
Key Terms:
Mental Health

Attitudes towards Mental Health in the 19th Century 

was a reflection of society. Families were embarrassed 

of any relations that were admitted to Mental Asylums. 

The system was unfair to women and care within the 

Asylums was often harmful and ineffective. Members 

of the public could pay a shilling to be ‘entertained’ by 

patients. 

Key Dates/facts  

1832: First Mental Asylum - Hanwell Asylum

1856: The Lunacy Act - Asylums could detain ‘lunatics’

1890: Lunacy Act - improved conditions in Aslyums

60% of asylum patients left the asylum in a coffin

Marriage and Divorce

1857- matrimonial causes act- men could divorce 

an unfaithful wife. This led to greater public 

awareness of the problems for women.

Caroline norton- 19th century influential woman 

who campaigned for women wanting a divorce to 

be able to have custody of her children until they 

were 12 years old. Her influence helped toward 

the awareness for the 1857 matrimonial causes 

act

Gender

The idea of separate spheres was popular in the 

19th century. This was the belief that women 

were in charge of the private sphere of the home 

and that men were in charge of the public 

sphere of business, politics and socialising,

Before the Industrial revolution women 

supported their husbands in work, often helping 

with manual labour such as farming or running a 

family business. As the nature of work changed to 

factory work, women instead turned to domestic 

roles. Women were seen as morally superior to 

men.

Disability and Race

‘Freak shows’ and ‘Human Zoos’ were both 

popular during the victorian period. Some 

performers were poorly treated and exploited 

whilst others made more money than the 

showmen. Henry Mayhew condemned such 

shows as ‘immoral’.

Interest in science grew in the Victorian period. 

However doctors were not encouraged to 

diagnose disabilities of performers as this would 

take away the mystery. After Charles Darwin

published ‘On the origin of species’ in 

anthropologists used this to suggest some races 

were more evolved and others more animalistic.
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The Suffragettes:

-people involved in a political movement 

that fought for ‘votes for women’ in the 

early 20th century.

-founded by Emmeline Pankhurst.

-their motto was ‘deeds, not words’. They 

took direct action including: protests, 

marches, demonstrations, hunger strikes.

In 1913 a suffragette named Emily Davison was killed by the King’s horse. Leaders claimed she had died for the 

suffragette cause ‘votes for women’. But had she?

Evidence Davison meant to die Evidence Davison did not mean to die

-she had a prison record for violent behaviour including 

setting fire to post boxes.

-She told friends to look in the paper on Derby Day 

suggesting she had something important planned.

-It is thought she meant to stop the horse to attach a 

suffragette banner to it.

-some believe she was trying to cross the racecourse and 

didn’t realise all the horses had not passed.

-she bought a return train ticket

Asylum An institution for the care of people who are 
mentally ill.

Sanatorium A place for the medical treatment of 

people who have a long-term illness

Moral Knowing right from wrong

Sectioned Being taken, kept in hospital and given 

treatment based on a paragraph of the 

mental health act

Exploit Use someone or something in a way that 

is unfair

Domestic Relating to the running of a home or to 

family relations

Matrimonial Relating to marriage

Anthropology The study of human societies and their 

development

Evolution The process by which different kinds of 

living organisms are believed to have 

developed from earlier forms.

Eugenics A set of beliefs and practices that aim to 

improve the genetic quality of a human 

population by excluding certain groups 

thought to be inferior

Suffrage The right to vote in political elections


