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


Over time, the definition of the “mentally insane” has changed. As we dive into the history of asylums during the 18th and 19th centuries, we notice a very growing number of people admitted into these mental hospitals. The lack of understanding of those who were outside the bracket of ‘norm’ caused a large hysteria to people during this period. More and more asylums were created due to the lack of space for the uprising amount of people that were classed as dangerous or referred to as “lunatics”. 

The lack of knowledge towards people that were institutionalized made citizens of the 18th and 19th centuries believe that this would ‘fix’ the people that were placed in these asylums, and to keep other people considered ‘normal’ safe. Further to this, the types of people targeted would include people with mental or physical disabilities, mental health or mental disorders. Due to the expanding number, it became mandatory for countries to create more asylums along with the funding authorized from the parliament in 1808. Before these asylums were built, the people with mental disorders were hidden away and some cared for at home. Unfortunately, this was not the case for all of them. Those shunned by families, were not welcome in the family home. The poor were left as ‘beggars’ and the rich were sent to be cared for by others in secret. Due to said ‘lunatics’ being classed as dangerous; some were sent away to be locked up. 
Due to the expanding number, asylums were made as it was no longer allowed to place mentally insane patients in workplaces, therefore mandatory for these people to be locked away from the public. Many problems occurred during this time, your status or wealth would depend on which asylum you would attend although due to the lack of public asylums, many private institutions took in other ‘lunatics’ known as “pauper patients”. Different ‘madhouses’ had different standards of care. Taking us back to the point of status or wealth, we notice the difference in the treatment and care of the patients in “Ticehurst House in East Sussex” where one had an acceptable living standard of simply a bed, food and a roof over their head compared to other institutions, where the place was dangerously overcrowded, and simply did not meet the basic level of care or dignity. However, by the mid 18th century this became a problem, and it was no longer allowed to run a madhouse without a magistrate's license and without it passing as being ‘properly run and maintained’.  

Before “Pauper patients” were sent to madhouses, these people were placed in “Poor law unions” but due to lack of funding, these people declined quickly therefore resulting in becoming considered the term “mad” and then placed in mental asylums. They were deemed as uncurable leading them to unmoral and inhumanly treatment. It was discovered that these patients were living in inhumane like states. 
Nevertheless, asylums originally began with the idea of allowing these people to receive proper care with dignity and morals and a space to allow rehabilitation. Although like said previously, with the extreme uprising number of those admitted, many were neglected and left in barbaric conditions, some even sharing a living space. The staff of madhouses would resort to inhumane ways to keep patients under control – examples of this may have been sedatives, torture, physical restraints and many more. The number of asylums peaked rapidly towards the mid 1800’s climbing to more than 350 asylums in England and Wales. 
There were different types of private asylum associations including “villas/lodgings or single houses”, “home care” and “mad houses or mad asylums”. There was a common misunderstanding regarding the treatment of patients placed in these institutions although as previously mentioned it all depended on the financial situation the families of these patients were in. Some families of the ‘mentally insane’ were able to afford home care although many did not want to keep a ‘lunatic’ in home, therefore being admitted to these institutions and quickly determined to being of ‘unsound mind’. During the uprising number of admissions during this time, “pauper farms” became “for-profit institutions”. Many paupers that were admitted were kept in separate groups. Examples of this would be women and men were separate as well as keeping them in their given social class – lower class, working class, middle class and upper class. The standard care of the 1845 “Parliament's act” resulted in the downfall of these “Pauper farms” leading to the overcrowded asylums of these beings.
Moving onto the upper-class beings of the “unsound mind” were still looked down to with despair although these were able to gain access to a much more humane standard of care. Many stayed in housing associations run by acceptable beings of the time, allowing some of the admitted patients to have access to personal cooks and live in servants. This mainly depended on the fee given.  
“As a result, the number of asylums went from 20 in 1808 to up to 120; and beds rose from 12,000 in 1850 to 100,000 in 1900.” - Reference (An Overview of Asylums in England to 1850 and the Connection with Ann Walker - In Search of Ann Walker). According to the history of the 1700’s, there was very little access to public madhouses to those considered “poor”. “London’s Bethlem was the only known public mental asylum during its time” - The Trade in Lunacy: Private Madhouses in 18th and 19th Century England | History Hit . Further to this, more were created but only a small ration of patients was admitted to these. 
As we jump into more specific institutions for “lunatics or “idiots” , we can start to look at “Wolverhampton workout” where the growing number of those places in this Insititute caused a concern although numbers did decrease by at least 256 less in patients in the year 1897. Similarly to this, England's asylum in Staffordshire opened its doors to many patients, due to lack of spaces in other asylums many were transferred to Staffordshire asylum resulting in almost three quarter off its patients being from different areas of England. Other patients that were originally admitted to Staffordshire asylum were transported to institutions all over England.

In conclusion, we notice that there was a clear lack of knowledge, safety and law to those of unsound mind. We notice that a handful of these people were easily labeled as “idiot” or “dangerous” as some behavior that wasn’t considered ‘normal’ had not be learnt before. Unfortunately, we see that some families simply did not have the undertanding to enable themselves to keep their mentally insane family members at home, and some simply did not want to house them.  This kickstarted a hysteria during these centuries and many were placed in these mental homes to try and “fix” them. Due to the lack of morals and care, the inhumane treatment of these patients caused these unfortunate people to suffer a sentence of torture and physical restraints. As previously mentioned, depending on where you are placed into the social hierarchy, it would depend on the level of treatment and care you would receive – therefore, the more you can pay, the better care you would receive. Some live in clean conditions with food and the people with less money practically live on top of each other in a small, confined space. As we look at more information, we do notice that depending on good behavior, you would be rewarded, but depending on bad behavior you would be exposed to all kind of barbaric acts of torture – with the use of physical restraints and demoralizing exposure to staff and other patients. Inhumane treatment was used often as those with unsound mind were not accepted in the 18th and 19th centuries definition of social norm. With more and more people admitted and the same level of knowledge among the staff, many of these people were kept in these institutions for most of their lives. We became aware of the types of torture in these asylums, we learn that these places became so unbearable to those living there that some would try to commit suicide or request a restraint to avoid any antisocial or harmful behaviors.
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