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Describe the historical and social influences that have informed our understanding of the care and treatment of clients with mental health issues.

Mental health disorders have significantly changed a large amount throughout the past, and it is really only now that we have a better and clear understanding. Although mental illness has always been substantially recognised, the understandings of it has always been partly different throughout the past century’s, yet the same idea has always stayed present until recently, for example; in ancient times ‘madness’ was seen as a punishment by god as you were seen to be working alongside the devil, this then resulted in harsh discipline of an individual who displayed the symptoms. The explanation of madness being a ‘sin’ has almost been passed on from ancient times up until 16th/17th century. One era which had a major effect on society then and for the future would be Witch trials which took place in Europe during the 16th century. It can be argued that the witch hunts were a result of mass hysteria taking over Europe. 

Witch craft was seen as working alongside the devil back in the 16th century, almost seen as making a ‘pack’ with the devil to create a sin and encourage evil on the world. The witch trials predominantly took place in Northern Europe, from the mid 1400’s up to the mid 1600s, witch trails were so popular, they sent the death rate up considerate amounts. According to an article from ‘Witchcrafts: the beginnings’, up to 80,000 people were executed during the witch trails throughout Europe, and  80% of those deaths were women, although some men were executed and/or burnt at stake for witch craft, this reasoning could have been because they were closely related to a women which had been convicted of witch craft, and not so much the male ‘performing’ witch craft, or could it be that they have already had a previous link to the court and justice system? Therefore, they were seen as an easy target. 

Essentially there needed to be some sort of idea of what would qualify the individual to be a witch in Salem- 1660s. One would be there you are unable to support yourself financially. You had more chance of being convicted of witch craft if you were homeless and vulnerable. Sarah Good, a woman who was hanged in 1692 for witch craft, this idea stemmed of her begging for food from her neighbours, therefore this created some sort of reasoning to distrust her and accuse her for witch craft. This idea confirms our understanding in the more modern light of mental illness, Sarah Good had ‘begged’ neighbours for food, it highlights the fact that she was under pressure to feed her family, these reasoning for witchcraft are not justified enough as we are able to reflect this state of ‘begging’ for food to our society nowadays where individuals are unable to afford to feed their families end up showing symptoms of depression and anxiety which can further down the line can push someone to suicide, especially when there are no other family members to help out.

In ironic contrast to this, you also had the chance of being convicted of witch craft if you were highly financially independent and female, also if you had no other support from others. If a woman could live happily with no worries this raised some apprehension to those around you. Then you would have been most likely isolated from the community. If you were to compare this statement ‘isolated’ from the environment, this is an immediate indication which creates anxiety and depression in an individual. Were society back in the 1600s creating depression on women purposely to allow them to be thrown into a cell?

These comparisons almost give the impression that society was looking for any sort of reason to have a woman thrown into a cell, and witch craft seemed to be the best/easiest reason. Some of the reasons as to why women were thrown into a cell give the indication that hierarchies in past eras may have just wanted females who had power or maybe did show a weakness off the streets to create the ideology of ‘perfection’. This creates an immediate snowball in society to all the other women creating immediate fear and almost impose that feeling of rejection from society, whilst these statements and ideas were so popular, women would have felt intimidated, isolated, worried, & anxious to leave their home, which have then caused depression and anxiety for the individual, therefore women may have started developing mental illness through the stress of all of the statements of witch craft & the absurd ideas which qualified you as a ‘witch’.

There were many different illusions which took place during the witch trials, in 1487 the “Malleus Maleficarum” was written by Kramer and Sprenger, their ideas lasted over 200 years and remained highly influential during this time. They highlighted illusions such as ; women were the weaker link in society, whereas men held that hierarchy in society, and held a status full of perfection, in some way they were perceived as the perfect gender and therefore held that power over women. They also condemned that the women’s menstruation was the ‘source of evil’, where they were full of venom during their cycle which they were then capable of contaminating those around them.

Paracelsus (17th century), as the allegation of the uterus being the source of evil from the devil, it was also stated that there were two sources of evil within women and this is one of the reasons why they were seen to be demonic, the other source of evil which women apparently carried would be from the spleen. However, this can be argued that if they condemned the area of the ‘spleen’ being linked to evil, both men and women require a spleen, therefore men could also practice elements of witch craft, even though there were a handful of men convicted of witchcraft, compared to the women convicted the number was relatively small, this highlights the unfairness and lack of justification. It almost comes across as hierarchies would blame women for the all the bad which would occur. On the other hand, they did also state that although both men and women require the spleen, women have a two evil induced organs, therefore women carry more of a sin than the males which adds to reasoning as to why more women were convicted.

In a paper by Barstow named “Witch craze: New History of the European witch hunts” (1995), she gives us a different understanding of the treatment of women during these witch trials, a much deeper explanation. She explains how the witch trials were much of a disguise for a ‘women hunt’, as before these trials took place women were quite a dominant figure in society and recognised for their power in ‘healing’ and ‘counsellors’ and not so much related to evil. Barstow gives us some idea of how men may have felt threatened and intimidated by some women in society, for example; as soon as a male felt slightly terrorised by a woman and her power, they condemned her to death and changed the entire look of these women into something so demonic they should be burnt or executed, this opened up the idea of how society embraced patriarchy. 

This idea which Barstow gave us can be completely challenged by Robin Briggs in his report “Women as Victims? Witches, judges and the community”. He openly insisted that the witch trials were not gender influenced when it came to who was being convicted, even though 80% were female. There were different explanations of why modern historians associate the witch trials with women he says. Firstly, the economic status of an individual, women tended to rely greatly on males back in the early eras as they were the main breadwinner, therefore it is suggested that women were eager for survival from this idea of being controlled in most aspects of their life, therefore it was believed that women used witch craft as a defence mechanism as they had no other control. In the eyes of Briggs, these are the sort of stories which historians used and accepted to come up with the idea that women were the only people to encounter danger through witch craft. He argues that historians ignore primary evidence from ‘Pierre de Lancre’ that a large amount of witches accused in the western and central part of France were largely men. 

Despite all of the reasons of why one would be accused of participating in witch craft, we compare the knowledge we have in today’s society to what individuals had previously in the 1600s, we can have some explanation mentally as to why some would be accused. 
 It can be said that it is much deeper explanation to why women would be convicted for these trials, and more so medically but those doctors and psychiatrists were unaware of these symptoms. Firstly, Epilepsy which is a neurological condition which causes seizures commonly in individuals who have this illness. It effects more than 65 million people around the world, which suggest that some individuals would have almost 100% had this illness back in the 16th century but they were just unaware of it, but did display the symptoms, however they would have been mistaken for witch craft. 

Another obvious explanation for individuals to be accused of witch craft would be their mental state of mind. Mental illnesses such as schizophrenia can cause confusion in emotional and physical behaviour which may have led individuals to be become isolated, stigmatized and even labelled for most of their life. According to the National Institute of Health, one perspective suggests that ‘most of the witches burnt to death, their ‘witch’ symptoms were actually mental disorder symptoms being bypassed’.

Our society has drastically changed since the witch trails took place, and changed society’s mind set on treating individuals with a mental health disorder. For example, the Mental Health Act (1983) was made, and involves the fair treatment, care and rights of those who have a mental health condition. Another modern act which have been put into place would be the Lunacy Act (1845), this was sustained in 1845 where professional doctors/lawyers were to visit mental hospitals around the UK to make sure the treatment of those patients acceptable, if you were to compare this to 1600s where ‘witches’ were chucked in a cell to rot, there was no recognition of mental illness, those individuals were just seen as a bane to society, whereas the Lunacy Act induces care and effective treatment on those who suffer from mental illness. Many other Acts have been put into place, this reinforces the idea that mental health is viewed just as bad as a physical illness compared to the past, and that there is more help and resources available to increase the wellbeing of those patients.

We can conclude that this revolting past has informed our knowledge greatly, and made our modern society more aware and accurate when diagnosing individuals with a mental illness. Whether the women and few men did show general symptoms of witchcraft, in most cases these symptoms are now most formally recognised as a mental illness, but it was never identified & treated. Although we have moved on from this witch craze in the 1660s, it can be argued that the same horrifying murderous deaths happened again in the holocaust where millions of Jews were slaughtered as they were perceived as an unwanted race. Therefore, can it be suggested that it is not always those getting murdered, who have the mental illness and maybe the hierarchy themselves? In this case, it would be that Hitler would have been suffering. 
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