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

This essay will be looking at why so many people were committed to asylums during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Committed being the word used for when someone who is mentally ill or suffering temporarily being placed into a facility for safety of themselves and others. However, during this time the language used was much more vulgar and so was the view of people suffering with ill mental health. Many of the mentally ill were seen as not human by others in society and this could explain how mental illness was taken advantage of and profited from. Mental health hospitals were simply referred to as ‘mad houses’ The people who were mentally ill were referred to as ‘idiots’ or ‘degenerates’ and were seen as being less than human and shunned from the public and made to feel like they needed to hide from public view. This type of language and attitude is an insight into why the asylums were expanding at such a rate during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. This essay will explore the society of that time and investigate why it had such harsh and degrading views of the mentally ill in society and investigate how this caused expansions of asylums.

[bookmark: _Int_4bUsDjET]There was a lot of expansion during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, not only in the way of industrialisation, but that of the ‘mad house’. During this period society was moving away from the so-called dark ages and becoming more humanised in the way of art, literature and the design of buildings and dwellings. However not everyone during this time could enjoy the sophistications. If you were unemployed, unintelligent, or orphaned then you were seen by society at the time as a 'degenerate’ or just ‘lazy’. The outcasts were an eyesore to the new and better society. If they could not be hidden at home by family or by the clergymen, then where else could they be hidden?

[bookmark: _Int_1b6o9n58][bookmark: _Int_5ULGWHFy]This then would see the great expansions of the asylums as anyone who was seen as unsightly or lazy were rounded up like cattle and committed into the mad house. The eighteenth and nineteenth centuries saw the biggest expansions of asylums not only in Britain but around Europe and the USA. The most notable in Britain would be that of Saint Mary of Bethlehem, or more commonly known as Bedlam. The hospital has relocated three times. It started off as a hospital situated in Bishopsgate in 1247 but due to the number of people being committed and the lack of available beds it was expanded, in 1676 it was moved too Moorfields in London. It remains and is now in Beckenham, Kent where it is still used within the psychiatric field.  (Scull, 2015) The term bedlam that is still used today was abbreviated from the original hospitals name. Bethlem asylum was known to be a chaotic way of living and in utter disorder. Hence the term bedlam.
Looking at admissions from Bethlem hospital, as there were so many, it’s clear to see that some of the reasons why they were admitted was ignorance of the unknown. There is a photo and case notes of one young woman with the supposed cause of insanity simply described as “After childbirth”. Further investigating the notes, its noted that she had only given birth to her fourth child a mere 5 weeks pervious. (Bethlem, 2023) Psychiatrists and doctors in the present would know that this is something called post-natal depression as the delusions and paranoia happened after childbirth. This would easily be treated with therapy or medications in the modern world and would not need admission into the asylum as post-natal depression is spotted much quicker than in 1892.  The treatments that were used during this era were brutal and almost bordering torture. A woman with post-natal depression would have been beaten, plunged into freezing water baths and possibly restrained, either with shackles or a strait jacket if she couldn’t control her behaviours. Even though post-natal depression was due to chemical imbalances in the brain, treatments were mainly given based from the physical actions of the patient and not to necessarily treat the issues in the brain or emotional turmoil. 
The reason so many treatments were aimed at “fixing” the physical body and not to the intricate inner workings of the brain was that during this time autopsies and dissection of the brain was illegal. The brain could not be studied as intricately neither could it be studied physically by doctors and physicians; thus, they could not understand the inner mechanisms of the brain. Instead, they would use Phrenology. Conceptualised in 1796 by Viennese doctor Franz Joseph Gall, he thought of the brain as organs and that the mental functions were within different areas of the brain. (UWTSD, 2023). This was popular and used to diagnose the ill, and as now known, diagnose incorrectly. Someone who is epileptic would be diagnosed incorrectly as there is realistically no way someone could see or feel epilepsy, and thus lead to their demise in an institution as it was the brain that was malfunctioning causing violent physical seizures or very vacant silent seizures, not the fact that they were mentally ill and classed as dangerous.
[bookmark: _Int_8oYERkGg]The expansion of asylums continued to grow as there were no laws in place as to who could open an asylum. If a wealthy entrepreneur wanted to buy a lavish house and accept payments to keep the ‘unsightly’ then he could do so with no regulations on how to support the building both structurally and financially. There were no guidelines or legislation to protect the welfare of the residents. There were no factors considered when someone was to be committed for example deluded thoughts or acts of suicide from and individual. Anyone from prostitutes, orphans and epileptics would have ended up in the institutions when in fact it was uncalled for as they were not suffering from mental health. Only when members of parliament went to visit Bethlem and observed a man called James Norris. He was coherent and could easily string a sentence together had been chained to a wall for 10 years of his life, then the idea of a law for institutions came about. In 1774 the Act for regulating Private Madhouses was brought in after there was a massive public outcry to the findings of the politicians. (UWTSD, 2023) This effectively would check who was opening institutions and the type of patients that they could admit. This however didn’t fully come into effect straight away. When it did asylums were allowing less patients to be admitted as there was a stricter criterion that had to be met. The new laws now meant that the mad house owner and the staff working there had to adhere to the new law as there would be consequences from ill failings.

In summary, there were more private mad houses opened during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries than there were county asylums since anyone with wealth was able to buy a building and turn it into an asylum, with no regards to laws or treatment of the patients. Also, during this period there were many debates about how the mind worked and how or if the brain could affect the physical body.  People who were seen as degenerates were seen as a money-making opportunity to the wealthy as the more patients that were admitted to a private asylum the more revenue it would make for the asylum owner.  On the other hand, towards the end of the nineteenth century, the Act for Regulating Private Madhouses was in effect, and the inspections of asylums meant patients were treated with compassion and were leaving at the end of the treatment as they were not dying whilst there.  Psychologists, psychiatrists and physicians understood that compassion was key to a better cure and prevention and not restriction and punishment, hence the dissolution of the olden ways of treatment and a society where asylums were seen as a place of healing, rest-bite for families, and no longer a stigmatism of being mentally ill.
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