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Foreword

Sheila Hollins

Dr Thomas Bewley has written an account of psychiatry in Britain which 
covers the past two hundred years and investigates the many changes from 
asylum care to the psychiatry practised today. He has taken a wide view of 
all aspects of the profession and sees value in an integrated psychological 
and biological approach to treating people with mental illnesses. He has 
concentrated on the major organisations responsible for the care of people 
with mental disorders and has shown how different branches of the 
profession (learning disability psychiatry, child psychiatry, psychotherapy, 
forensic psychiatry and addictions psychiatry) have developed. Academic 
developments in teaching and research are also covered. Other changes  
mentioned in the book include the relationship that psychiatrists have with 
patients or service users and those caring for them, both their families and 
those in other professions.

Although this book has been written for psychiatrists there is much in 
it that should be of interest to all those who are involved in any way with 
people with mental ill health. Earlier theories about mental illnesses are 
covered, as well as the treatments that, partly because of the development 
of scientiic methods of evaluation of therapies, have been abandoned. For 
example we know now that some treatments work for a limited number of 
people, but there are also placebo effects; it is essential to know which are 
most effective.

The moral from this book is that society must care better for all those 
disadvantaged by mental disorders, as well as endeavouring to ind new and 
better methods of treatment. Dr Bewley surmises that these will be likely to 
include social care, access to work, occupational and other therapies as well 
as advances in medical and psychological treatments. All those concerned 
with and about people with mental illness could learn something from this 
fascinating exploration of the history of psychiatry.
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Some books are to be tasted, others to be swallowed, and some few to be chewed and 
digested.

Francis Bacon

When I was invited in 1996 to write an account of the College’s history there 
was no oficial history of it or its forerunners. There was much information 
in the College archives and in its journal (the British Journal of Psychiatry, 
previously the Journal of Mental Science). I intended to write a short book, 
mainly of interest to College members, which I hoped might also be useful 
for a wider readership. It provides an account of the changes in psychiatric 
practice in the UK over 200 years with the development of an association 
which became a Royal College. I have brought together the quintessence 
of the changes (warts and all) with the history of the organisation most 
involved with the mentally ill. The College’s charter notes that its objects 
and purposes are to ‘advance the science and practice of psychiatry, 
further public education therein and promote study and research work in 
psychiatry.’ This book could, therefore, further public education.

There are many people who might have some interest in such an account: 
patients and their families, friends and carers; and others concerned 
about mental health issues, for example physicians, general practitioners, 
community nurses, psychologists, psychoanalysts, probation oficers, 
lawyers and the police. All of these should have some interest in a history 
of the care, and at times control, of the mentally ill.

I started by drafting a full account of everything that might be relevant, 
which meant I had too much information for a short book. I consigned much 
of this material to appendices (online archives) available on the College 
website (www.rcpsych.ac.uk/historyarchives).

At the end of some chapters I note articles and books that I have very 
much relied upon and would recommend for further reading. I hope this will 
encourage the readers to extract as much, or as little, as they need, whether 
they decide to taste, swallow or chew and digest. The online archives include 
accounts written by other authors and addressing issues covered in the book, 
but in greater detail, with references to sources where further information 
is available.

T. B. 

Preface
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They pour medicines of which they know little into patients of whom they know less to treat 
conditions of which they know nothing at all.

Voltaire

Two hundred years of psychiatry in Britain

In Great Britain and Ireland the history of psychiatry is bound up with 
the history of one organisation – the Medico-Psychological Association, 
which started in 1841 as an association of medical oficers of asylums and 
hospitals. Since its inception it has relected and inluenced the way in 
which psychiatric disorders have been perceived and managed in the UK.

In the early 19th century, evangelicalism played a major part in English 
lunacy reform and in changes towards a more rational and humane 
legislation concerning people with mental illness. It helped to form the 
basis of ‘moral treatment’ (a psychological approach), which was a critical 
concept in the process of transition to the modern era. This alternative 
approach to insanity postulated that physicians, by their moral example, 
would appeal to the ‘human spirit’ present in patients despite madness, and 
the asylum regime would guide their troubled minds back to sanity. This 
‘moral’ view was held mostly by minorities such as Quakers, Unitarians 
and other dissenters. Anthony Ashley-Cooper, 7th Earl of Shaftesbury, was 
a major igure in this movement in 19th-century Britain. He was a layman 
who, for the greater part of his life, was heavily involved in ensuring that 
the mentally ill were cared for humanely and with kindness in the hope 
that, after being rescued from neglect, squalor or imprisonment, they 
would respond to good food, clean air and education. He was a supporter 
of those doctors who favoured moral treatment rather than restraint.1 The 
principles of the moral treatment were noble, but sociologists argue that 
actual practice could be morally inadequate and characterised by cruelty 
and neglect.2 Their view was that the humanitarianism of the asylum, the 
effectiveness of psychological medicine and the validity of ‘community care’ 
as a non-institutional treatment alternative were myths. Psychiatrists were 
in it to look after themselves.

1 Online archive 5. Shaftesbury.
2 Scull, A. (1993) The Most Solitary of Aflictions. Yale University Press.

Introduction
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In documenting the history of the College, original accounts of events 
are included where possible. Thus nearly two centuries of activity are 
covered, with accounts of major changes in the work of psychiatrists and in 
the institutions involved. Doctors often failed to understand the mentally 
ill. Voltaire’s cynical view of medicine applies equally to all branches and 
specialties, but psychiatrists were regarded as no better, and sometimes 
worse than other doctors. The ‘warts and all’ view of the profession adopted 
in this book includes some useless treatments, foolish views and other 
shortcomings. However, there have been improvements, though not always 
as signiicant as may have been hoped for. It would not be possible to chart 
the transition of the Association into the College without at the same time 
explaining changes in the practice of psychiatry. Therefore, where relevant, 
most chapters contain a short account of the state of the mentally ill at a 
given period, and how they were dealt with by society as a whole and by 
the medical profession. This includes the remedies and the methods of 
care or of detention available at the time and also some of the theories and 
hypothetical models of treatment.

The Association of Medical Oficers of Asylums and Hospitals for the 
Insane was established in 1841, but the building of public asylums had 
started a century earlier. During the 19th century there was a marked 
increase in the numbers of asylums and patients admitted. Previously, those 
with severe mental illness who could not be looked after by their families 
were either admitted to private mental hospitals or were contained in prisons 
or workhouses. An important role of the early asylum movement was to 
transfer the mentally ill from prisons and madhouses to mental hospitals, 
and in the earliest days of the Association, there was great optimism that 
treating patients early and humanely would enable them to recover. The 
membership of the Association was initially restricted to medical oficers 
who worked in asylums. They intended to meet once a year, but in the early 
years meetings were not always held regularly. A major change followed the 
Association’s decision to produce its own journal in 1853. This was followed 
by changing the name in 1865 to the Medico-Psychological Association 
(MPA), a title it retained for the next 60 years, until in 1926 it acquired 
the royal charter and became the Royal Medico-Psychological Association 
(RMPA). There were no changes in its functioning till 1971, when a new 
charter was granted thus establishing the Royal College of Psychiatrists.

Since 1841, there have been major advancements in the methods of 
treatment available to the mentally ill. By the late 19th century the initial 
optimism that the ability to treat patients early in new asylums would lead 
to better outcomes had changed gradually to a realisation that some people 
were not responsive to any treatment and that there was a growing number 
of patients with severe long-term illnesses who required continuing care. 
For half a century a pessimistic view of what could be achieved prevailed and 
there was a tendency to see asylums as repositories for chronically ill patients. 
Before the Second World War there were few speciic treatments. One 
major advancement occurred in the treatment of cerebral syphilis (General 
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Paralysis of the Insane, GPI) – this devastating and fatal illness responded 
to malarial treatment. Furthermore, electroconvulsive therapy (ECT) was 
introduced just before the Second World War and in the 1950s a range of 
new drugs became available. Antidepressants and other antipsychotic drugs, 
which could modify some of the symptoms of schizophrenia and other major 
illnesses, were developed. Some treatments came in vogue for a time but 
were subsequently discarded. The idea that mental illness was caused by 
bacterial infections (‘focal sepsis’) was one such; insulin coma therapy for 
schizophrenia was another. Psychosurgery, crude and uncertain operations, 
was also a form of treatment and was used indiscriminately in the 1940s 
and 1950s in people with severe mental illness.

In the 20th century there were signiicant changes in psychiatry. The irst 
was the development in England of a more scientiic approach to the subject, 
exempliied by the establishment of the Maudsley Hospital and the Institute 
of Psychiatry. The endeavours of Henry Maudsley, Frederick Mott, Edward 
Mapother and Aubrey Lewis led to a core of better trained psychiatrists, with 
knowledgeable junior members of the profession who were instrumental in 
the change from a tired Association to an active College. Evidence-based 
medicine, particularly the development of the randomised controlled 
trial, has led in psychiatry, as in all other branches of medicine, to a better 
understanding of treatments and allowed us to see which are the most 
effective. Another major change worldwide has been a move away from 
asylums to the siting of psychiatric units in general hospitals, with hostels 
for the chronically ill in the community. Some problems remain the same 
today as they were two hundred years ago; the most intractable is the 
continuing care of those who do not get better. There has always been 
a tendency to underestimate the dificulties of looking after those most 
severely and chronically ill.

Further reading

Scull, A. (1993) The Most Solitary of Aflictions. Yale University Press.
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