Judi Johnny

[Q=interviewer; JJ=Judi Johnny]

Q: So, you’ve been, um, sort of around the edges of the Second Opinion Society, which is the psychiatric survivors’ group here. Tell me anything you want to about that.

JJ: Okay, like, I was invited myself to be part of it, oh, you know, like, to be, you know, to include people with disabilities who’ve had psychiatric, um, treatment and who want to be involved per se ‘cause, like, at that time I wasn’t willing to say that I was one, you know, a psychiatric survivor, I wasn’t willing to say that because then that would mean me opening up my book.

Q: Thinking about stuff you didn’t want to think about, sort of thing?

JJ: Yes, and just basically saying this is what I really am like.

Q: Yeah.

JJ: Just like anything else I do, just making sure people with disabilities if it’s applicable to them to be involved and to have at least the doors beginning to open, never mind being open, but the thought of having them maybe, you know, and so we’d have few meetings at my house, you know, and getting the basics, like getting the politicians’ office wheelchair-accessible, stuff like that, you know. So I found that, um, it’s the kind of thing people don’t wanna deal with.

Q: Disability you mean?

JJ: Disability and psychiatric, if you put it together you must be really super nuts. 

Q: [chuckles]

JJ: You know. And to add that maybe, you know, like, you gotta be really crazy, lesbian, stuff like that, all these neat and wonderful, um, words coming out blaming you, like, accusing you, accusations.

Q: Yeah.

JJ: Um, I was like, “Wow. Okay. So maybe I am, but that’s neither here nor there. The fact is that the system fucked me up.”

Q: Yeah. Can you just tell briefly what happened to you in the system?

JJ: Well, because I was, because my major thing is being disabled, um, I was put in the psych unit you know like for six months out of the year so that they’d have a place for me and put me out of sight out of—

Q: Was this, was this when you were young?

JJ: Yeah, quite young. 

Q: Like a little kid? 

JJ: So I never saw any like, I never saw children, I never saw children with psychiatric problems, I saw adults only, you know, so you had a very perverted idea of adults, right at the start, you know. And it was no faults, it was just the society thought that I would be okay with these other nuts you know because I wasn’t completely whole to begin with, you know, being not the right colour and the right gender, it was a convenient place for them to stash me. So, um, actually although I took the same things as people did, it wasn’t the same effect, because I, the effects bothered me like other people later on, because like what was put in front of me, you know, like as a child and just the thought, the idea that I wasn’t even human, because of my disability and my race and my gender was really–but it helped me in a sense, well it didn’t help me, but I mean that’s where I got the oomph to fight.

Q: In the psychiatric ward?

JJ: That was part of the help, you know, besides residential school.

Q: How, how did that work, how come that gave you the oomph to fight?

JJ: Well I wasn’t about to be pushed around. I mean, I’m pretty small, I mean not now, but I was. You know, like up until a few years ago, I was 65 pounds soaking wet, you know, so like I was just one of these tiny folks all the way around [inaudible] sweet bugger all. I was a kid all of my life, so like I mean. There was no mistreatment that way but the fact is that I was stuck in with these people. Although they looked after me, these people looked after me, nobody bothered me.

Q: The other patients?

JJ: Yeah. 

Q: So, tell me. You’ve got all these things about you that are visible that make people give you a hard time: you’re a woman, you’re in a wheelchair, you’re Native.

JJ: Yeah.

Q: It seems to me that it’s a lot to take on to also, you know, come out as someone who has been psychiatrized and add that oppression to yourself, you know, um, to go to a, like a group like Second Opinion or to be part of the psychiatric survivors’ movement and say, “Hey, guess what, I’m not only this, this and this, I’m also, I’ve also been psychiatrized. Isn’t that like asking a lot of yourself or wouldn’t that be asking a lot of people in your situation?

[05:00 mins]

JJ: Yeah and I think that too, that in itself took me many years to acknowledge, to say yes, I have had this one more [?] of oppression.

Q: Why is it worth it for you to do that?

JJ: I think because this recent bout of going back in the wheelchair and being abused all over again. 

[audio break]

All of these nice gender issues, disability issues, race issues, you know, stuff like that, that you’d said, oh my god and you get put in a psychiatric unit and you said, it’s like worth living [?] if you have to go through this shit just because you’re different. 

Q: Mm-hm. 

JJ: And the suicides came. I’ve been up here, although I like it, it’s a nice it’s an isolation that you know you find hard to deal with and if your First Nations Native community can’t fully accept you for who you are, then who can? ‘Because you know damn well the white people won’t in general and the immigrant people from coming out they’ve got a job, you know, why are they supporting a cripple, you know, these kind of neat and wonderful indignant attitudes that come along with people. So, uh, I don’t know. I think, I thought was just the best time now that it’s in a lull, my political life, it was time to like, maybe do another reality and then get back into life again, you know, stuff like that because beginning why things are coming back to you that weren’t there before and coming to the realization that these were blocks and they finally found a place to come out. It’s a safe environment.

Q: Have you, um, had any opportunity to talk to people in the disabled community about psychiatric stuff?

JJ: No, I think they shy away from that ‘cause they don’t know about it. And the ones who do know about it are already shunned because they’re quote unquote weird or whatever and so like you just don’t put that out.

Q: Yeah. Is there any, um, difference in the idea of talking to people in the Native community about being psychiatrized, is that different?

JJ: Very different. ‘Cause that’s a white thing and you don’t talk about those kind of things, you know. And the fact that some First Nations people had to go to psychiatrics, you know, like, we had to go to the white route, you know what I’m saying? 

Q: Mm-hm.

JJ: So it’s like, again, we’re not fitting in and we’re different.

Q: So you’ve already got all this different-ness on you in every community you belong to there’s a way in which they can make you feel like you don’t belong because you’re different and then you add this other oppression.

JJ: Yeah.

Q: Seems pretty heavy.

JJ: Well it is, and it makes it harder but also makes the fire on you if you want.

Q: Yeah, I guess.

JJ: You just don’t want no shit on you.

Q: Yeah. Why is it important? Why is the psychiatric issue important?

JJ: Well, once I get that out of my system I think that things will happen normal for me, not normal for the ablest community but normal for me. And right now it’s a time to deal with those kind of issues, so that I can carry on with life and be more, more politically, more stronger, politically active than what I am now. I feel that it’s, it’s a comfortable time period of my life to acknowledge that and say okay this has happened to me and this is why the way I am now. I don’t care if you accept me any better or any worse but this is where I am now. And because I have nothing to lose. 

Q: It’s important because it’s part of your experience, right. Part of what made you who you are?

JJ: Well exactly. 

Q: Hm.

JJ: You know, like, um, I think what I’ve found in these psychiatric movements, um, survivors’ movement is that, um, people became better fighters?

Q: Mm-hm. 

JJ: Rather than submissive. There was very few that you saw that became actual submissive people.

Q: Yeah.

JJ: So what it made was a stronger fighter and determined to outlive these assholes and do whatever they wanted to you know without having to conform to societies. 

[10:00]

And when you think about it, what is society’s conformity things, you know you look at it but quite frankly they’re more weird than we are.

Q: Yeah, yeah. 

JJ: And they’re accepted.

Q: Yeah.

JJ: And they got, they’ve got credentials, credentials for their stupidity, you know. 

Q: Yeah.

JJ: Stuff like that.

Q: ‘Kay, let me ask you, um, from what you’ve seen of Second Opinion, what do you think about that group?

JJ: Well since it’s the only group I’ve seen, I think because it’s close-knit and you already know the people–I think, it’s the most easier group to talk, I mean you can make a mistake and nobody tells you you made a mistake. You can be what you are, nobody tells you to fuck off. And everybody is in the same field, like you get those days when you see somebody else in a bad situation, they get to see you in a bad situation and you’re accepted as equal. There’s nothing wrong with you. I mean, it’s like when in actuality I think we’re the most human people than the ablest, you know.

Q: Yeah. 

JJ: So I think what happens is that because we have that special quality, we’re put more down. It’s a psychiatric problem that we feel more spiritual, or whatever, humane, whatever, a quality that you’ve acquired, given to you by the creator or whoever you talk to, to god, whatever, it’s a quality that human nature can’t take for some crazy reason. 

Q: Hm. 

JJ: Why is it that a disabled woman in your wheelchair can do this and have the energy? You know, like, what a dumb question to ask. 

Q: [chuckles] Yeah. Yeah. 

JJ: So it’s something that, we have an inner feeling that we can deal with it but we’re not allowed to so they psychiatrize us and makes it worse to say, “Hey, you’re fucking up with my spirit, it doesn’t like it.”

Q: Yeah, yeah, yeah. What would you like to see the psychiatric survivors’ movement accomplish?

JJ: Well, I’d like to see them accomplish another alternative to the regular psychiatric bullshit that we’re seeing. I’d like to be accepted to the fact okay if you appear weird, you are weird, that’s okay.

Q: Mm-hm.

JJ: There’s nothing wrong with not being whatever that norm is. And whose norm are we going by? 

Q: Yeah.

JJ: So I want to see the psychiatric survivors’ movement be able to educate the community as a whole that there ain’t nothing wrong. I mean we didn’t have a choice to go in and say, like, Hey I wouldn’t mind some of that electric treatment, I wouldn’t mind those pills, I wouldn’t that, you know, I don’t mind you calling me down like a piece of shit.” I mean we didn’t ask for that.

Q: Mm-hm.

JJ: I mean it ain’t our fault that we were born, whatever, you know, like, I mean for me a First Nations woman with a disability and I, I consider myself bisexual, well, like, you know, it’s just like ‘kay I’ve got all these things and I’m psychiatrized ‘cause I’m different from the able-bodied community, I dare speak my mind. So it’s another process of genocide.

Q: Mm-hm.

JJ: First it was the residential schools and then the missionaries and now psychiatrists. And if missionaries couldn’t do it, and the government couldn’t do it, now we’ve got the psychiatrists. 

Q: Yeah. 

JJ: So to mean it’s a form, it’s a form of genocide. 

Q: ‘Kay, tell me what kind of alternatives to psychiatry you would like to see. Any ideas about—

JJ: Well, I don’t know. I’d like to see a place where you could go to get counselling if you want it.

Q: Mm-hm. 

JJ: And if there was available, like, for feminist women to have a feminist counsellor, stuff like that. Or a First Nations woman, you know, or a woman with disabilities or if you happen to be like myself reaching three four or five different categories to be able to choose and pick what you want not because, ‘cause I don’t fit in no one box.

Q: Yeah. I know.

JJ: So like just the idea that you’re treated as a human, nothing else.

Q: Good. Um, there’s an interest among some psychiatric survivors, some of whom are Native, some of whom are not, in Native healing practices. Do you think that can be a useful way of healing, like, emotional troubles? 

[15:00 mins]

JJ: I think so. ‘Cause I remember when I was young, we used to do that. We, I used to see people who are considered, well, what now is psychiatric, you know, problems and we just said, different herbs and the way the people, the way the elders were counselling with these people and stuff like that, so that I mean, I knew right there that it didn’t matter what was wrong in your life something could be healed by, like I have my own bag of tricks in my bedroom that I use for different things. 

Q: Herbs and things?

JJ: Yeah.

Q: Do you think it’s okay for people who are not Native to have access to those healing things?

JJ: Yes and no. Because they can abuse that. See we’ve been taught right from day one how to use those things. 

Q: Mm-hm.

JJ: And where to go. And I, I’ve seen too many misuses of other people’s cultures.

Q: Mm-hm.

JJ: For the benefit of their own personal needs.

Q: Yeah. 

JJ: Because it’s not a benefit to your personal needs, it’s a benefit to the community, that you’re doing this, you know.

Q: Mm-hm.

JJ: In the long run. 

Q: Mm-hm, mm-hm. 

JJ: So that if you misuse somebody else’s culture, well even if it’s innocent, it’s a detriment, you know.

Q: Let’s say that I am having emotional problems and I’ve heard that somebody else I know who has had problems like that was really helped by going to a sweat lodge and I wanna try is that not okay ‘cause I’m white?

JJ: Well no, it’s not as it’s not okay, but you could, like, identify as saying like I’ve heard this from this whoever you heard it from and then just say I would like to try that.

Q: Yeah. 

JJ: So like and just like acknowledging and respecting that. 

Q: Yeah. Yeah.

JJ: That is the main–what happens a lot of people don’t acknowledge it and don’t respect it and just use it and it doesn’t work. 

Q: But if somebody wants to go into it with, respectfully and getting it from the right people and getting it in the way that it’s taught then it—?

JJ: It’s okay. 

Q: It’s okay. 

JJ: But it’s a matter of respect. 

Q: Yeah.

JJ: Which a lot of people don’t have. 

Q: Yeah. Yeah.

JJ: So. 

Q: ‘Kay. Okay. Um, do you think a lot of people who are physically disabled get psychiatrized because they’re weird and different and then don’t wanna to talk about it?

JJ: I think so because it’s already, they’ve got a thing against them. 

Q: Yeah. 

JJ: You know, having a disability, physical disability. And depending on your gender, and then the race.

Q: Mm-hm.

JJ: Because it’s, it’s, I mean like I guess it does happen amongst white middle-class disabled women but it’s not as apparent as it is, say, like a First Nations woman or a woman of colour with disabilities. 

Q: Mm-hm.

JJ: And then if you happen to have sexual orientation that are quite different than that too so what you’re doing is basically putting yourself on the line of fire again, you know.

Q: Yeah. Hm. So what do you think, like, is there, uh, how am I gonna put this? Is there a place or a space or a possibility for groups, different kinds of oppressed groups, like women, like, never mind women are obviously a part of it already, people who are disabled, people who are Native, to work together with psychiatric survivors to make the movements stronger? 

JJ: I think so in the future but not now because those labels are a thing, you know, in itself. 

Q: Yeah.

JJ: And to have to be, you have to be pretty brave to say I’m gonna help this group of psychiatric survivors. 

Q: But is there something in it for—

JJ: Well, I think—

Q: You?

JJ: For me?

Q: Well, well I’m using it, like, like, a generic “you” now. 

JJ: Oh, yes.

Q: Can, can people, let’s say a disabled rights group or a Native group get something out of the movement if they’re willing, if they’re brave enough, if they’re interested and if they want to. Because it seems to me like these groups can enrich each other. 

JJ: Well, I think so. I think if they both go in with the fact that they’re helping each other and that that what’s saying is that we are the human race, you aren’t. You’re just a fragment of it. And basically what is shown, what is considered human is not really human when you consider the most dominant race are the most oppressive. 

[20:00 mins]

Like they will do anything to get you into their group and if you don’t fit in the group then they’ll do anything to get you out of it. And I think these oppressed groups, once they get past the stigma of being helpful to each other, you know, like, oh why would you wanna be involved with psychiatric stuff, have you had that in your past? Or, you know–it’s, be willing to take a risk. 

Q: Mm-hm.

JJ: And I think that’s the hardest for most people

Q: Yep.

JJ: Because it comes down to bureaucrats who will say, “Oh, no.” And that. “Why are they doing together?”

Q: Yeah. Yeah. So it’s hard obviously for people who already have all this shit against them to join in with a psychiatric survivors’ movement even if they want to. What do you think would make it easier? When you say in future it could happen, what’s gonna bring that future about?

JJ: Well I think again, some of the groups of psychiatric survivors are willing to join up with other groups, like disabled groups, Native groups. Like even as an honourary member. Um, that in itself, so it takes both people to—

Q: So you think that people in the psychiatric survivors’ movement, which is dominated by white, able-bodied people, should be approaching people in other oppressed groups and saying, “Hi, this is what we’re doing, can we talk?” that kind of thing.

JJ: Yes, and then eventually, when they, with enough, enough support and trust, maybe there might be a few from that group open up and say this is what happened to me and I see where your group is gonna be helpful to me.

Q: How can, how can people in the psychiatric survivors’ movement come on to people in other groups without being patronizing, like what can we do to be—?

JJ: Well you know like, there’s like, generic meanings, like, um, about what we had Independence ’92. Now they could have come there and, they, like, AIDS Alliance and all those groups that aren’t really considered disabled groups per se came in and got involved and they became friends and then we said we trust you enough, this is what’s happening. So I think it takes both initiatives, to say we’d love you to be part of our group and then them saying we’d love you to be part of our group, this is what we’re doing. And I think we have similarities, we’re fighting the same people, you know rather than oppressing each other because of our differences. 

Q: Now, do you think that, let’s say, there’s a bunch of, in a given place or somehow in communication with each other other, there’s a bunch of Native people who’ve been psychiatrized and they’re getting overtures from a primarily white psychiatric survivors’ group, do you think, to you, does it make more sense for them to try and join in with this group that is already established and happening or to do their own thing first, with each other and then—?

JJ: Well, I think for me and what I’ve done, is like, I’ve got a group of my own for disabled women but what I did was, like, I joined with a Yukon Status of Women Collective and I think from my perspective, that would be okay to join with SOS, but be a sub but not really be involved, maybe have one of our members in their boards but that’s it.

Q: Yeah.

JJ: Until we get comfortable enough to—

Q: So for starters, ideally if you have people who you have many things in common with, you should work with those people first maybe until you get strong and then have a coalition? 

JJ: Yes. Because like see like it isn’t me that’s coming after the Native people. It’s SOS.

Q: Yeah.

JJ: And so, like, right now, I think that’s too much of a burden on me to go and look for psychiatric survivors in my own community when I’m not really that accepted because of my disability. 

Q: Yep.

JJ: So I mean, like, but that, you know, like, just the idea that they have one person there who is First Nations is enough, to start, you know, like, it might begin, oh okay, that looks like it might be okay. So I mean but to make sure, like, any survivors group, to make sure it’s token, yes, and we accept that.

Q: Mm-hm.

JJ: But the idea is to start somewhere.

Q: Yeah.

JJ: Rather than nowhere. And then not to expect that one token person to find others. 

Q: Right.

JJ: But they as survivors, period, should go and take the initiative and say we have one member only.

[25:00 mins]

Q: ‘Kay, so just as they found you, they should be finding others. 

JJ: It shouldn’t be expected on me ‘cause I’m disabled. 

Q: Yeah, yeah. Or Native people. 

JJ: Yeah. 

Q: Okay. That makes sense to me. Okay, let me just ask you, I think I may have mentioned this to you before once when I talked to you but anyway, I was once invited to talk at a disabled persons’ conference to be a speaker. Or, I wasn’t invited but somebody suggested to me that they could invite me and I said, “No, I won’t do it. I think that’s crazy because I’m not disabled and I would be taking up time and space of people who actually have something to say because they’re part of that group.” What do you think about that?

JJ: To me it’s a pompous idea because maybe they don’t. 

Q: Don’t what?

JJ: Have a person in that group that would do that. What I mean is that another person from outside the group to say something about it. 

Q: So if somebody in my position gets an invitation from a group like that I should go and talk?

JJ: Yes. And then you get a chance, you just might get a seedling over here, and then you can just like be a friend, so to speak, a buddy system. Then they can take it upon themselves, so you’re not involved really. 

Q: Yeah.

JJ: You’re just picking up the seeds.

Q: Fair enough. One of the things that happened when I was running the, when I was running the Ontario Psychiatric Survivors’ Alliance is that there was a request by some of our members, some of the people in the group who wanted to join the, um, I don’t even remember what it’s called, the CDRC, the Canadian Disability—

JJ: —Canadian Disability Rights Coalition.

Q: —Rights Coalition. And others, um, including myself at that time said, “No way,” because that’s saying that we have a psychiatric disability, that’s saying that we have a mental illness and we don’t believe in mental illness, we’re not disabled so we’re not joining. Do you think that’s horseshit or what?

[bookmark: _GoBack]JJ: Sort of but not really. But I mean, in horseshit in the sense that it doesn’t allow people with disabilities to be a part of it because you don’t consider it. What it does is it gives room for people with disabilities to be part of your group. Maybe they don’t feel part of the disabled group but if they say that we have a psychiatric problem, then eventually they might reach into this place [?] and say oh yeah, that’s okay, I do have a disability.

Q: See, me, I couldn’t go somewhere and say, “I have a psychiatric problem.” Because I have a problem that I was psychiatrized. 

JJ: Yeah. 

Q: You know what I mean?

JJ: Yeah. 

Q: Can I, can I, would I be able to go and present it that way and have that accepted or would I sound like, “You’re disabled and I’m not, nah nah nah.” You know what I mean?

JJ: No. I think that because, um, just the idea that you might not be disabled but there might be other people who are disabled and want to be part of your group. 

Q: Yeah.

JJ: So that sense there in itself would be an opener for somebody who has a disability who doesn’t fit in the disability community because–for whatever reason. Probably psychiatric, you know, or whatever.

Q: Yeah. 

JJ: And that’s how we’ve gotten our group members is because they’ve been members of other groups and they finally got that shit off their back.

Q: If I was to go and talk at a disabled persons’ conference and say, um, “I have been labelled as having a psychiatric disability, as having a mental illness. I don’t feel that I ever had a psychiatric disability, I don’t think there’s any such thing. I was disabled by the medications, let me talk to you about this.” Do you think that would go, be accepted as—

JJ: Yeah, that would be accepted.

Q: —something people could listen to?

JJ: Because there’s a lot of people with disabilities who don’t think they’re disabled. 

Q: Okay, okay.

JJ: But because they have no outlet, that’s the only one available. 

Q: ‘Kay.

JJ: So it’d be the same thing.
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