On Behalf of the Insane Poor

Dorothea Dix

Dorothea Dix (1802—1887) was a nurse whose concern to improve the housing conditions for
prisoners and the mentally ill led her to dedicate her life to visiting institutions and hospitals
to uncover derelict conditions. She then brought these shameful conditions to the attention of
the wealthy legislators who had the power and the means to improve those situations. Dix was
born in Maine, but she spent much of her life in Massachusetts. Much of today’s improved
conditions at prisons and state hospitals for the mentally ill is due to Dix’s unwavering com-

mitment to achieving reform in these areas during the 1840s—1880s.
—Jessica Lsaacs

[ respectfully ask to present this Memorial, believing that the cause, which actu-
ates to and sanctions so unusual a movement, presents no equivocal claim to pub-
lic consideration and sympathy. Surrendering to calm and deep convictions of duty
my habitual views of what is womanly and becoming, 1 proceed briefly to explain
what has conducted me before you unsolicited and unsustained, trusting, while I do
s0, that the memorialist will be speedily forgotten in the memorial.

About two years since, leisure afforded opportunity, and duty prompted me to
visit several prisons and alms-houses in the vicinity of this metropolis. I found, near
Boston, in the Jails and Asylums for the poor, a numerous class brought into unsuit-
able connexion with criminals and the general mass of Paupers. I refer to Idiots and
Insane persons, dwelling in circumstances not only adverse to their own physical and
moral improvement, but productive of extreme disadvantages to all other persons
brought into association with them. I applied myself diligently to trace the causes
of these evils, and sought to supply remedies. As one obstacle was surmounted, fresh
difficulties appeared. Every new investigation has given depth to the conviction that
it is only by decided, prompt, and vigorous legislation the evils to which I refer, and
which I shall proceed more fully to illustrate, can be remedied. I shall be obliged to
speak with great plainness, and to reveal many things revolting to the taste, and
from which my woman’s nature shrinks with peculiar sensitiveness. But truth is che
highest consideration. / tell what I have seen—paintul and shocking as the derails
often are—that from them you may feel more deeply the imperative obligation
which lies upon you to prevent the possibility of a repetition or continuance of such
outrages upon humanity. If I inflict pain upon you, and move you to horror, it is to
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acquaint you with sufferings which you have the power to alleviate, and make you
hasten to the relief of the victims of legalized barbarity. )

[ come to present the strong claims of sutfering humaniry. I come to place before
the Legislature of Massachusctts the condition of the miserable, the desolate, the
outcast. | come as the advocate of helpless, forgotten, insane and idiotic men and
women; of beings, sunk to a condition from which the most unconcerned would start
with real horror; of beings wretched in our Prisons, and more wretched in our Alms-
Houses. And I cannot suppose it needful to employ earnest persuasion, or stubborn
argument, in order to arrest and fix actention upon a subject, only the more strongly
pressing in its claims, because it is revolting and disgusting in its details.

I must confine myself to few examples, but am ready to furnish other and more
complete details, if required. If my pictures are displeasing, coarse, and severe, my
subjects, it must be recollected, offer no tranquil, refined, or composing features. The
condition of human beings, reduced to the extremest states of degradation and mis-
ery, cannot be exhibited in softened language, or adorn a polished page.

I proceed, Gentlemen, briefly to call your attention to the present state of Insane
Persons confined within this Commonwealth, in cages, closets, cellars, stalls, pens!
Chained, naked, beaten with rods, and lashed into obedience!

As I state cold, severe facts, 1 feel obliged to refer to persons, and definitely to
indicate localities. But it is upon my subject, not upon localities or individuals,
I desire to fix attention; and I would speak as kindly as possible of all Wardens,
Keepers, and other responsible officers, believing that most of these have erred not
through hardness of heart and wilful cruelty, so much as want of skill and knowl-
edge, and want of consideration. Familiarity with suffering, it is said, blunts the
sensibilities, and where neglect once finds a footing other injuries are multiplied. This
is not all, for it may justly and strongly be added that, from the deficiency of ade-
quate means to meet the wants of these cases, it has been an absolute impossibility
to do justice in this matter. Prisons are not constructed in view of being converted
into County Hospitals, and Alms-Houses are not founded as receptacles for the
Insane. And yet, in the face of justice and common sense, Wardens are by law com-
pelled to receive, and the Masters of Alms-Houses not to refuse, Insane and Idiotic
subjects in all stages of mental disease and privation.

It is the Commonwealth, not its integral parts, that most of the abuses which
have lately, and do still exist. I repeat it, it is defective legislation which perpetuates
and multiplies these abuses.

In illustration of my subject, I offer the following extracts from my Note-Book
and Journal:—. [. . .]

Danvers. November; visited the almshouse; a large building, much out of repair;
understand a new one is in contemplation. Here are from fifty-six to sixty inmates;
one idiotic; three insane; one of the latter in close confinement at all times.

Long before reaching the house, wild shouts, snatches of rude songs, impreca-
tions, and obscene language, fell upon the ear, proceeding from the occupant of a
low building, rather remote from the principal building to which my course was
directed. Found the mistress, and was conducted to the place, which was called the
home’of the forlorn maniac, a young woman, exhibiting a condition of neglect and
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misery blotting out the faintest idea of comfore, and outraging every sentiment of
decency. She had been, | learnt, “a respectable person; industrious and worthy; dis-
appointments and trials shook her mind, and finally laid prostrate reason and selt-
control: she became a maniac for life! She had been at Worcester Hospital for a
considerable time, and had been returned as incurable.” The mistress told me she
understood that, while there, she was “comfortable and decent.” Alas! what a change
was here exhibited! She had passed from one degree of violence and degradation to
another, in swift progress; there she stood, clinging to, or beating upon, the bars of
her caged apartment, the contracted size of which afforded space only for increas-
ing accumulations of filth, a fou!/ spectacle; there she stood with naked arms and
dishevelled hair; the unwashed frame invested with fragments of unclean garments,
the air so extremely offensive, though ventilation was afforded on all sides save one,
that it was not possible to remain beyond a few moments withour retreating for
recovery to the ourward air. Irritation of body, produced by utter filth and exposure,
incited her to the horrid process of tearing off her skin by inches; her face, neck, and
person, were thus disfigured to hideousness; she held up a fragment just rent off; to
my exclamation of horror, the mistress replied, “oh, we can't help it; half the skin is
off sometimes; we can do nothing with her; and it makes no difference what she eats,
for she consumes her own filth as readily as the food which is brought her.”

It is now January; a fortnight since, two visitors reported that most wretched out-
cast as “wallowing in dirty straw, in a place yet more dirty, and without clothing, with-
out fire. Worse cared for than the brutes, and wholly lost to consciousness of
decency!” Is the whole story told? What was seen, is; what is reported is not. These
gross exposures are not for the pained sight of one alone; all, all, coarse, brutal men,
wondering, neglected children, old and young, each and all, witness this lowest,
foulest state of miserable humanity. And who protects her, that worse than Paria
outcast, from other wrongs and blacker outrages? I do not know that such have been.
[ do know that they are to be dreaded, and that they are not guarded against.

Some may say these things cannot be remedied: these furious maniacs are not
to be raised from these base conditions. I know they are; could give many examples;
let one suffice. A young woman, a pauper, in a distant town, Sandisfield, was for
years a raging maniac. A cage, chains, and the whip, were the agents tor controlling
her, united with harsh tones and profane language. Annually, with others (the town’s
poor) she was put up at auction, and bid off ac the lowest price which was declared
for her. One year, not long past, an old man came forward in the number of appli-
cants for the poor wretch; he was taunted and ridiculed; “what would he and his old
wife do with such a mere bease?” “My wife says yes,” replied he, “and I shall take her.”
She was given to his charge; he conveyed her home; she was washed, neacly dressed,
and placed in a decent bed-room, furnished for comfort and opening into the
kitchen. How altered her condition! As yet the chains were not off. The first week
she was somewhat restless, at times violent, but the quiet kind ways of the old peo-
ple wrought a change; she received her food decendly; forsook acts of violence, and
no longer urttered blasphemous or indecent language; after a week, the chain was
lengthened, and she was received as a companion into the kitchen. Soon she engaged
in trivial employments. “After a fortnight,” said the old man, “1 knocked off the
chains and made her a free woman.” She is at times excited, but not violently; they
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are careful of her dier; they keep her very clean; she calls them “father” and “mother.”
Go there now and you will find her “clothed,” and though not perfectly in her “right
mind,” so far restored as to be a safe and comfortable inmare.

Newburyport. Visited the almshouse in June last; eighty inmates; seven insane,

one idiotic. Commodious and neat house; several of the partially insane apparently
very comfortable; two very improperly situated, namely, an insane man, not con-
sidered incurable, in an out-building, whose room opened upon what was called
“the dead room,” affording in licu of companionship with the living, a contempla-
tion of corpses! The other subject was a woman in a cellar. I desired to see her; much
reluctance was shown. I pressed the request; the Master of the House stated that
she was in the cellar; that she was dangerous to be approached; that “she had lately
attacked his wife;” and was offen naked. 1 persisted; “if you will not go with me, give
me the keys and I will go alone.” Thus importuned, the outer doors were opened.
I descended the stairs from within; a strange, unnatural noise seemed to proceed
from beneath our feet; at the moment I did not much regard it. My conductor pro-
ceeded to remove a padlock, while my eye explored the wide space in quest of the
poor woman. All for a moment was still. But judge my horror and amazement,
when a door to a closet beneath the staircase was opened, revealing in the imperfect
light a female apparently wasted to a skeleron, partially wrapped in blankets, fur-
nished for the narrow bed on which she was sitting; her countenance furrowed, not
by age, but suffering, was the image of distress; in that contracted space, unlighted,
unventilated, she poured forth the wailings of despair: mournfully she extended her
arms and appealed to me, “why am I consigned to hell? dark—dark—1I used to pray,
I used to read the Bible—I have done no crime in my heart; I had friends, why have
all forsaken mel—my God! my God! why hast #hou forsaken me!” Those groans,
those wailing come up daily, mingling, with how many others, a perpetual and sad
memorial. When the good Lord shall require an account of our stewardship, what
shall all and each answer!

Perhaps it will be inquired how long, how many days or hours was she impris-
oned in these confined limits? For years!In another part of the cellar were other small
closets, only better, because higher through the entire length, into one of which she
by turns was transferred, so as to afford opportunity for fresh whitewashing, &ce.

15 Saugus. December 24; thermometer below zero; drove to the poorhouse; was
conducted to the master’s family-room by himself; walls garnished with handcuffs and
chains, not less than five pair of the former; did not inquire how or on whom applied;
thirteen pauper inmates; one insane man; one woman insane; one idiotic man; asked
to see them; the two men were shortly led in; appeared pretty decent and comfort-
able. Requested to see the other insane subject; was denied decidedly; urged the
request, and finally secured a reluctant assent. Was led through an outer passage into
a lower room, occupied by the paupers; crowded; not neat; ascended a rather low
Alight of stairs upon an open entry, through the floor of which was introduced a stove
pipe, carried along a few feet, about six inches above the floor, through which it was
reconveyed below. From this entry opens a room of moderate size, having a sashed-

window; floor, I think, painted; apartment ENTIRELY unfurnished; no chair, table,
nor bed; neither, what is seldom missing, a bundle of straw or lock of hay; cold, very
cold; the first movement of my conductor was to throw open a window, a measure
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imperatively necessary for those who entered. On the floor sat a woman, her limbs
immovably contracted so that the knees were brought upward to the chin; the face
was concealed: the head rested online folded arms; for clothing she appeared to have
been furnished with fragments of many discharged garments; these were folded about
her, yet they little benefitted her, if one might judge by the constant shuddering
which almost convulsed her poor crippled frame. Woful was this scene; language is
feeble to record the misery she was suffering and had suffered! In reply to my inquiry
if she could not change her position, 1 was answered by the master in the negative,
and told that the contraction of limbs was occasioned by “neglect and exposure in for-
mer years,” but since she had been crazy, and before she fell under the charge, as 1
inferred, of her present guardians. Poor wretch! she, like many others, was an exam-
ple of what humanity becomes when the temple of reason falls in ruins, leaving the
mortal part to injury and neglect, and showing how much can be endured of priva-
tion, exposure, and disease, without extinguishing the lamp of lite.

Passing out, the man pointed to a something, revealed to more than one sense,
which he called “her bed; and we throw some blankets over her at night.” Possibly
this is done; others, like myself, might be pardoned a doubt, if they could have seen
all I saw, and heard abroad all I heard. The bed, so called, was about three teet long,
and from a half to three-quarters of a yard wide; of old ticking or two cloth was the
case; the contents might have been a fiull handfisl of hay or straw. My attendant’s excla-
mations on my leaving the house were emphatic, and can hardly be repeated.

The above case recalls another of equal neglect or abuse. Asking my way to the
almshouse in Berkeley, which had been repeatedly spoken of as greatly neglected, 1 was
answered as to the direction, and informed that there were “plenty of insane people
and idiots there.” “Well taken care of2” “Oh, well enough for such sort of creatures.”
“Any violently insane?” “Yes; my sister's son in there, a real tiger. [ kept him here at my
house awhile, but it was too much trouble to go on; so I carried him there.” “Is he com-
fortably provided for?” “Well enough.” “Has he decent clothes?” “Good enough;
wouldn’t wear them if he had more.” “Food?” “Good enough; good enough for him.”
“One more question, has he the comfort of a fire?” “Fire? fire, indeed! whart does a crazy
man need of fire? red-hot iron wants fire as much as he!” And such are sincerely the
ideas of not a few persons in regard to the actual wants of the insane. Less regarded than
the lowest brutes! no wonder they sink even lower. [. . .]

Violence and severity do but exasperate the Insane; the only availing influence
is kindness and firmness. It is amazing what these will produce. How many exam-
ple might illustrate this position: I refer to one recently exhibited in Barre. The town
Paupers are disposed of annually to some family who, for a stipulated sum agree to
take charge of them. One of them, a young woman, was shown to me well clothed,

neat, quiet, and employed at needle-work. Is it possible that this is the same being
who, but last year, was a raving madwoman, exhibiting every degree of violence in

action and speech; a very tigress wrought to fury; caged, chained, beaten, loaded
with injuries, and exhibiting the passions which an iron rule might be expected to
stimulate and sustain? It is the same person; another family hold her in charge who
better understand human nature and human influences; she is no longer chained,
caged, and beaten; but if excited, a pair of mittens drawn over the hands secures
from mischief. Where will she be next year, after the annual sale?
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It is not the insane subject alone who illustrates the power of the all prevailing
law of kindness. A poor idiotic young man, a year or two since, used to follow me
at times through the prison as | was distributing books and papers: at first he appeared
totally stupid, but cheerful expressions, a smile, a trifling gift, seemed gradually to
light up the void temple of the intellect, and by slow degrees some faint images of
thought passed before the mental vision. He would ask for books, though he could
not read. I indulged his fancy and he would appear to experience delight in exam-
ining them; and kept them with a singular care. If I read the Bible, he was reverently,
wonderingly attentive; if | talked, he listened with a half-conscious aspect. One
morning I passed more hurriedly than usual, and did not speak particularly to him.
“Me, me, me a book.” I returned; “good morning, Jemmy; so you will have a book
today? well, keep it carefully.” Suddenly turning aside he took the bread brought for
his breakfast, and passing it with a hurried earnestness through the bars of his iron
door—"“Here’s bread, a'nt you hungry?” Never may I forget the tone and grateful
affectionate aspect of that poor idiot. How much might we do to bring back or restore
the mind, if we but knew how to touch the instrument with a skilful hand! . . .]

Of the dangers and mischiefs sometimes following the location of insane per-
sons in our almhouses, I will record but one more example. In Worcester, has for sev-
eral years resided a young woman, a lunatic pauper of decent life and respectable
family. I have seen her as she usually appeared, listless and silent, almost or quite sunk
into a state of dementia, sitting one amidst the family, “but not of them.” A few weeks
since, revisiting that almshouse, judge my horror and amazement to see her negli-
gently bearing in her arms a young infant, of which I was told she was the uncon-
scious parent! Who was the father, none could or would declare. Disqualified for the
performance of maternal cares and duties, regarding the helpless little creature with
a perplexed, or indifferent gaze, she sat a silent, but O how eloquent, a pleader for
the protection of others of her neglected and outraged sex! Details of that black
story would not strengthen the cause; needs it a weightier plea, than the sight of that
forlorn creature and her wailing infant? Poor little child, more than orphan from
birth, in this unfriendly world! a demented Mother—a Father on whom the sun
might blush or refuse to shine!

Men of Massachusetts, I beg, I implore, I demand, pity and protection, for
these of my suffering, outraged sex!—Fathers, Husbands, Brothers, I would suppli-
cate you for this boon—but what do I say? I dishonor you, divest you at once of chris-
tianity and humanity—does this appeal imply distrust. If it comes burthened with
a doubt of your righteousness in this Legislation, then blot it out; while I declare Con-
fidence in your honor, not less than your humanity. Here you will put away the
cold, calculating spirit of selfishness and self-seeking; lay off the armor of local strife
and political opposition; here and now, for once, forgetful of the earthly and per-
ishable, come up to these halls and consecrate them with one heart and one mind
to works of righteousness and just judgment. Become the benefactors of your race,
the just guardians of the solemn rights you hold in trust. Raise up the fallen; succor
the desolate; restore the outcast; defend the helpless; and for your eternal and great
reward, receive the benediction. . . . “Well done, good and faithful servants, become

rulers over many things!”




