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When a 7-year-old boy died from suspected abuse by his mother and stepfather, it sparks a 

discussion if mental illness was the underlying cause. This is because abusing our own flesh 

and blood is beyond humane action and to some extent, beyond our comprehension. The 

mother is said to have a history of mental illness.  

 

It is commonly assumed by many that when there is abuse, there is mental illness underlying 

it. However, the National Domestic Violence in the United States emphasizes that this is a 

misconception. There could be abuse in a relationship where a partner does suffer from mental 

illnesses but it is not the case, all the time. 

 

World Health Organization recorded that women who have been abused have a higher risk of 

depression, anxiety, post-traumatic stress disorder, suicide attempts, and other mental health 

conditions as compared to women who were not. However, it is not these conditions alone that 

cause abuse.  



 

Malaysia last year reported 3,875 child abuse cases up to September of last year. The Women, 

Family, and Community Development of Malaysia reported many child abuse cases could be 

linked to family’s financial problems as well as to mental illness or substance abuse affecting 

the parents.   

 

A deeper question to ask: can mental illness and abuse happen at the same time? Yes, 

absolutely. Mental illness and abuse are two complex issues. Many times, there are cases of 

parents who are mentally ill and abusive. On the other hand, there are also cases when parents 

are mentally ill but they are not abusive.  

 

So, how can we know if someone is abusive and suffer from a mental illness condition? 

Observation of one’s behavior is the key here. We can consider looking at how they treat other 

people vs. how they treat their partner. If mental illness was the cause of abuse, then the abusive 

person would physically or emotionally abuse everyone around them (colleagues, friends, or 

other family members) and not just their partner or children.    

  

Thus, awareness amongst significant others if their family members are diagnosed with mental 

illness is critical. Be proactive and reach out and take necessary interventions especially when 

it involves vulnerable populations, be them minor and elderly. Moving forward, it is time to 

implement regular psychological well-being assessments among parents as this should be a 

regular practice to reduce the harm caused by undiagnosed and untreated mental illness 

patients. 

 


