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Writing | Kathryn Wheeler

Musician, documentary maker, and entrepreneur, 
Stephen Manderson – AKA Professor Green – has 
never shied away from difficult subjects. In this 
candid chat, he opens up about echo chambers, 
activism, and his journey with gut health

Professor Green:  
A gut feeling

S tephen Manderson became a 
prolific voice in the mental health 
conversation when he released his 
first documentary in 2015, Suicide 
and Me. Of course, mental health 

has always been part of Stephen’s life – both 
in regards to his own experience and that of 
his close family, including his father, whose 
suicide is a central topic in the documentary. 

Six years on, and Stephen is still as focused 
on bringing mental health into the spotlight 
as he was in 2015. And, reflecting on the 
progress that both he personally, and the 
conversation at large, has made since then, 
Stephen believes that there is, equally, a lot 
more work to be done, as well as reasons to 
be hopeful.

“When I was a kid, there was no 
conversation around mental health. 
The only time I ever heard ‘mental’ was 
when someone was getting cordoned,” 
he says. “That said, I think it’s a shame 
that, statistically, things are not getting 

better. We have to get to a point where 
conversations are actions. I saw this when I 
did the child poverty documentary [Living 
in Poverty]. I was literally just sitting in an 
echo chamber, everyone agreed with my 
thoughts and feelings on those subjects, 
and not one single member of government 
showed up. You have to get in the room 
with people who either think differently, or 
who don’t understand.

“I’ll go into prisons and talk to inmates 
– places where they have to put a face on 
and they’re not allowed to show emotion, 
because if they show any sign of weakness, 
it can land them in trouble,” Stephen 
continues. “There are a lot of people who 
are suffering with their mental health and 
they’re not aware of what to do, because in 
our culture it’s not really discussed – you’re 
not allowed to be weak. But owning your 
vulnerability makes you a stronger person 
than trying to suppress your feelings. 
Because whenever you try to hold anything 
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Professor Green:  
A gut feeling down, it ends up coming to hit 

you sideways.”
As well as his ability to clearly 

articulate difficult subjects, 
one of the main reasons that 
Stephen is such a powerful 
voice in the mental health 
conversation is that he speaks 
from his own experience. That 
said, I wonder whether, when 
talking about mental health 
in the public space, there is 
a certain pressure to be the 
‘after’ photo in a ‘before and 
after’ of good mental health? 
To have already conquered the 
challenges, and be speaking 
from the ‘other side’?

“I think that goes back to 
always wanting to fix things, 
whether it’s in other people 
or ourselves,” Stephen says. 
“There isn’t really a ‘before’ 
and ‘after’. Someone asked 
me how I got over my 
anxiety while being in the 
public eye – but I don’t 
think I’m cured. I don’t 
think my anxiety has 
gone away. And I actually 
think there have been 
points in my life where it’s 
probably saved my life – 
fight or flight, you know? 

We have fight or flight and 
it’s for survival, but you 
shouldn’t be just surviving. 

Owning your  
vulnerability  
makes you a  

stronger person
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You should be living and enjoying 
your life.

“I do believe that the only 
way to get through anything is 
to keep on going. That’s very 
matter of fact, but it’s also true. 
And sometimes progression is 
not a step forward, just a step 
backwards, or it’s a step sideways 
– it’s not a straightforward 
journey, not about mental health 
or gut health, either.”

Gut health and mental health 
are intrinsically linked, in ways 
many of us are just beginning to 
understand. Stephen’s journey 
with gut health began as a baby, 
when he had to have surgery 
to empty his stomach. Then, in 
2017, his stomach was partially 
paralysed during surgery for a 
hernia. Throughout his childhood 
and into adulthood, Stephen 
would experience crippling 
stomach pain, IBS, and reflux. 
It was only later that he realised 
the physical symptoms he was 
experiencing were connected to 
his mental health. 

“I had an operation when I 
was six weeks old, so every 
time I said, ‘Nan, I’ve got a belly 
ache,’ it would be straight to the 
doctor, and from the doctor to 
the hospital,” he explains. “They 
would do all these investigations, 
and would find nothing.”

Stephen was eventually given 
a diagnosis of irritable bowel 
syndrome (IBS), a condition 
that a study by the Mayo Clinic 
revealed is more likely to be 
experienced by those who have 
lived through trauma – be this 
divorce, bereavement, accidents, 
natural disasters, abuse, or any 
other kind of trauma. 

“A lot of people who experience 
psychological trauma end up 
with IBS, and a lot of people with 
IBS suffer psychological trauma, 
so it’s a chicken and egg situation, 
and mine was a combination of 

What I didn’t 
realise was that 

the tummy aches 
were actually 

anxiety – it took 
me until my 20s to 
work that one out

Aguulp for Brain, Aguulp for Gut, 
Aguulp for Immunity, and  

Aguulp Gut Test can be purchased 
exclusively at aguulp.com
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both,” he continues. “My dad was 
in and out of my life, my mum 
was there more consistently, but 
she left home when I was a year 
old, and I was brought up by 
my grandmother. I was lucky. I 
know it doesn’t sound like a lucky 
situation, but I genuinely was. 

“I was a bright child, but my 
school attendance was quite poor, 
largely because of my tummy 
aches. And what I didn’t realise 
was that the tummy aches were 
actually anxiety – it took me until 
my 20s to work that one out, and 
to draw any kind of link.”

With the benefit of hindsight, 
and a greater understanding of 
how the gut and brain interact, 
Stephen’s latest venture is 
dedicated to arming others 
with the tools they need to 
take back a degree of control 
over their physical and mental 
health. Teaming up with 
friend and entrepreneur Kevin 
Godlington, and supplement 
manufacturer Nutrivitality, 
Stephen has released a range 
of supplements with his new 
business Aguulp – which offers 
three liquid supplements 

targeted to support immunity, 
brain, and gut health, for better 
overall wellbeing. 

“They say, ‘you are what you 
eat’. Sounds simple, doesn’t 
it? But it really does have an 
effect,” Stephen says. “My great-
grandmother always said, ‘A little 
bit of what you like, won’t hurt 
you.’ It’s always been the periods 
of excess in my life – I start to 
fall into a negative cycle. I wasn’t 
sleeping well because I wasn’t 
exercising. So my sleep was 
disrupted, and then I was eating 
crap, and they all went together.”

It’s a trap: lacking the energy 
to fuel our bodies correctly, 
and then as a result not having 
the energy to make a change. 
Stephen’s been there, too. 

That said, it seems the key is to 
find the energy needed to break 
that cycle, however that may 
be. For Stephen, this realisation 
came to him after many years 
of pain and confusion. And 
others will have a similar story, 
as we are only just beginning to 
understand the complex, ongoing 
relationship between our bodies 
and minds. But by sharing his 
experiences, Stephen is part of 
the movement of people that are 
consolidating the experiences 
of many, and telling you – when 
things feel hard and you’re 
struggling to work out why – to 
trust your gut feeling. 

For more from Stephen, tune-in 
to our podcast ‘I am. I have’
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