Teaching and learning survivor movement history

A history in a nutshell

The history of collective action by mental health service users or survivors goes back  to the early 1970s and (as Clare Ockwell's quiz shows) well before. There was a significant upsurge of activity  after 1985, but the  seeds  were sown by groups like The Mental Patients' Union (1973) , PROMPT (1976) which became the Campaign Against Psychiatric Oppression, and the British Network for Alternatives to Psychiatry (a joint venture of professionals and users) . By 1990 there were over 50 groups, including a number of networks like Survivors Speak Out, Mindlink and Voices. In the 1990s the growth in the number of groups accelerated (perhaps as a result of the 1990 NHS Health and Community Care Act) and this included more network groups like United Kingdom Advocacy Network (UKAN) and "US - All Wales Network", as well as groups dealing with particular aspects of the service user experience like Hearing Voices Network and the National Self Harm Network. It is difficult to establish precise numbers, but people talk of about 500 to 600 groups in England and Wales today, compared with a few dozen in the 1970s and early 1980s.

Service user/survivor action has always been very varied. In the 1970s and early 1980s,  groups included  unions inside and outside hospitals, self-help associations, mental-health action groups, women's groups, the occasional campaigning group like PROMPT (which also promoted survivor music and poetry), groups producing magazines, groups running democratic education classes, and groups in which radical professionals and users met. Initially established on the fringes, some groups became increasingly involved with mental health services after 1985. Activities included consultation, monitoring of services, training and education and eventually research. Independent advocacy was championed and service users/survivors were involved in the establishment and running of advocacy services throughout the UK. Groups and individuals also took action to influence media representations and to create media material of their own. Campaigning was not a major part in activities, but groups consistently campaigned against the extension of compulsory powers in the Mental Health Act. 

Teaching and learning about the history - what is happening?
Are you teaching or learning service user/survivor history? What are you doing? How successful is it? How could it be made more effective?  Teaching and studying history is happening in many ways

Informal: learning and teaching: Survivors talking to each other and to others about what has happened in the past. Anecdotal and nostalgic material. 

Formal presentations: Service users doing presentations about the history of the movement. This might be as a guest speaker at a conference or service user group AGM.

Formal training: Service user trainers including movement history on training sessions for mental health workers. Clare Ockwell has produced free training material to accompany this leaflet.  

Writing and reading: People are writing individual memories and stories and accounts of collective action, and how these inter-relate  . 

Collecting and preserving  There is a wealth of historical material in group records, newsletters etc. This can be preserved, exhibited and written  about. 

Oral history: Mental Health Media's "Testimony" archive is a major resource, and there are others. These are mainly individual stories, but in East Lothian's "Oor Mad History" oral history is being used to preserve the history of the movement.

Collective history. The Survivor History Group's web history weaves together the individual threads in a collective history - One that we can all contribute to.

Why learn or teach history? 

For service users, reasons for learning and teaching history include
-    It is an interesting story

-    It relates our individual lives to the lives of others
-    We may understand where we are by exploring how we got here.

-    It may help us work out where we want to go, and where we want to avoid going!
Service user trainers may want to include history in teaching mental health workers particularly in order to communicate respect for their clients. Perhaps there is a special role for collaborative history making, with workers and users exploring their individual life stories and how they relate to society and history?

Once we recognise the value of teaching history, there is a huge range of aspects to teach and learn. For example: A general history of developments can address questions about what happened and why, and assess the significance of various developments. Clare Ockwell's history quiz can be used to stimulate discussion  or the 1973 "demands" of the Mental Patients Union can be used to assess how far we have come. Particular areas of action like independent mental health advocacy , the manic-depression fellowship (as it was), and the self-harm and hearing voices networks, can be explored. Investigating local movement history is an important field for practical learning  and teaching, and the international interrelations of user groups offer grand vistas. The history of action by black people, women and gay and lesbian groups and individuals can be particularly exciting fields to explore.  Collecting and organising archives can play  a part in all aspects.
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