Shattering the Labels

My journey and my community
By: 

Robert 

For about three years now, I’ve been trying to get back on track with my life. It’s been a long road for me, but the results are more than I could have hoped for. I’m finally returning to a way of life that’s not only self-sufficient, but functional. Oh, I’ve still got a way to go with my recovery from mental illness, but there’s light where there was nothing but empty darkness before. Hope emerged from hopelessness. There are so many reasons why my life has made the turn it has during this time, and there are so many people I have to thank for this dramatic change in my life. So much so, that I could probably stand on a stage and list them all as I thank them, starting with my parents who have been not only my strongest supporters but my closest and dearest friends, and it would probably sound like I was at the Oscars accepting my well earned award. Kind of silly, but true.

Where did it all start? I shattered the labels in my life by doing one of the simplest things I’ve ever done. I re-asserted my identity over my illness. You see, I’m one of way too many who suffers from mental illness. To see me one may never suspect that I have any kind of mental illness, but it’s true. So much so in fact, that it’s been very debilitating for me in my life. I’m currently on disability because my illness has all but destroyed my ability to hold down consistent employment. Trust me when I say this, I’ve hated every moment of it. Disability is good, but it literally is living out a life that’s receiving the bare minimal needed to just survive. For the longest time my situation looked absolutely hopeless and it all stemmed from the most basic thing. I was labeled. Not just by what I thought, believed, and said, but by where I stood in the eyes of society.

Somewhere along the line I had stopped being Rob and started being my mental illness. I couldn’t see past it. Every time I looked into the mirror all I saw was a failed piece of uselessness and it killed me. I had become an empty shell of a man because of how I viewed myself. I was lost within myself. For years I drifted from place to place making friends and ruining those very same friendships because I couldn’t see past what was going on with me. Not that all of those friendships were the best ones to have. Trust me. More importantly, and this is where society plays it’s role in the problem with labeling people, I refused to believe there was anything wrong. Why? Simple. I didn’t want to be one of those individuals we all see talking to people only they can see or hear, uncontrollably making wild gestures with their bodies, or having little to no social skills. Oh no! Not me! I’m not one of those nutcases. 


Guess what?


I was one of those so-called nutcases and I’m proud of it. Not the mental illness, mind you, but I’m proud to be among those that society generally tries to avoid because they never give those very same individuals the chance they deserve because of the labels hanging over their heads. Those very same labels that hang over my head. Those very same labels that I had judged others for. Labels that say people who suffer from mental illnesses can’t live a normal and functional lifestyle. Yet, I’ve met people over the last three years that by their lives alone has shown me just how untrue that myth really is. People who have shown me just how wrong I had been. People that I would never have believed would inspire me to be the very best that I could be and be a voice for the voiceless. However, I had to do something to shatter my labels and re-assert my own unique individuality first. I had to reclaim myself. That’s when I learned about DBT.
 DBT stands for Dialectal Behavioral Therapy. It was through this therapy that I learned the route of a lot of my problems. The labels that I had given myself and others. I learned that I needed to stop claiming my mental illness as who I was and not a part what made me who I was. A small part of what I was and am. I lucked out. Big time. While others spend most if not all their lives fighting their illness my journey of re-claiming my life as Rob and not my mental illness has been a short one. Not easy, but short. Once this happened, I was able to shake off the labels of mental illness and re-assert control over my own life. A control that allows me to make choices that enhance rather than disrupt my life. People, I’m walking, talking proof that recovery from mental illness is possible.
Since then I have learned the value of the individual over the label. Now, with my labels shattered, I am one of thousands of voices calling out into the darkness I had once been in as I help guide those without guidance and speak for those who have yet to be able to do so for themselves. You see, until the labels are shattered in society it is the responsibility of our community as a whole to be those voices calling out to the darkness. It is our responsibility to be a beacon of hope for those who have none. It is our responsibility to bring the human equation back into our society. It is our responsibility as a community to stand by one another and cry out in one voice, ‘This will not do.’

People, it’s time to shatter the labels that hinder us from the greatness that exists within us all. It is time to stand by one another and reclaim our individualities. It’s time to truly give power and meaning to those three famous words that we all know so well. ‘We the people…’ People, there’s no difference between normal and mentally ill. None. The only difference is that we have labeled it and those who fall under one or the other. Here’s the news flash, gang. It’s time to stop talking about changing our lives and the world we live in and start actually doing it. Together. In unity as one. We the people. There are those in all our lives that feel as I did once. Alone. Isolated. Labeled. Not one person has a right to judge another. Not one. It doesn’t matter if it’s family, friends, or the person at the bus stop talking to themselves. They have feelings too. For me, community means a collection of people that make up a whole. Don’t you think we should start living up to that truth? Think about those in your lives and then remember that there are those within our community who may suffer from the very same illnesses. We have a voice and it deserves to be heard. It’s a right we all have. It’s a choice and I believe that we need to all pull together and start making the right ones. Don’t you? 
