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Consider the expansion of asylums during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries and discuss why so many people were committed during this period. 

How did asylums come to be? Would you be put into one during the 18th and 19th centuries? This essay will discuss these topics, looking into how asylums operated through the years focusing on the 18th and 19th centuries. With places like the infamous ‘bedlam’ that dehumanised and, under todays standards, tortured its patients. This essay will also cover what would class a person as mad and lead them to be committed to these horrific places. 
During the medieval times asylums were not a round therefore the care of ‘lunatics’ and ‘idiots’ was dependant on family members and the community. If there was no one to care for the person, the crown would handle the person. To decide if someone was of sound mind their case would be judged by the local community, the individual's family and any other people that may be involved. Roffe, D., & Roffe, C. (1995). These individuals would then be cared for within their own homes, that was until the introduction of almshouses.
These almshouses were places to house the insane, the poor and the elderly. They were more common in larger town and opened as early as the 16th century but were used most in the 17th and 18th centuries Goose, N., & Looijesteijn, H. (2012). In America the insane would be put into almshouses if they had no family of their own or if there was not a local family willing to take them in which was a rare occurrence. Despite having some where to house the inane there was not many services in place to help or confine them. As the insane had not legal obligation to stay at almshouses they were more of a last resort. It was not until the 1700’s that there was any laws for the insane. The first was guardianship laws which helped protect the land and property of the insane. At this time the main explanation actions for insanity were either supernatural or to do with God. Such as a test of faith or a punishment from God Jimenez, M. A. (1986). Almshouses were the standard in England until the prior of Saint Mary of Bethlehem, commonly known as bedlam, opened. 
Founded in 1247 bedlam was built as a sort of place of worship to connect England with the holy land, Bethlehem. Vincent, N. (1998). It was not until the 14th century that bedlam became a hospital for people with mental disorders. The treatments given within the hospital included things. Like bleeding, vomiting, and bathing. Patients were subjected to force feeding and if they refused to take medication they would be forced to take them, restrained with straight jackets and blindfolded. Russel (1996) within McMillan, I. (1997) states that staff within the hospital would use fear tactics to keep unruly patients at bay. Russel (1996), within McMillan, I. (1997) also comments on the why the patients were treated, they were compared to animals as the mad were seen as violent, unresponsive to heat and cold and lacking in reason the traits that distinguish beast from man. The patients in question would mainly be middle class people that could afford to finance their care. 
Another account of the brutality that occurred within bedlam was Ingram, A. (1998). Bedlam was split into a men’s ward and a women’s ward despite what you may think there was no difference in the way men and women were treated. Ingram accounts seeing patients chained to the walls by their arms and beds so that they only had enough room to stand or lay on the ‘bed’ they were provided. Inmates, as they were known as, were stripped of all clothes apart from a blanket type robe similar to a dressing gown that had no way of closing or fastening. This meant they may as well have been completely naked. Many complained of having cold feet due to the lack of shoes. It was said that some of the inmates were highly educated, and some were very lucid and could easily hold a conversation. To pass the time there was very little to do, there was a single window in the women’s ward that inmates could see out of. It was said they enjoyed watching people walking outside other than. The window if they were able to they could read or if they were well behaved the guardians would give then a pencil and paper so that they could draw or write. One man had a metal ring around his neck and wash chained down with five chances that were no more than 12 inches long meaning his mobility was extremely limited. He could not lie on his sides due to his restraints; he spent most of his time lying on his back reading. This man was 55 years old and has been restrained like this for 12 years as of the time of the evidence. This kind of treatment continued in some places into the early 19th century. 
In the 19th century the church took a bigger role in caring for the mentally ill and mentally disabled. They believed to the mentally disabled needed specialised care to heal them and reintroduce them into society. Their ideology was to heal and save souls more than provide actual psychological support. These hospital would be far from big cities and public areas so that the patients did not have to be seen by society Jelinek-Menke, R. (2016). During the 19th century the now pseudoscience phrenology was a common practice. Courtney E. Thompson (2021) says that phrenology is “interpreting mental qualities and potential based on the external appearance of the skull”. 
In comparison in an asylum in Bristol the patients wee treated with care and compassions they did not use restraints of any kind, had clean separate bedrooms, access t a church that held ruler services and many more luxuries. Patients are gone to be up and out of bed and encouraged to keep busy by drawing, walking around the grounds, doing jobs such as gardening or house work and many more things. This hospital was open to everyone from the poor to the upper class. Despite this there was still a slight difference in the treatment of the poor and the upper class. Th upper class would be given better rooms that allowed them better access to the grounds Ingram, A. (1998).

So, who would be put into these asylums? In the Middle Ages people with epilepsy would be institutionalised as they were believed to be be possessed by demons. Whereas in the 18th and early 19th centuries asylums were filled with ‘idiots’ and ‘lunatics’ and ‘idiot’ was defined as someone that was incompetent from birth and a ‘lunatic’ was seen more as someone suffering from and illness that could be cured. This is clear in the fact they kept to rights to any land they acquired when mentally competent. This incapacity was established by friends and family or criminal acts. However, this was not standardised therefore anyone could be accused of lunacy and thrown into an asylum Roffe, D., & Roffe, C. (1995). Into the 19th century the church’s growing power over asylums meant they could say who should be admitted. Their focus was more on ‘idiots’ they classed anyone that did not or could not express an understanding of religion as an ‘idiot’ McMillan, I. (1997).
Overall asylums at any point in time were inhumane places, especially during the 18th century. There was a lack of standardised rules for how patients were treated or what made someone a patient. They were a way for higher society to be rid of anyone they saw as abnormal, deviant, undesirable or people that were simply poor. While this did begin to change during the 19th century as the focus shifted more towards actually helping people. There would still be no definition between someone with real mental health issues and criminals. Many patients were not reevaluated and so they would stay within an asylum until the day they died despite the fact they were completely sound of mind and able to care for themselves. Therefore, there was not much hope for the genuinely ill people or those that were not ill but put there as a way to remove them from society. 
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