
When the levee breaks 
©Gormla Hughes 

January 2016 
1 

 

The first time I sat in the 

audience, in the Civic Offices, 

Wood Quay, Dublin 1, 

(Ireland), a place steeped in 

history, I had a weird thought 

(ok, so I have a lot of weird 

thoughts).  But, this one took 

me by surprise. I thought, if I 

had lived on mainland Europe during WWII, I would have been an active member of La 

Résistance. What I learnt about myself, on that little thought train was, that one day, I would 

come to my voice.   

 

On Wednesday night, January 13th, 2016, I sat again, in the Civic Offices (photo above).  It 

was a political debate, a debate with the title If Elected.  Chaired by the well-known television 

presenter, John Bowman, organised by the group Mental Health Reform and part of the First 

Fortnight festival.  A group that fifty-four agencies and organisations are a member of.  

Mental health service users, their friends and family, psycho-therapists, psychiatrists, 

psychologists, nurses, doctors and social workers.  A coming together of perspectives.  The 

politicians present were; Richard Boyd-Barrett TD (speaking on behalf of People Before 

Profit and Anti-Austerity Alliance), Ann Walsh (Green Party), Kathleen Lynch, Minister of 

State for Primary Care, Mental Health and Disability (Labour Party), Caoimhghín O Caoláin, 

TD (Sinn Fein), Michael O’Dowd (Renua), Sarah Jane Hennelly (Social Democrats), Regina 

Doherty, TD (Fine Gael), Colm Keaveney, TD (Fianna Fail).  Prior to the debate, we had 

been asked by MHR to submit a question, we would like to ask the panel of politicians.  As 

per usual at such events, only a few questions were put to the panel because of time 
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constraints.  My question did not get an airing.  I learned so much, I almost forgot I had 

submitted one.  

 

People’s questions and personal stories re-validated a belief I have.  When you give, without 

condition or challenge, legal, intellectual, medical or emotional power to one or a group of 

people, you invite corruption, authoritative arrogance, abuse and dictatorship.  None of 

which, benefit the greater good.  I am anti-psychiatry, though I have never, until now, 

publically admitted to it.  Only forty years ago, I would have been committed to a psychiatric 

ward for being gay.  A transgender person would have been medicated to the hilt and 

diagnosed as schizophrenic.  People who did not fit into the perceived ‘norm’ were locked 

away, deemed irrelevant and unproductive members of society.  Too much power, to one 

group of people.  When I read, Depression Delusion:  The Misleading of the Public though 

Bias, Misinformation, Flawed Logic, Blind Faith, Poor Science, Fixed  and Misguided 

Understanding by Dr. Terry Lynch (Limerick), I exhaled with relief.  So, when I heard Richard 

Boyd-Barrett, TD on Wednesday night say ‘we are over-medicating our children, instead of 

listening’, he had my full attention.  Ann Walsh spoke with sense and vision, directing us 

towards collective thinking for the greater good.  Caoimhghin O Caolain said it was 

scandalous that people are discriminated against because they disclose a mental health 

experience.  The extreme and diverse thinking from both the audience and the panel brought 

enormous clarity to me.   

 

One young woman, with an urgency and anger, told us of losing two male friends to suicide.  

Another gentleman spoke of his brother, and the appalling treatment by his psychiatrist.  A 

middle aged woman told the story of having no-one to speak to on a Friday night, because 

all services close down until Monday morning.  Only those of us who know the Abyss, know 
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that the night is when the demons become the loudest and most destructive.  The night has 

no parameters.   

 

Each politician was invited to outline their strategy to assist young people in mental health 

crisis.  They were asked their opinion on sending people to A&E, who were having a mental 

health episode.  The tremendous work being done by SpunOut, Jigsaw and Aware, were all 

highlighted.  All the different professionals having an opinion on how to treat the young.  

Then, a seventeen year old stood up.  His name, Jamie Harrington.  A mental health user, 

advocate and activist.  I knew I was listening to a leader.  A natural born leader.  A proud 

Ballymun-er (the name of the town he lives).  As I listened, I could physically feel myself 

dropping back, somehow confident that this young man had the ability to change the world.  I 

left the meeting feeling hopeful that change was possible and had the pleasure of sharing a 

part of the walk to my car, with Caoimhghin O Caolain. 

 

It was not until I was driving home, that I remembered my question.  I had arrived at the 

debate, determined and focussed, yet, now, having heard other people’s voices and pain, 

within the framework of reformation, my question did not seem as important.  I began an 

internal dialogue, challenging why, my resolve now felt diluted.  Though in no way an 

absolute conclusion, turning the key in my front door, I realised, it was not that my resolve 

was diluted, my question simply did not sit on the top of the priority list. 

 

In any situation, work – across all industries or in the home, firefighting demonstrates an 

absence of strategy, vision and organisation. If there is a persistent issue, then I believe in a 

three prong approach.  Resolve, revise and re-educate.  Mental Health, like physical health 

has a sliding scale of severity.  Add personality type into the mix, and you have a myriad of 
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complexities.  The areas in Mental Health reform requiring a spotlight are; stigma, mental 

health as a disability, access to treatment and management, navigating through school, 

college and the workplace with a mental health diagnosis, identifying and addressing causal 

factors which engender a mental health diagnosis, experience, episode or crisis that sit 

outside biology.  And of course, research.  My question sat in identifying and addressing 

casual factors.  In submitting it, my identified focus was on Bullying and Harassment in the 

Workplace and Domestic Violence.  

 

The question: - the UK have brought in the Offence of Coercive or Controlling Behaviour, 

with a maximum prison sentence of five years and or, a fine.  If elected, would any of the 

parties bring this to the Irish table for debate and introduction.   

 

Controlling or Coercive Behaviour in an Intimate or Family Relationship - Statutory Guidance 

Framework, is a very well written and comprehensive twenty-four page document.  Aside 

from the recognition of psychological abuse – the existence of this document alone sends 

out a loud, visible and very public message of intolerance to such violence.  That alone has 

a powerful effect on the collective psyche of a nation.  It screams leadership.  Good 

leadership.  But, for me, it also opens the door of possibility into the world of bullying and 

harassment in the workplace.  There is one particular paragraph (para 3, page 2) that could 

be very easily applied to a work environment. 

 

This offence is constituted by behaviour on the part of the perpetrator which takes place 

“repeatedly or continuously”. The victim and alleged perpetrator must be “personally 

connected” at the time the behaviour takes place. The behaviour must have had a “serious 

effect” on the victim, meaning that it has caused the victim to fear violence will be used 
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against them on “at least two occasions”, or it has had a “substantial adverse effect on the 

victims’ day to day activities”. The alleged perpetrator must have known that their behaviour 

would have a serious effect on the victim, or the behaviour must have been such that he or 

she “ought to have known” it would have that effect. 

 

I have already spoken about the impact of both, in my essay Business and Domestic 

Violence.  I do not wish to be repetitive.   

If it keeps on rainin' 

Levee's goin' to break 

If it keeps on rainin' 

Levee's goin' to break 

When the levee breaks 

I'll have no place to stay 

- Led Zeppelin 

 

 

I work well under pressure.  I’m a good multi-tasker and never a clock watcher.  When the 

work I did was challenging, I thrived.  My only two triggers were, gossip and confrontation.  I 

find both un-necessary.  My diagnosis is Clinical Depression.  For the most part, in the 

corporate world, it looks like the levee in the photo above.  My endurance levels are high.  

Yet, my mental capacity came close to being annihilated under long-term bullying and 

harassment.  In an environment that knew about my diagnosis.  
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When my mental levee 

broke at the time, this is 

what it looked like. 

Raging, destructive, filled 

with debris.  All very real.  

During my time of 

recovery, many things 

occurred to me.  One, if 

there was a visible and 

public intolerance for 

such behaviour in the workplace, anxiety levels for those being subjected to it, would be 

reduced.  There would be a sense of validation.  Two, how do people who have never known 

Clinical Depression and anxiety until they experience bullying, harassment and sexual 

harassment in the workplace, cope?  Three, how do those who are higher up the severity 

scale cope? 

 

Did I want to let go of my new focus? To continue to only direct my energies assisting in the 

reduction of stigma as a See Change Ambassador?  Both are equally important to me.  I 

thought about someone I admire hugely.  Mads Ananda Lodahl, a Danish writer, journalist 

and public speaker.  He is on a mission to end the Straight World Order or the White, male, 

heteronormative hierarchy.  He said this; 

 

“When you choose to hide that part of you that deviates from the norm – you make a 

decision for other people too.  In choosing to make the norm a little bit stronger you are 

making it harder for those who don’t have the choice to simply fit in”. 
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I didn’t want to make it harder for anyone who is a little bit further up the severity scale than I 

am.  I had my answer.  I went to bed content, knowing that I had truly come to my voice.  A 

voice filled with the essence of La Résistance. 

*** 


