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The Importance
of Lawyers Abandoning
the Shame and Stigma
of Mental Illness
One tenet of the Chief Justice’s Commission on Professionalism’s
“A Lawyer’s Creed” is “To my colleagues in the practice of law, I offer
concern for your welfare.” If you are aware of a colleague that may be
experiencing difficulties, ask questions and offer to help them contact the
Lawyer Assistance Program for help.
BY MICHELLE BARCLAY

January is the month when Robin
Nash, my dear friend and lawyer colleague, godfather to my child, officiate for
my brother’s marriage and former director of the Barton Center at Emory University, left the world. Positive reminders
of him are all around, including a child
law and policy fellowship in his name, but
January is a tough month.
Robin’s suicide, 12 years ago, was a
shock to me. As time passed and I heard
stories about Robin from others who
knew him and I learned more about suicide, I can see in hindsight the risk looming for him. Today, I think his death was
possibly preventable.
In 2006, Robin wrote this essay about
himself for Emory’s website

His practice expanded to working with
institutionalized developmentally delayed clients, special education cases,
wills and estate litigation and representing banks in the hugely interesting
area of commercial real estate closings.

“Robin Nash, age 53, drew his first
breath, attended college and law
school and now works at Emory University. He loves to travel to places
like Southeast Asia and the Middle
East but he always returns home to
Emory and his hometown of Decatur.
Robin majored in Economics and
Mathematics. He began his law practice in 1980 in Decatur surviving mostly on court appointed cases for mentally ill patients in commitment hearings.

When Robin came back from traveling, he told his friends—“I can be more
impactful here.”—which was and is true.
Robin’s impact continues today through
the work of young lawyers serving as
Robin Nash Fellows and through the
lives of the thousands of mothers, fathers,
daughters and sons he touched, helping
people traumatized by child abuse, neglect, addiction and crime.
He was impactful in part because he
had so much empathy for others. He was

78

GEORGIA BAR JOURNAL

GETTYIMAGES.COM/BAONA

In 1995, he was appointed as a juvenile court judge in DeKalb County. He
resigned from the bench effective December 2005. He sold most of his personal belongings, paid off his remaining debts and moved overseas to think
and travel. After thinking and traveling for three months, he returned to
the active world of Decatur. He was
appointed director of the Barton Clinic
effective April 15, 2006.”

well regarded and well loved. He was a
person you could count on who did extraordinary things for others—helping a
student obtain a TPO in the middle of the
night to stop a stalker; quietly helping a
refugee family get stable and connected
to services; and of course, his consistent
care of his friend Vinny. Vinny was a
severely disabled adult Robin befriended
and with whom he had a deep connection. Because he was a lawyer, Robin
was able to help Vinny obtain full access
to available medical services without
being institutionalized.
So why did Robin leave? He lost his
battle with mental illness. He masked
it well and as a private person, did not
share his struggles. His friends had some
insight into his struggles but it was always complicated. While a judge, Robin
was known for saying things like, “I am
a manager of misery” or “I manage the
competition not to serve the most vulnerable families and children.” But he
also said, “Talk like this is just dark humor which is a useful coping mechanism
for an emotionally draining job.”
I know today that a low serotonin
level in his body was dangerous for his
depression and that the medications he
took waxed and waned in effectiveness.
I also now know that he had not slept
well for days before he acted. We’d had
a work meeting the day before he died
where he made a long ‘to do’ list. Who
makes a long ‘to do’ list when one is contemplating suicide? Plenty of people, I
have learned. I saw that ‘to do’ list on his
table when I was in his apartment after
his death.
What could have helped? Abandoning
the shame and stigma of mental illness
is a good start. I have been heartened by
the social movement campaign, Time to
Change,1 designed to help people speak
up about mental illness. A safety plan
shared with a reasonably wide network of
people can also help. Antidepressant medications can help. Recent studies about
anti-depression drugs “puts to bed the
controversy on anti-depressants, clearly
showing that these drugs do work in lifting mood and helping most people with
depression.”2 Science is advancing better
treatments at a rapid pace. And some experts advise that directly asking whether a

person has considered killing themselves
can open the door to intervention and
saving a life.
Before becoming a lawyer, I worked
as a nurse in a variety of settings at both
Grady and Emory hospitals. I saw attempted suicides. I witnessed a number
of those people who were grateful they
were not successful. I saw safety plans
work when enough people knew about
the risks. Sometimes, medicines were
changed, new treatments tried and I saw
people get better.
I feel like with my background I could
have and should have probed Robin more.
But at the time, I thought I was respecting
his privacy by not asking too many questions. Today I know that a person can be
fine one day and then chemicals in their
brain can wildly change within 24 hours,
and they’re no longer ok. I learned that
not sleeping can be deadly. I have also
learned that just talking about it can help
a person cope.
A book that has helped me is called
“Stay: A History of Suicide and the Philosophies Against It,” by Jennifer Michael
Hecht.3 If I had a second chance, I would
try to use some of the arguments in that
book, such as:
None of us can truly know what we
mean to other people, and none of
us can know what our future self will
experience. History and philosophy
ask us to remember these mysteries,
to look around at friends, family, humanity, at the surprises life brings—the
endless possibilities that living offers—
and to persevere.
Of course, first I would have just
asked about his mental health with love
and listened. I still wish for that chance
to try.
Afterword by Chief Justice’s Commission on
Professionalism Executive Director Karlise
Yvette Grier: One tenet of the Chief Justice’s
Commission on Professionalism’s “A Lawyer’s
Creed” 4 is “To my colleagues in the practice of
law, I o fer concern for your welfare.” If you
are aware of a colleague that may be experiencing di iculties, ask questions and o fer
to help them contact the Lawyer Assistance
Program5 for help.

www.AtlantaPsychologist.org
Midtown Atlanta

Michelle and Andy Barclay are so grateful
to the Emory University community for the
grace and care that surrounded everyone, especially the students, when Robin died.
Michelle Barclay, J.D., has more
than 20 years experience working
in Georgia’s judicial branch. She is
currently the division director of
Communications, Children, Families,
and the Courts within the Judicial
Council of Georgia’s Administrative
Office of the Courts. Before becoming
a lawyer, she was a nurse for 10 years,
specializing in ICU and trauma care.
Her degrees include a Juris Doctor
from Emory University School of Law,
a Bachelor of Science in Nursing from
Emory University and a Bachelor
of Interdisciplinary Studies from
Georgia State University. She is also
co-founder along with her husband
Andrew Barclay of the Barton Child
Law and Policy Center at Emory
University School of Law. She can be
reached at 404-657-9219 or michelle.
barclay@georgiacourts.gov.

Endnotes

1. https://twitter.com/TimetoChange.
2. See http://www.bbc.com/news/
health-43143889 (last viewed April 2, 2018).
3. See, e.g., https://www.amazon.com/StayHistory-Suicide-Philosophies-Against/
dp/0300186088 (last viewed April 2, 2018).
4. https://www.gabar.org/aboutthebar/
lawrelatedorganizations/cjcp/lawyerscreed.cfm.
5. https://www.gabar.org/
committeesprogramssections/programs/
lap/index.cfm.
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