THE CATALYST

| didn’t imagine that mental health was
affected by the colour of one’s skin. I was
wrong.

As a white woman, | once overlooked how race shapes care. My wife and son of colour face
withheld trust, pain bias, harsher stigma, microaggressions, and scarce, overburdened services.
I've learned mental health isn’'t separate from skin colour; privilege cushions some, while
systemic barriers bruise others—often across generations.
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| am a white woman, but my wife and son are not.
And | have seen in the past 17 years that | have loved them, that things aren’t the same for them.

As a white woman, even though | wasn’t born into particular privilege in terms of class or status, |
was nonetheless born into the privilege of race where most medical and mental health
practitioners look and think like me.

As a white woman, doctors do not withhold medication from me. They do not assume that | am
faking it or that | am somehow more tolerant of pain or illness than my wife and sisters of colour.

As a white woman, my culture is slowly moving towards an acceptance of mental health and an
understanding of mental illness while persons — particularly men — of colour still struggle under
the weight of unbearable cultural stigma.

As a white woman | have seen and heard (and yes, even sometimes perpetrated)
microaggressions and passive aggressions aimed at persons of colour that chip away at their
mental health, causing trauma that transcends generations.

As a white woman, my community is not concentrated in lower-income inner-city settings where
access to medical and mental health care is limited and oversubscribed — and where other
barriers such as income and housing often take precedence over mental health.

As a white woman, | didn’t used to have to think about any of this. | didn’t imagine that mental
health was affected by the colour of one’s skin.

But as a wife and a mother | can tell you that it is. It really is.

By Jessica Ward-King

BSc, PhD, aka the StigmaCrusher, is a mental health advocate and keynote speaker with a rare
blend of academic expertise and lived experience. Equipped with a doctorate in experimental
psychology and firsthand knowledge of bipolar disorder, she’s both heavily educated and, as she


https://mentalhealthcommission.ca/post-author/jessica-ward-king-b-sc-ph-d/

likes to say, heavily medicated. Crazy smart, she’s been crushing mental health stigma since
2010.
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