.
This explanation is sometimes given in print or broadcast
news but it’s omnipresent in cinema misrepresentations.
Split personality murderers were stock standards in classic
Hollywood talkies: Before I Hang (1940) and Bewitched (1945).
Taking the Jekyll and Hyde narrative, in 1960 Hitchcock’s Psycho
brought us Norman Bates as the normal man (“he wouldn’t
even hurt a fly”) traumatised into his dark alter ego – a frenzied
murderer. An entire genre of films followed of psychokiller
movies, with the homicidal maniac’s most recent reincarnation
in torture porn. The psychokiller is immortal and sadistic,
motivated by madness. Intermediate between the all-powerful,
unstoppable psychokiller and other characters who do not have
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Solutions
“There is a large credibility gap between
popular films and reality, and many
over-the-top films play to the worst
public prejudices.”

Melodrama
Cinema borrowed heavily from tragic stories of people with
mental health problems and contemporary psychiatric theories
to produce powerful psychiatric melodramas. Here we respond
with neither laughter nor fear, but pity for the bewildered
mental patient as victim. Just as bodily disfigurement becomes
“extraordinary illnesses” on modern tabloid TV, the TV movie
of the week frequently revisits the nervous breakdown. The
supporting players of One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest were
weak, stammering, easily controlled, and of bizarre appearance
(conflating mental illness with learning disability). While many
modern films (Twelve Monkeys, 1995) usefully depict the
underfunding of psychiatric units and treatments (the Chief
Resident tells her doctors to “evaluate, medicate and vacate”
all new admissions), images from these melodramas show
asylums as human zoos. The important point here is that no
disadvantaged group ever achieved equality by getting the
public to feel sorry for its members. To beat stigma against
people with mental health problems, we need parity not pity.

This report seeks to promote more sophisticated
representations of people with mental illness – something better
than the stereotypes documented. We are not interested in
censorship or other restrictions on filmmakers, and film is not
the only source of negative stereotypes. Direct links between
seeing one negative film and behaving in a particular way are
impossible to prove. People who love films, love talking about
them, and films that explore characters with mental health
problems with integrity and imagination will help promote
understanding and reduce stigma.
But there is a large credibility gap between popular films and
reality, and many over-the-top films play to the worst public
prejudices. Everyone with a mental illness and those who care
for them, personally and professionally, wants to engage in a
dialogue with film commentators and filmmakers to broaden
understanding. We propose three new approaches for everyone
who makes or consumes film:

1. Talk to people with mental
health problems, and learn from people
not the cinema stereotypes

2. Mind your language: check out the dictionary
to see how psychotic means something very different from
psychopathic. Try people first language - a policeman with a
mental illness, not schizo, psycho or nutter.

3. Abandon clichés. Think of your favourite films. Are
the characters well-drawn, full of depth and contradictions?
People with mental health problems are interesting people
and have had complex experiences. Don’t undersell these
with stereotypes.

It may take a generation, but wafer-thin mental illness
stereotypes could become as rare as homophobia or racism in
the cinema of the future. Or if not as rare, just as unacceptable.
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