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Whether a lunatic asylum should be considered as a proper community is highly debatable. There 
are indeed some objective criteria that would undoubtedly define asylum life as a certain type of 
community life: people living together, under the same roof, sharing daily activities and forming a 
specific group. Nevertheless, what makes it quite difficult to conceive any asylum population as a 
true community is a limitation that could be applied to all places of forced community life (such 
as prisons or hospitals): the fact that people never actually chose to be part of this so-called 
“community” and have no common project or real sense of belonging. In the case of psychiatric 
institutions in general, the only thing people have in common is their mental illness. There is thus 
a lack of shared purpose or free choice that makes it delicate to consider them as fully fledged 
communities, but this paper will analyse how Hanwell pauper lunatic asylum, notwithstanding 
these limitations, may be seen as an exception in the Victorian psychiatric landscape and may 
indeed be better understood as a planned community. This is mainly due to the singular political 
background of Dr John Conolly, its superintendent from 1839 to 1852. Not only did he change 
his patients’ daily life by giving them more autonomy and freedom of movement through his 
“non-restraint’ therapeutic programme, but he also conceived a whole range of activities –
including education- that were part of a more ambitious scheme for social emancipation and/or 
rehabilitation. The whole process was surprisingly similar to the experiment carried out at New 
Lanark mills by Robert Owen at the beginning of the century. This may explain why Owen 
himself allegedly paid a visit to Conolly when he took office at Hanwell in 1839, accompanied by 
William Pare, who was soon to become the governor of Queenwood, the only community to be 
officially supported by the Owenite movement. One may then legitimately wonder to what extent 
Hanwell Asylum could be considered as a non-official Owenite community, embedded in a wider 
social and political context than might be expected when dealing with a medical institution.  
 
 


