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Patients in a Mental Hospital in Early Twentieth-century England:
From Institutionalization to Governmentality

TAKABAYASHI Akinobu

Abstract The aim of this paper is to examine the power relations regarding
English mental hospitals in the first half of the twentieth century, paying particular
attention to Michel Foucault’s conceptions of institutionalization and
governmentality. Foucault argued that the enlightenment between eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries brought about the sudden rise of mental hospitals in Europe,
where insanity, which was regarded as human irrationality, could be cured in the
specialized institution, the lunatic asylum, by the exercise of reason. Such an
enlightenment approach to lunacy was called “moral treatment”. By the late
nineteenth century, however, moral treatment had apparently shown its failure,
since incurable lunatic patients were accumulated in asylums. Hence, English
psychiatrists and welfare administrators thought lunatic asylums represented a
high cost approach to the problem of lunacy, and therefore they began employing a
new measure for prevention and after care for mental diseases: social work. With
such a medico-administrative network for the control of mental diseases, English
psychiatry expanded its reach to the socially problematic families, which
presumably corresponded to what Foucault called “governmentality”; a new
technology of social control specialized for the social problems in the modern age.
It was with this new technology that English psychiatry changed its way of control
and mode of power from a vertical one in the institutional settings to a more
ubiquitous one throughout the population. What this paper particularly argues for
is to examine this historical model based on Foucault in the actual institutionoal and
social work settings in the first part of the twentieth century. In doing so, it focuses
on the Claybury Mental hospital, located in East London, whose surviving historical
documents, particularly the minutes of the management committee, illuminate the
practices of the mental hospital and social work. In so doing, it questions whether
patients complied with the controlling power of psychiatry, and whether they
negotiated with psychiatric authorities any agreements as to the conditions of
treatment, social work and other welfare provisions. Furthermore, it also
approaches another question; whether we can find any form of subjectivity
regarding those who are suffering from mental diseases. To this end, this paper
finds that psychiatric authorities, including mental hospitals, psychiatrists and
social workers, considered well the interests of the patients and their families in
providing services. However, it also argues that English psychiatry did not
acutually concede patients and their families free use of its services, but instead
found an instrumental value in administering the problem of mental diseases
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through the channel of the family. English psychiatry allowed for the subjectivity of
patients and their families only when its detective network worked properly and
permeated their objects. Any complete deviation from the network was not allowed.
In conclusion, therefore, this paper argues that English psychiatry attempted to
extend its controlling mechanism, social work, to the depth of the socially
problematic population; those who suffered mental diseases.

Keywords: mental health, institutionalization, governmentality
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