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T he initial idea of "democratic 
psychiatry" arose from a 
protest against the way in 

which traditional psychiatry was 
normally being conducted in Basle, 
Switzerland, and elsewhere at the end 
of the 1970s. In 1979, a group of 
people came together who were 
interested in opening up and 
"democratizing" psychiatry, that is, 
making patients the focus of attention 
and enabling them to assume 
responsibility for themselves and join 
in discussions about treatment. This 
group of "reformers" consisted of 
patients, psychiatric nurses, students 
and physicians, as well as other people 
(primarily relatives) who had become 
interested. 

A movement against traditional 
psychiatry was slowly gaining a 
foothold in Switzerland and abroad. 
Franco Basaglia in particular had 
thrown open the doors of psychiatric 
clinics in Italy, a move which resulted 
in a fiasco since the population 
"outside" was not yet ready to accept 
people with mental problems. 
Basaglia's ideas, however, set their 
stamp on the Basle group and were 
taken up in the group's action 
programme. Indeed it was he who 
gave the group its name of "Meeting
point for Democratic Psychiatry" 
(Treffpunkt Demokratische 
Psychiatrie), which is today a model 
of self-help and voluntary 
cooperation. 

The main aims of the group are: 
• to reserve inpatient stays for short

term interventions in acute crises; 
• to encourage outpatient facilities 

outside hospitals for after-care 
(counselling, accommodation, 
work, leisure, meeting-points); 

• to promote self-responsibility and 
the right to dialogue; 

• to use the patient's own resources 
and promote self-help; 

• to extend patients' rights; 

so that the patient is no longer the 
lowest link in the chain; 

• to find pathways leading out of 
isolation and back into society; 

• to involve relatives in work with 
patients. 

A second home 

After numerous meetings and 
discussions of principles, the members 
ofthe group (who had in the 
meantime dwindled to a "hard core") 
decided to stop talking and start 
acting. In September 1980 they 
founded an association and, on 16 
October 1980, the Meeting-point first 
opened at Therwilerstrasse 7 in Basle, 
where it is still located today. Over the 
past 12 years, the beautiful town 
house has become a second home for 
many people. For the founders, the 
most important thing was to listen to 
the actual needs expressed by 
psychiatric patients, their concerns 
and what made them sad or angry. 
It took a great deal of work before 
people began to think and speak 
openly about their situation, and to 
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An association in Basle, 
Switzerland, founded to 
encourage psychiatric patients 
to assume responsibility for 
themselves, has become a 
model of self-help and 
voluntary cooperation. 

gain the courage to believe that 
deplorable situations need not merely 
be accepted, but can be changed. Once 
an atmosphere of trust prevailed, the 
requests and needs of patients were 
conveyed to the relevant institutions 
and professionals. 

Although professional people were 
involved in the original planning 
group, the founders were exclusively 
"lay people"- not professionals in 
the field of psychiatry. That is still the 
case today. The committee and the 
working team are made up of people 
affected, their relatives and voluntary 
eo-workers. Decisions are taken 
democratically by all members at 
general assemblies held every two 

• to break down hierarchical grading A group of people come together to study ways of democratizing psychiatry. 
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months, so everyone shares 
responsibility for the fate of the 
Meeting-point. 

Women volunteers 

Originally the financial resources 
consisted solely of members ' 
contributions and donations, but since 
1991 the group has been subsidized by 
the Federal Office of Social Insurance 
and the canton and the city of Basle. 
Although the team members can now 
be paid a small indemnity, part of the 
work is still performed on a voluntary 
basis. Almost all the team members 
active in the past 11 years have been 
women. 

The open meeting-point, three 
times a week, is a place for 
interpersonal encounters and 
discussion, where people in the area of 
psychiatry can come out of their 
isolation and slowly regain a footing 
in the "outside world". The institution
free environment is very important, 
and becomes a circle of friends, where 
people laugh and cry and share their 
joys and sadness, but also where 
arguments take place and conflicts are 
resolved. Excursions and picnics are 
high points of the year, and three 
summer camps have been held. 

A conversation group (an 
accompanied self-help group) meets 
once a week and focuses primarily on 
mutual help with day-to-day 
problems. This is a protected space, 
where trust makes many things 
possible. 

The guardianship group is 
likewise an accompanied self-help 
group for people involved in a 
guardianship process who have 
trouble with their situation. This group 
clarifies their rights and obligations 
and encourages the first steps towards 
independence. 

In the health group the focus is on 
health rather than disease. Meeting 
once a month, the group looks at 
alternative and fulfilling natural 
healing methods and seeks ways of 
living a more healthy life. 

Work with relatives is an important 
part of group work. It is important for 
relatives to meet other people who 

have gone through the same, 
frequently painful, experience. The 
family is existentially affected by the 
illness of one of its members and 
needs help, just as patients do. Mutual 
help and understanding in self-help 
groups have proved their worth over 
many years. One crucial aspect for 
relatives is communication with 
specialists. This is a mutual learning 
process. Many professionals readily 
admit having learnt from relatives and 
their many years ' experience. 

Spreading the news 

The group has been active in public 
relations. It publishes its own 
"Meeting-point News" with first-hand 
accounts, and presents its work in 
schools, in the press and on radio. It 
maintains contact with other psycho
social groups and institutions, and 
forms part of the Basle psychosocial 
network. 

In the 12 years since the 
Democratic Psychiatry movement was 
founded, it has embarked on several 
innovative projects. These include the 
Self-help Group on Work, founded in 
1983, which offers a protected work 
centre for people unable to hold down 
a regular job. A crisis centre was 
planned four years later to give people 
undergoing psychosocial crises the 
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opportunity of receiving an intensive 
level of care for several days and 
nights (24 hours a day) without having 
to go into hospital. Unfortunately this 
project has been held up by lack of 
funding. 

Enabling people to assume responsibility for 
themselves. 

The Therwilerstrasse Day Centre 
opened its doors in the autumn of 
1990. The focus of this service is on 
management of everyday routine, 
stimulating people's pleasure in life 
through common activities. It also 
opens at weekends, a special feature 
that is particularly appreciated. 

On the occasion of our tenth 
anniversary in October 1990, a 
woman friend of the movement said, 
"If the Meeting-point for Democratic 
Psychiatry did not exist, it would have 
to be invented." Most people who 
have faithfully attended our 
establishment over many years are of 
the same opinion. • 

Mrs Margat Wicki-Schwarzschild is one of the 
founders of the Meeting-point for Democratic 
Psychiatry, Therwilerstrasse 7, CH-4054 Basle, 
Switzerland 


