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Historical perspective of Mental Health and Learning Disability
Live performance of one person’s story presented at two different times in
history.
• Looking forward to evidence based best practice and individualised care.

Why look at Mental Health
and Learning Disability

People with mental health issues and/or a learning disability are amongst the most
socially excluded and vulnerable groups in Britain today. Department of Health (2011)

What do we mean by Mental Health

Mental Health is a state of wellbeing in which every individual realizes
his or her own potential, can cope with the normal stresses of life, can
work productively and fruitfully, and is able to make a contribution to
his or her community’
World Health Organisation (2014)

What do we mean by Learning Disability

• a significantly reduced ability to understand new or complex
information, to learn new skills (impaired intelligence)
• a reduced ability to cope independently (impaired social functioning)
• which started before adulthood, with a lasting effect on development
Severity is unique to every individual and can bring a physical, social
and emotional difficulties.
The Department of Health, Valuing People (2001 and 2012) and National Institute of Care Excellence (NICE, 2016)

Historical perspective of Mental Health and Learning Disability
• Before the end of the 18th century generally there was a culture of acceptance and tolerance.
• Pre-Industrial Revolution the issue of difference in society did not exist, as survival depended on
everyone working together for the good of all.
• The migration to cities identified individuals who lacked skills, anyone different, vulnerable or slow
would be seen as feeble-minded and an imbecile.
• The poor laws and parishes would fund and provide the workhouses to hold these individuals,
who were often sent to asylums along with criminals.
Parkes and Sheard (2012)

Historical perspective of Mental Health and Learning Disability
•

The eugenic philosophy led to the Mental Deficiency Act (1913), which created
even more restrictions and further eroded the rights of these individuals.

•

Reformists challenged the eugenic philosophy, which continued after the
Second World War and saw the development of the National Health Service.
Shakespeare (2008)

•

Individuals with a learning disability were found to be able to live independently
with support and that asylums were not the correct environment for them.
O’Connor and Tizard (1954)

•

Medication was used as a more effective means of controlling patients with
mental health issues and anti psychiatry philosophy was gaining momentum.
Powell (1961), Roberts (2005) and Turner et al (2015)

Historical perspective of Mental Health and Learning Disability
•

With the closure of the asylums in the 1970s/80s, individuals with mental health
and/or a learning disability were integrated back into society.

Griffiths (1988), Community

Care Act (1990) and Turner et al (2015).

•

More choice for these groups were created as more legislation, such as
Rights Act (1998), the Mental Capacity Act (2005), the Equality Act (2010)

The Human

were developed.

Live performance of one person’s story presented at two different times in history.

Live performance of one person’s story
presented
at two different times in history.
Mary Smith - Born 1860

Mary Smith - Born 1960

Looking forward…………………… Mindful
……………….
Winterborne View (2012)
Staffordshire Hospital / Francis Report (2013)
Outdated Mental Health Legislation, The
Mental Health Act (1983) as Amended (2007)
is rooted in the mid 20th Century.

Looking forward ……………….
Individuals with a mental health issue and/or a

Social Model of
Disability and Person
Centred Planning

learning disability need support to feel empowered.

Reviewing the biological,
psychological

It is expected that people with mental health
conditions and learning disability co-create and coproduce, initiatives and services to support them to
live better.

Turnball (2004)

I’m not
invisible talk
to me

and social factors are all
important

(The King’s Fund 2012)

determinants of health and
illness

The Equality Act (2010), The Human Rights Act (1998),
The Health and Social Care Act (2012) and The Mental
Capacity Act (2005) have compelled society to follow
a rights and ethics based approach to care.

Edwards (2012)
Mencap (2013)

The way forward …………………..
To protect the rights of vulnerable individuals through the
social disability model in the Community.
Edwards (2012)

To empower and enable individuals who live
with mental health and/or a learning disability
to have their voice heard.
(Maestri-Banks, 2013 and Parker and MacDonald, 2015)
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PROFILES
Mary Smith - Born 1860

Mary Smith - Born 1960

Grew up in the countryside and I had enough food. My LD issues and strange behaviour were not a
concern, as I worked on the land. I did not attend school as by the time the Education Act (1870) was
passed I was 10 and leaving age was 10 at the time.

Grew up in Liverpool on an estate built in the 1950’s. Lovely family. I have a twin
brother. My dad was unable to work at times, due to his back problems. I hated
school. I was bullied and lonely. I struggled to read and learn. I didn’t fit in.

My family moved to Liverpool in 1872, due to lack of agricultural employment. Mother tried to get me
into the service as a scullery maid and factory work at 12-14, but I didn’t understand what they wanted
and just felt depressed and cried a lot. They called me stupid and told my mother that I was imbecilic and
unteachable, so they got did not give me a chance.

I would get into fights, and at 15 I was expelled. I was smoking, drinking and spent
a lot of time in my room and watching TV.

At the age of 14, my mother tried to marry me off to 35 year old man who smelt and was rough. He told
my mother that he wanted to feel the goods and grabbed me. I was so frightened that I scratched him and
he shouted and called me mad, insane and a half wit lunatic. He reported me for attacking him to the
constable, so I had to go in front of the magistrates and I was sent to prison for 2 weeks as my mother
could not pay the fine. Magistrate called for witnesses and references and because some of the families
that I had tried to work for, gave negative testimonies the magistrate instructed me that after I had paid
my debt to society in prison, I would to go to the workhouse and earn my keep and stop being a burden
on my poor mother.
In prison, I heard voices , seeing things, angels and God told me that I was special and that I had to be
careful because evil people would try and harm me. I was very frightened and scared and tried to keep
myself to my self, but people just thought that I, thought that I was better then them and that I was
strange. One night the warden came into my cell and touched me all over and pushed and prodded me.
He threatened me and hit me so I kept quiet. I was crying all the time and nobody showed me kindness.
Once in the workhouse the men and women were segregated - Able bodied women of 15 years were sent
to the kitchen and the cook was quite kind to me and explained what I had to do slowly and simply. I was
fed and had clean clothes so at first I was happy. But one night I was in pain and then I had a baby. I was
screaming for my baby but they told me it died. I was confused and did not have the language to explain
what was wrong. I became withdrawn and cried in the corner and did not move.
At the asylum I was shouted at, restrained and left in a cell by my self. I saw things and heard voices.
When the super intendant came to see me I scratched and bit him. So he hit me so hard I feel and hit my
head. When I woke up they had removed my teeth. They would point water hoses at me and leave me for
hours in the cold. One year I was so cold that I got ill and the pneumonia killed me. I was 25 years old.

At 16, I had to do a YTS (Youth Training Scheme) in a factory. I hated it. I could not
stand the noise. I would go out and get shouted at. No jobs lasted. I could not mix,
and I wasn’t popular.
I stopped going out. I heard voices. Those aliens said nasty things to me, even
through the TV. I smashed it. Police and social workers took me to a big psychiatric
hospital where I was sectioned. They said I had schizophrenia. I was so scared of
other patients. They’d take the money that I earned in Industrial Therapy/details. A
couple of the male patients tried to get me to be their girlfriend. I was scared of
them. The injections gave me side effects.
After a couple of years, in the 80’s, I was shown how to cook and clean. I went to a
house in the grounds and was discharged to a group home. I seen the nurse once a
week for my injection. I had no friends. I now have my own flat in a supported
accommodation. I don’t have injections, but tablets with less side effects. I see a
nurse once a month. I do things in the community, such as doing courses. I can read
a bit. I help out in a charity shop, but I don’t serve behind the counter. I was
depressed and did an IAPT (Improving Access to Psychological Therapies) course. I
still hear voices, but I understand them better. Now they tell me that I have autism
with a learning disability.

