Emotional journeys
By members of the Survivors History Group.

Developed from an article by Philip Morgan, Sadie Gower and Andrew Roberts originally published in Time Together in December 2011.
Self-images and emotions

Sometimes the way we are treated makes us feel bad about ourselves. This was the message of books by Erving Goffman with titles like Asylums (1961) and Stigma (1963). These showed how the positive images that people have about themselves can be turned into negative ones. 

Can we turn these negative images into positive ones? Some of us come to terms with our history by writing it down, including the pain of breakdowns and failures. Sometimes these accounts can be discussed with others in a safe environment and sharing our experiences may enable us to help one another. 
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Sadie Gower and Philip Morgan are members of the Survivors History Group (which meets at Together). 
As far back as the group has traced, people who suffer mental distress have individually and collectively worked with negative images and shared experiences with others in ways that are positive. 
In this article, Sadie and Philip explore the benefits and dangers of such emotional journeys.
Philip seeks health through history
When Philip spoke at a Survivors History Group seminar at Birmingham University in July 2010 he displayed the theme of his talk on his T-shirt
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The Sankofa bird turns to recover the past in order to fly forward. One of her meanings is that we should be willing to learn from our mistakes.

In the Akan language of Ghana, "sanko" means "go back" and "fa" means take.  The Sankofa bird flies forward while looking backward with an egg in its mouth. Philip explained that the egg symbolizes the future. 

"We must go back and reclaim our past so we can move forward; so we understand why and how we came to be who we are today."
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Philip works and studies history in Tower Hamlets African and Caribbean Mental Health Organisation (THACMHO). Its projects include "The Health Through History Initiative".

Its two symbols are Tabono representing strength, confidence and perseverance, and the Sankofa bird. Tabono (the paddles) suggests paddling a canoe upstream.  It symbolises strength and endurance in our emotional journeys.

In 1996, THACMHO was started as a place to talk by psychiatric patients of African descent who found that they got more medication, but less talking therapy, than other people being processed by the system. Early conversations focused on the low self-esteem communicated by the idea that their history was the history of slavery. The group set about researching what their history actually was.

For "Black History Month" in 2001 they organised a history walk through Tower Hamlets, visiting sites associated with five African writers from the end of the 18th century. These included Phillis Wheatley, a house slave from the United States who wrote a book of poems and was given permission to go to London to get it published.  After further research, they wrote and published Power Writers and the Struggle Against Slavery - Celebrating five African writers who came to the East End of London in the 18th century (2005). 

In 2004 THACMHO organised a reminiscence conference on the history of West Indian Seamen who sailed regularly during the 1950s and 1960s on the Harrison Shipping Lines to the West India Docks. This too led to the publication of a book. They have also researched and published a book about Africa and the Tower of London. 

In the Celebration of Survivor History (Time Together Summer 2010, pages 24-25) Philip played the part of Ukawsaw Gronniosaw, an African prince considered foolish or insane, who came to London and married an East End silk-weaver.

Sadie finds mixed emotions in history

Sadie has always wanted to know about her family's history. Recently she learnt to use the internet and began to explore online records. She tells us how this led to mixed emotions in her family. Family history is popular nowadays and Sadie found a survey (Anne-Marie Kramer Sociology volume 45, number 3, June 2011, pages 379-395) that shows how we relate family history to ourself, to feelings of belonging, and to who we think we are. Sometimes we hate it, sometimes we love it. Sadie’s story shows how history can get very emotional.
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I looked up my paternal grandmother's family because of a family myth that we are distant cousins of people who, amongst other things, helped to found the People's Dispensary for Sick Animals after the first world war. My sister and I remembered mother talking about them, and my sister saw a programme on television about them. I have a newspaper cutting which my mother cut out when the lady died in 1947, preserved carefully in tissue, and handed on to me.

I traced the lady's history, and that of her father, and after making notes, I looked further back, and found the generation before the father. I then had problems because I started to think!  

This family must have been quite wealthy and important in their day. The grandfather was a lawyer and scribe in his town, and he, his wife and the children they lost as babies, were all buried in a huge stone vault in the parish church. By contrast,  my great-grandmother could not write her name and marked official documents with a cross. I doubted if any of my close family ancestors, living at the same time as these rich people, were much more literate. Surely a lawyer would have read and written fluently, and have access to money, to study law and make a living writing documents for the people who could not write themselves.

Both families, poor and rich, lived in Kent, but in different parts. As their circumstances were so different, I began to doubt that they were related.  As I thought about where the idea that we were related might have come from, I invented a new family myth: My mother and father played together as children, and started going out together as young teenagers.  My mother told me how much they enjoyed "the pictures" (cinema films), which were the excitement of the 1920s. I imagined them seeing those old Pathe newsreels, and seeing people on them with a similar family name. I then imagined them arriving home for tea, and saying to Dad's mother  "Are you any relationship to.......?"  Grandma, I thought, might have found it amusing that the lifestyle they were so taken with could be in any way related to her family, and said with a wry smile. "Oh of course, they are my distant cousins"

There the idea stuck; the teenagers grew up, got married and had children, and faithfully told us that we were distantly related to these important people. Well, they had been through World War II in the interim.

When I excitedly told my sister what I had discovered, she seemed rather upset by what I said. I think this was because we both have close connections to our pets, and she liked to believe that had been passed down through the generations. Losing this family story was a real loss for her.

My family history research fascinates me, and gives me a sense of identity.  but I will be more sensitive to other family members feelings about the material in future. They may  have different feelings about the family story, and be attached to it in different ways. I could be treading on someone's dreams, even part of their sense of identity. 

Time Together  See http://studymore.org.uk/7.htm#Maca. THACMHO was based at The Brady Centre, 192-196 Hanbury Street, Whitechapel, London, E1 5HU. Telephone 0207 426 5389. The Survivors History Group has a website at http://studymore.org.uk/mpu.htm  
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