
The Silent Profession: Unveiling the Hidden
Collaboration Between Asylums, Prisons, and
Architects
When we think of architects, we often envision the magnificent structures that
shape our cities. From soaring skyscrapers to modern art museums, their work
has a visible impact on society. However, there is another side to architecture that
remains largely unheard of – the intricate relationship between asylums, prisons,
and architects and the fascinating profession that silently manipulates our social
landscape.

Delving into the historical development of such institutions reveals a complex
interplay between design, functionality, and societal control. Architects, as silent
orchestrators, play a crucial role in creating spaces that both shape and reflect
the strict social norms of their time. Through their designs, they mold societies in
ways that often go unnoticed.

A Link Between Asylums and Prisons: Architects as Agents of
Containment

Asylums and prisons, although distinct in their purpose, share a common
architectural heritage. Both institutions aim to contain and control individuals who
deviate from societal norms, albeit in different contexts. Architects, acting as the
silent profession, contribute to the design of these institutions, employing their
skills to create spaces that facilitate control and order.
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The architecture of asylums, for example, has historically been characterized by
imposing facades, high walls, and elaborate iron gates. These design elements
symbolize the systematic isolation and confinement of patients, further
emphasizing their separation from the outside world. Architects expertly
manipulate light and space, creating oppressive environments that reinforce the
power dynamics between patients and staff.

Similarly, prisons are meticulously designed to maintain tight control over
inmates. Architects employ strategies such as panoptic surveillance systems,
strategic placement of guard towers, and complex layouts to ensure constant
surveillance and minimize opportunities for rebellion. These structures exert a
psychological impact on prisoners, redefining their relationship with space and
exerting control over their behavior.

The Silent Architects: Collaborators, Visionaries, Manipulators

Architects involved in designing asylums and prisons hold a unique position
within society – they are both collaborators and visionaries, wielding immense
power over those who inhabit their creations. Their designs have a profound
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influence on the mental and emotional well-being of inmates and patients,
shaping their everyday experiences in profound ways.

Since the inception of these institutions, architects have been deeply engaged in
the development of innovative techniques and theories to further their control,
often supported by emerging technologies. From Jeremy Bentham's panopticon
design to the modern-day use of electronic surveillance systems, architects have
successfully crafted spaces that perpetuate control and surveillance.

However, it is essential to acknowledge that not all architects willingly participate
in the construction of oppressive structures. Throughout history, there have been
architects who have used their profession as a means to challenge existing
structures of power and advocate for more compassionate approaches to
confinement.

The Legacy of Asylum and Prison Architecture: Unveiling the Dark
Corners of History

By examining the architecture of asylums and prisons, we gain insights into
society's treatment of its marginalized individuals throughout history. The walls,
halls, and rooms bear witness to narratives that have long been silenced,
shedding light on the systemic oppression and mistreatment endured by
countless individuals.

Understanding the historical legacy of these institutions allows us to question our
present-day approach to confinement and control. How have architecture and
societal values evolved? What lessons can we learn from the past to inform the
design of more humane spaces?

The work of architects has the power to shape society, and it is crucial to critically
engage with their designs in the contexts of asylums and prisons. By examining



the multiplicity of narratives associated with these structures, we can challenge
the status quo, advocate for change, and ensure that architecture serves not only
as an instrument of control but also as a means of fostering empathy, dignity, and
compassion.

In

Architects working in the realm of asylums, prisons, and other confining spaces
represent a silent profession, often overshadowed by their more celebrated
counterparts. Yet, their influence in shaping our social landscape cannot be
underestimated.

Asylums and prisons, manifestations of societal attempts to control and
marginalize certain individuals, rely heavily on the expertise of architects.
Through the deliberate design of physical spaces, architects wield immense
power, perpetuating systems of control and surveillance.

However, by unraveling the intricate relationship between asylums, prisons, and
architects, we can challenge the status quo and seek more compassionate
alternatives. By engaging with the historical legacy of these institutions, we can
strive for a future where architecture embraces empathy, dignity, and humanity for
all.
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If the words "beautiful prison" are hard to say, does that explain why architects
seldom, if ever, talk or write about the artistic merits and functional failures of
asylum and prison design? In an attempt to understand this silence, and the
absence of asylums and prisons in competitions seeking honors for excellence in
design, the papers in this book examine what may be architects' most difficult
field of work.

In North America architects are required by law to design institutional buildings,
but with political change, their clients often change their minds, demanding
civilized or brutal confinement in turn. When brutality or indifferent treatment is
required that aggravates crime or madness, to do the work an architect must defy
his/her code of ethics which demands service in the public interest.

Architects are not alone with this quandary. This book concludes that resolution of
this discussion requires that when a client and an architect know the intentions
and consequences of a buildings design and operations, they must share the
moral and functional responsibilities of the work.
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