
 

March 13, 2019 

R. Kelly, Cosby and Smollett 

The recent news stories about many famous people facing criminal charges have inspired this perspective, and 

so I write this As I See It. 1 in 5 of us lives with some form of mental illness: Substance Use Disorder, Attention-

Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD), Anxiety, Autism, Bipolar Disorder, Borderline Personality Disorder, 

Depression, Eating Disorders, Obsessive Compulsive Disorder (OCD) Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD), 

Schizophrenia, or others.   

According to the World Health Organization, 450 million people around the world live with mental illnesses, 

and the National Institute of Mental Health reports that 18% of adults in the U.S. experience mental illness in a 

given year. Over 20% of children either currently or at some point during their life have had a seriously 

debilitating mental disorder.   

Illinois and the rest of America talk about criminal justice reform, but the current conversation is worse than 

the war on drugs because there's no real attempt to prevent people from harming themselves or society as a 

whole. There has been the talk of using a restorative justice approach, but that's only after harm is done - what 

about preventing harm in the first place?   

Smollett, Kelly, and Cosby will be examples in this focus. All have been labeled as criminals based on criminal 

codes set by policymakers and advocates working in the best interest of the public. The question is: how many 

of those charged with crimes actually have some form of mental illness that needs treatment? 

As we look to divert people to treatment of mental illness or substance use disorder rather than incarceration, 

we have to ask: when is something a crime requiring arrest and incarceration for public safety reasons, and 

when is it mental illness or substance use disorder that requires treatment, rehabilitation and support? 

Are people labeled as criminals because of mental Illness, or are they just criminals because of their way of 

life? We have jails and prisons for crime and punishment to protect society from people who have made failed 

decisions that hurt other people, but we have to remember that in jail, people are humans who will one day be 

free in society again as our neighbors or just a person in our space. 

Israeli psychiatrist Dr. Yuval Melamed suggests an additional option could be “treatment years.” For people 

who commit crimes but have a definite mental illness, the court would determine the number of years of 

treatment required, according to the crime. Repeat evaluations during hospitalization and treatment are 

necessary. When possible, restorative justice principles could be followed for restoration of victims, offenders 

and community members, emphasizing accountability and making amends. The goal is to reach a balance 

between the right of the patient to treatment and the responsibility of the courts to ensure public safety. 



We must use the cases of Smollett, Kelly, and Cosby as teachable moments, not to just enhance penalties on 

the books but to also enhance our understanding about behaviors that lead to courtroom appearances. Cosby 

had his day in court and he was found guilty – now help should be provided to heal Cosby and his victims.  

As a society, we have to allow Smollett and Kelly to have their days in court. What is also important is what 

victims say. In the interviews of women for the making of the documentary series Surviving R. Kelly, executive 

producer dream hampton said, “without fail, each of them pleaded with him to ‘get help,’ to ‘just stop’ hurting 

girls and women like them.” However, hampton also says, “given his continual denial, deflection and 

histrionics, it’s clear he’s no candidate for restorative justice.” If the charges are proven to be true and Kelly’s 

denials do not change, I think Kelly requires incarceration and years of mental health treatment.  

If Smollett is guilty as charged, I think he should be levied with a fine to cover all expenses for police 

investigations, court costs and any other taxpayer expenses associated with this ordeal. I think Smollett should 

be ordered to receive mental health support and years of community service, but not incarceration. 

Sincerely, 

 

La Shawn K. Ford 

State Representative-Eighth District 


