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A Convivial Mutiny

Sticking Up The Bank of Social Capital

By Ross Graham

“The aggregate of the actual or potential resources linked to possession of a durable network of more or less institutionalised relationships of mutual acquaintance and recognition”. Pierre Bourdieu: 1986”
Social capital… Networks…Groups…It’s not what you know It’s who you know.
Imagine if you will, a life turned upside down, jobs lost, family life destroyed and the very roof over your head only a memory. This as you know is what becomes of many people with mental health problems. In terms of social capital; bankruptcy. Connections destroyed
My contention is – and it’s grabbing the bull by the horns, is that, the most efficient way of recovering from this bankruptcy is for service user’s to engage and assert themselves with mainstream society and let them know in no uncertain terms what we have to offer, not, just for a change, what we want.
Slide: Throw away the begging bowl
Before I tell you what I think justifies this I’ll give you a little anecdote. “Let me tell you a story.”

Back in 2000 when I was a Director of the then nascent Social Firms Scotland, I was asked to speak at a seminar held by an outfit called ‘Aberdeen Common Purpose’. Which I later found out was a sort of discussion group made up of the movers & shakers in our great city. I didn’t really know what I was walking into at the time, but I did have one idea. I was bored stiff with mental health service providers who didn’t seem to be able to string a few words together without whining about their lack of ‘funding’; a word I’ve come to detest.

I thought I’d do something a wee bit different and give them a talk on the deleterious effects on society when you have ‘people without a place, people without roots, without anchors, without connections, without social capital.’ Ever the opportunist I also noticed that this was a good way of engaging with a cross section of influential people.

 As it turned out I was impressed with the way that senior executives in the oil business, for instance, seemed to engage and sympathise with the concept of Social Firms in helping people with difficulties lead something like a normal life. The staggering idea that if people are able to live more normally it will help them to behave more normally. There are collective values and concepts that bind pretty well everyone together, regardless of what Bourdieu calls ‘habitus’. 

Things went pretty well & I was asked if I’d like to return and talk to them again. Better than joining the masons, I thought.
The rub of this story is what happened when I tried to get support for engaging with this group from my local service provider at the time. 

Slide: What’s in it for us?

What happened was a total lack of interest, contempt, disparagement, symbolic violence if you like. They could not see the point of engaging with any grouping without bumming money off them. The development of social capital or to put another angle on it . . .
Slide: What’s in it for everybody?
. . . by a mere service user of all people was a concept they had no intention of understanding. So much for individual actions aggregated to the common good. Networks of civic engagement are not for us.
 I was reminded where I stood and moreover told I should stay where I stood
Slide: Isolated
One of the almost inevitable effects of a service user’s engagement with the mental health system is a collapse of the individual’s normal networks. Even preceding treatment a person’s social and economic infrastructure may have been imperilled or collapsing, after treatment there is usually little question of just picking up where you left off. Or indeed you might not want to.
Slide: Punishment by Brand – Stigma
The individual is marked, branded, excluded and what is presented as an alternative social structure, if you like an ‘ersatz’ social capital, is a ‘care’ industry with rules, strictures & codes of conduct which differ in many respects from mainstream society.

The first thing that you have to get into your head is that you don’t control or decide anything. 
Slide: ‘We’ decide – ‘We’ do that’
There is a continual message, spoken and unspoken that ‘we decide’, ‘we do that’, & if you don’t like it – ‘there’s the door. There is a continual message that the mental health system is the only place for you and that the only way of securing your place is by total submission to those ‘treating’ you. To suggest alternative methods will invite and incur penalties.
Slide: 
Capitalist & liberal democratic institutions



Bureaucratic institutions
I believe, and here’s the rub, that there is a variance here between what amounts to two alternative & conflicting cultures. Capitalist and liberal democratic institutions are based on exploitation, speculation & risk. 

Bureaucratic institutions are based on exploitation, stability and the minimisation of risk. “Watch what you say, don’t rock the boat, go with the flow”.  Notable here is the emphasis on committee work and collective acquiescence rather than individual initiative. The committee is an archetypical risk minimising artifice. The collectives are alright for formulating general policy, but worse than useless operationally, however inertia is an ideal state for a system dedicated to perpetuating itself and maintaining a stagnant & exclusive status quo.

What has happened over the last 30 years or so is not the abolition of institutionalisation but the substitution of one form of bureaucratic oligarchy for another: a redeployment of institutionalisation from the easily identifiable asylums to a less apparent, dispersed arena commonly and quite wrongly called the ‘community’.

In my area at least, the impression among many service users, is that what are called ‘mental health services’ are to a significant extent really job creation services dedicated to sustain the mental health industry. What we have is a strange ‘alternative’ society constructed to provide employment for people who want to work in the care industry. An environment where the theories learnt at college and university can be practised on an unsuspecting, submissive clientele most of whom can easily be convinced that all this is provided to do them some sort of favour.
Slide: This is what there is, it’s there for you, be grateful

However, the effect is to perpetuate alienation from mainstream society and enforce those enemies of creativity, fear and subservience. All this promotes an often expressed desire amongst service users to keep things the way they are for fear that change will only make things worse. We have a road to nowhere.
Slide: Let’s go somewhere
Redefinition of roles

Let’s break out of the prison. We have to go where we can say things. One of the inhibiting factors of the care system is the fear of saying anything.”Watch what you say, don’t rock the boat., go with the flow.” The tyranny of ceremonial conformity. The whole damn system is dominated by the influence of sclerotic hippies, who, as they enter their Victor Meldrew stage keep imposing the liberal slogans of their youth with increasing cantankerousness and bigotry. This ‘political correctness’ (post-liberalism) not only inhibits undesirable influences but inhibits any influences and indeed even thought itself ‘Newspeak’- an Orwellian nightmare - a horrifying world where the ‘Guardian’ is as dull and predictable as ‘Pravda’ and the ‘Daily Mail’ is stimulating and radical. 
I’m not suggesting that we should substitute one sort of bigotry for another but that we should engage with the innovation and artistic freedom that flourishes in modern capitalism and persuade it that we are not merely ‘dependency culture drones’ but people with something to offer.
Impossible? A pact with the devil?

Well the people who decry that are the same people who by a process of doublethink seem to erase the fact, that, especially in academic life an awful lot they see around them comes with labels like.
Slide:
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As always, as seems to be my fate, I’m saying nothing new. It’s all been done before. As General Booth did with the Salvation Army we have to take our message to those we ‘assume’ don’t want to listen. Not as aggressors but as convivial mutineers

Slide: Play their tunes, but make the songs our own.
Why should society have fruitless fields of struggle

When you can plant fields of consensus

Or why should the devil have all the best tunes.
The End

