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Why did the asylum system expand so dramatically during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries and why were so many people committed to asylums during this period? What happened during this period which resulted in these radical changes?

The expansion of asylums during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries happened for several reasons. A major factor was the development of the printing press. Printing became widely available, therefore asylums could advertise themselves to people in books and in public.

Key “reformers” such as Philippe Pinel (France) and William Tuke (England) were absolutely an integral part of encouraging more “moral” forms of treatment in the late 18th century (a move away from criminalising mental heal issues – though of course this phrase didn’t exist at the time, and a move towards more of a routine-based, humane approach, relying on calming environments and the like as opposed to locking up victims as if they were guilty of a crime (or indeed potentially possessed by demons and treated by exorcists). Governments and donators built institutions that were specialized in treating mental illness in this modern way. These reformers had a core belief that people deserved to be treated humanely (compassionately, offering protection and stability), even during the throws of acute psychiatric illness. This “common law” intuition was quite clearly linked with Christian values about protection of all members of society, no matter their position or difficulties.

Society started to see mental illness as a medical condition rather than a spiritual or moral problem. The shift in perspective that emerged ended up creating a sort of pressure to change the placement of the mentally ill person from poorhouses or prisons to put them in facilities that were purpose-built to house the psychiatrically unwell.

The rise of industrialisation and the creation of more urban environments created a broad societal shift: in busy cities, there was a lack of tolerance for “disruptive behaviour” and with authorities desiring to clamp down or control perceived social unrest.

During the course of the 19th century, numerous European countries, as well as the United States of America created laws which led to the erection of public asylums as well as the expansion of existing ones. Britain’s Country Asylums Acts (1808, 1845) pushed local councils to allocate funds for the building of asylums: there was more funding from the state, so more institutions were built.

There was, in parallel, a drive from the medical establishment to establish a set of rules around psychiatry (known as “alienism” at the time) as a separate speciality within medicine, a doctrine that allowed the development of research, training, careers, within asylums. An increase in the number of asylums meant that medical professionals within the field had more authority and influence. 

There were more diagnosed cases of mental illness partly because of explosive population growth in the industrialised world. Immigration created tension between staff and patients as there was a culture of ethnic prejudice. Once an asylum was established they often expanded rapidly due to a keenness on institutionalisation as a solution to mental health diagnoses, and the asylums would become overcrowded which then in turn led to a boom in construction of even more asylums. By the end of the 19th century, it was common for an asylum to become a huge institution which ran in a kind of self-sufficient way.

Before asylums, families needed to look after people who have mental illness or a learning disability. However, it was common for the family to give up and leave them on the street because the family needed to work outside the home during the industrial revolution. Therefore, they started to beg for food and ended up going to prison or a workhouse.

During the 19th century the age of the asylum arrived pretty swiftly and suddenly. Up until that point there was a general acceptance in English society that the disabled or people with illness and care needs would get it from their friends, family or their local community or perhaps the church, but the reformations meant that the asylum would be come to be seen as the safe haven where “lunatics” would be cured.

The first nine institutions were voluntary, and after that the movement of asylums spread across the English landscape during the 19th century, gathering pace and snowballing exponentially. “Mentally unsound” people were placed in increasing volumes from the probably relative safety of their local communities into these asylums which gained greater and greater popularity and influence.

From 1808, parliament authorised publicly funded asylums for 'pauper lunatics', and 20 were built. From 1845 it became compulsory for counties to build asylums, and a Lunacy Commission was set up to monitor them. By the end of the century there were as many as 120 new asylums in England and Wales, housing more than 100,000 people (Historic England, 2025).

As the asylums multiplied, the number of people certified as 'insane' soared. More and more people arrived, and fewer and fewer ever left. In 1806, the average asylum housed 115 patients and by 1900 the average was over 1,000 (Historic England, 2025).

During the early days of the asylum movement there was a sense that people who went there could be actually cured but that early optimism eventually vanished and the asylum ended up being a place of confinement to “clean up the streets” and “restore order”. There was a boom in building contracts for new extensions on the buildings and many areas had second, or even third country asylums. London has eleven by this time (1900).

The most infamous asylum was Saint Mary of Bethlehem, which was located in London, England. It had formerly been a monastery, and it began to admit mentally ill people in 1547. This was after Henry VIII announced the transformation of the monastery into an asylum. This is the institution which came to be known as “Bedlam” because the conditions were horrific, the practises cruel and as this was revealed to the public, it became infamous. 

During the middle of the 19th century conditions in asylums did begin to improve as reforms to the cruel system of asylum were called for and this unenlightened period was fairly brief in relation to the span of world history. Arguably we always need to be aware of the potential for drift into cruelty, for normalisation of brutality, and guard against it, as nothing is fixed and permanent, and practises can in fact be cyclical. In Devon, England, one of the earliest reformations took place. Leaches, purges, opium had been used as cures for mental illness in the past but by the middle of the 19th century it was keen to emphasises other methods to address patient’s health problems.

The environment in these asylums was diabolical: they were dark, dirty, no floor tiles, infested with vermin. And so arguably and somewhat ironically, they were some of the worst places a fragile mind could enter. They actually used “cells” and these cells were overcrowded, there was a lack of any kind of basic sanitation or basic supplies, bathing facilities, etc. Chains were used to restrain troublesome “patients”. Basically, they could be described as torture chambers, and there was very little offered in the way of “treatment” – those treatments mentioned being barbaric and ineffective.

Around the beginning of the 1800s reformers such as Harriet Martineau and Samuel Tuke spearheaded a change in attitude towards mental healthcare (Science museum, 2018).

During this time, it was the first instance of when local government took legal responsibility for caring for the psychiatrically ill, and especially utilising publicly funded accommodation which was purpose-built for the job. There was a marked change away from “custodial” (keeping the mentally ill in workhouses or prisons) to “cure” in terms of caring for these people and this ended up sparking a huge wave of new legislation. For the first time, metal illness was considered to be a problem that might actually be able to be cured (or at the very least managed).

At the end of the 1700s, William Tuke (1732-1822), was the founder of am institution outside of York (The Retreat). It was a private mental institution which developed “non-restraint” policy and a higher moral standing and was incredibly influential of the development of treatment in public asylums. Many of Tuke’s techniques were carried put widely, but in actuality it wasn’t until his grandson Samuel Tuke (1784-1857) consolidated these techniques into one cohesive programme or system, which was explained in his book “A Description of the Retreat”, these finally became fully proliferated through the asylum system.

William and Samuel both strongly believed that the patients would benefit highly from not being treated differently to ordinary people. Therefore, they would be expected to attend dinner at the table, converse over tea, and carry out regular chores. The “alienist” (psychiatrist) role was more encouraging rational behaviour rather than restraining or punishing. The new system was very rules-based and did require consistent and constant supervision, with a system of rewards and punishments, but emphasising humane treatment. The only time restraints would be used would be in extreme circumstances, used sparingly as a deterrent or punishment. 

The asylum system greatly expanded in the 18th and 19th centuries. This was because of a few converging factors, such as humanitarian reform, novel medical and scientific breakthroughs or theories, the perceived need for social controls in the context of industrial revolution, pressures created by a vast economic expansion and thus government policy, as well as the rise of the profession of psychiatry. All these factors together combined to manifest a huge system of institutions that would shape mental health care for over 500 years. There were cruel elements to the system which were gradually questioned and then fairly suddenly reformed due to the spread of Tuke and his grandson’s philosophies around psychiatric caregiving.  
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