Responding to Alternatives Creatively: Bodywork, Art and Poetry as Tools toward Healing
Facilitators: Jhilmil Breckenridge and Reshma Valliappan
INTAR, Pune, 26th November 2016, LICC, Lavasa
Time: 11.45AM - 12.45 PM, Workshop Room 3

Overview:

This session will be led by two women with history of mental health discomfort and their paths to wellbeing. Their paths are medicine free, spiritual and creative, involving bodywork, nutrition and a change in lifestyle. Beginning with a short screening of clips from two films celebrating these women, A Drop of Sunshine and Come With Me, they will lead a discussion where they challenge stereotypes to healing, barriers to creativity and more.

Agenda:
1. Background
2. Reshma on Art and her journey
3. Jhilmil on Bodywork, Poetry and her journey
4. Jhilmil recites a poem on incarceration. This poem, titled Staring, has been widely shared internationally in anti psychiatry groups by Tina Minkowitz and has been translated into Italian by Ervada Sansi. A full text of the poem is attached in the appendix.
5. Conclusion and Q&A

Background:
The World Health Organization (WHO) defines holistic health as: viewing man in his totality within a wide ecological spectrum, and … emphasizing the view that ill health or disease is brought about by an imbalance, or disequilibrium, of man in his total ecological system and not only by the causative agent and pathogenic evolution. Perhaps modern medicine and most definitely, psychiatry has forgotten this, when they insist on pathologizing states of distress with names of mental disease (dis-ease) and treating it as a chemical imbalance in simply the brain.

In addition, the idea of mental health derives itself from mental illness. Similarly, the idea of 'alternatives' in mental health - while exceedingly useful - is also derived from notions of what is assumed to be obvious or de rigeur in conversations on mental illness/health. Is the dialogue on alternatives therefore limiting because of the starting point we adopt? In this presentation, we will refer to mental illness as altered states, because indeed, we know that the body and mind react to trauma or imbalance, and what is once altered can easily alter back. 

At the heart of the work that both of our organizations, The Red Door, led by Reshma, and Bhor Foundation, led by Jhilmil, undertake is the deconstruction of the Cartesian (Descartes) notion of the mind being primary. Instead, we look at people as beings with intellectual, emotional and spiritual needs. Furthermore, we argue, that for people to find balance, it is vital that they find space for, and nurture, all parts of themselves, starting from the body, and eventually reaching the mind. 

Most altered states, unless severe, are often temporary and do not need lifelong medication, as most psychiatrists and doctors insist. In this presentation, we will look at various artistic pursuits as a tool towards moving to wellness and balance. As a subset of this, or perhaps a superset, we will also look at how creativity flowers in incarceration.
Bodywork:
One of the problems of modern psychiatry and, indeed, new age gurus is the whole obsession with the mind. It’s as if they think the head, that houses the mind, is separate from the body. Jhilmil has gone to countless “healers” who will lead you in a meditation. Psychiatrists will give you mood stabilisers, uppers or downers. No one talks of nutrition, bodywork, massage and more.
In our experience, and there are studies validating this as well, the connection between the body and the mind is huge. It is not only easier to start with the body, to work on the mind first (be it meditation or pills) is the wrong method. You cannot meditate if the body has not been exercised and the better gurus know this. You cannot meditate if the body is hungry. So, the best and most effective tool towards healing is a move to nutrition, exercise and fitness. When the body responds, so does the mind. And this is the key towards long term emotional wellbeing.

Poetry:
“Your triggering subjects are those that ignite your need for words. When you are honest to your feelings, that triggering town chooses you. Your words used your way will generate your meanings. Your obsessions lead you to your vocabulary.”
	—from The Triggering Town: Lectures on Poetry and Writing, Richard Hugo, 1979

•	Poetry, how intensely personal and cathartic it is, healing.
•	The use of Poetry with rape survivors, survivors of trauma, refugees.
•	Poetry and mental health.
Art:

“To engage with the unconscious in a meaningful way invites the individual to consider their link with society, and this is the birth of empathy and a vision not just for a change, but hope. To hope is to resist the temptation that accepts the common notions and unarticulated wisdom of stasis, and with that to hold true to the motivation for change. Therefore, one must combine in the crucible of discourse the maximum of enthusiasm with the maximum of self-criticism, with the maximum of scepticism of authority and the maximum of rebellion. This practice gives the individual an experience, even for a fleeting instant, of the audacious position which recognises that an incomplete view is parallel with an incomplete reality in which one finds oneself. Such an unfinished project inspires a drive towards action by being reminded of the freedom to choose.”
- from an Irish discourse *https://theirishpsyche.net/2016/06/16/impervious-to-psychoanalysis-2/
Conclusion:
•	Understanding the chemistry of the brain as it changes through poetry and art and the shift to mindfulness,
•	How to apply in the Indian context - schools, prisons, asylums, hospitals, and
•	Q&A
About the Speakers:
Jhilmil Breckenridge is a poet, artist, activist and writer. She is also a yoga teacher, pranic healing teacher and a cranio-sacral therapist. In addition, she has an MBA from Boston University and an MA in Creative Writing from the University of Westminster. She has just been accepted on a PhD in Creative Writing program at the University of Lancashire and will be working on a novel tracing the life of a woman incarcerated in an asylum in India; the novel will have themes of patriarchy, domestic violence and mental health. She was incarcerated twice in India, in 2007 and 2012, and has used bodywork and mindfulness as a tool towards healing herself, in addition to helping others heal through them. Jhilmil was one of the four women showcased in a film produced by Ratnaboli Ray titled Come With Me. She has also appeared in a documentary created by Human Rights Watch in 2013 when they carried out a two year long project highlighting the issues faced by women and girls in disability in India. She is the Founder of Bhor Foundation, a not for profit, taking poetry into prisons and asylums, and more. Bhor is at https://bhorfoundation.wordpress.com. Jhilmil can be contacted at jhilmilbreckenridge@gmail.com or on Facebook (https://www.facebook.com/jhilmil.breckenridge) or on Twitter @jhilmilspirit.

Reshma Valliappan, also known as Val Resh, is an artist-activist for a number of issues related to mental health, disability, sexuality and human rights. She is the protagonist of the Public Service Broadcasting Trust PSBT documentary A Drop of Sunshine which is based on her true story of recovery and living with schizophrenia without medications which has been a subject of controversy till date. Being compared to John Forbes Nash as A beautiful mind, yet again she is a painter, published author and researcher, pantomime, and martial artist. She is a CAMH Fellow, Ink Fellow and an Ashoka Fellow for her creative initiative The Red Door™. Currently she works at a changemaker school in turning bullies into healers, through her personal experiences of being both and having been sent to correctional camps as a teenager. She is the spiritual daughter of Aghor Krishnaswamy and an initiate of Varmakalai through aasan Lakshmi Haragirivar. 


Appendix

Staring
A response to R A Villaneuva’s You Will Drown for Poems

If you stare out of a window 
Across a bleak garden some September morning
If the neem tree in the garden reminds you of home
And if you remember playing under a tree in Allahabad
And you can almost hear the laughter of children as they play
In the heat of a sultry afternoon in June
And because the window is small and barred and cannot open
Because you want to breathe freedom
Because you want to shower without them watching
Because you silently swallow your screams
Because your mind is starting to get fuzzy
Because your tongue is starting to slur
Because you have started drooling
Because your fingers shake when you write
Because the words Ritalin Prozac Depakote Lithium
Have started sounding like poetry
Because you feel your resistance slowly dying
Because you start to say the words they want to hear
Because you know the glazed look in the eyes of others
Is in your eyes too
Because this confluence of muscle and bone is wasting
Because you sleep for hours
Because you now smile at your doctors 
Because you scream when the ECT paraphernalia is wheeled in
Because no one cares
Because once you’re labeled, you are forever
Because asylums were once freak shows
Because asylum is not what it means
You go back to staring
	Staring
		Staring


© Jhilmil Breckenridge, January 2016, London
Solitudine di Jhilmil Breckenridge-Campagna NO TSO
https://absoluteprohibition.wordpress.com
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Art by Jhilmil Breckenridge

Guardare fisso
di Jhilmil Breckenridge (traduzione Erveda Sansi)

Se guardi fisso attraverso una finestra a sbarre 
Un giardino desolante certe mattine di settembre. 
Se l’albero di Neem nel giardino ti ricorda casa tua
Vasto, vecchio, senza tempo.
Se ti ricordi quando giocavi sotto l’albero di Neem a Allahabad
E puoi quasi sentire le risate dei bambini che giocano
Nel calore di un pomeriggio afoso di giugno
E perché la finestra è stretta e a sbarre e non puoi aprirla
Perché vuoi respirare libertà
Perché vuoi fare la doccia senza che loro ti guardino
Perché inghiottisci in silenzio le tue urla
Perché la tua mente ha cominciato ad annebbiarsi
Perché la tua lingua inizia a biascicare
Perché hai iniziato a sbavare
Perché le tue dita tremano quando scrivi
Perché le parole Ritalin Prozac Depakote Lithium
Hanno iniziato a sembrare poesia
Perché senti la tua resistenza che lentamente muore
Perché inizi a dire le parole che loro vogliono sentire
Perché sai che lo sguardo gelido negli occhi degli altri
C’è anche nei tuoi occhi
Perché questa confluenza tra muscolo e osso è debilitante
Perché dormi per ore
Perché adesso sorridi al tuo medico
Perché urli quando portano dentro l’armamentario per la TEC 
Perché a nessuno importa
Perché una volta che sei bollato, lo sarai per sempre
Perché i manicomi una volta erano circhi da fenomeni da baraccone
Perché asylum non è ciò che significa
Torni a guardare fisso
  Guardare fisso
      	Guardare fisso
                     	Guardare fisso
                                    	Guardare fisso
                                                      Guardare fisso
                                                                	Guardare fisso
                                                                              	Guardare fisso 

Jhilmil Breckenridge è poeta, scrittrice e attivista nel campo della salute mentale. Attualmente si trova nel Regno Unito per un dottorato in Scrittura Creativa, focalizzato sulla Salute Mentale. E' stata per due volte incarcerata illegalmente in India. le leggi esistenti in India sulla Salute Mentale le provocano orrore e vorrebbe fare qualcosa per cambiarle. Per contatti jhilmilbreckenridge@gmail.com
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