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Dorothea Dix: A Voice for the Defenseless

Dorothea Dix was born in 1802, the first of three children in an unhappy, abusive home. Her wealthy grandmother took the children when Dorothea was twelve, but Dorothea had already learned to empathize with the disadvantaged of society.  At fifteen, she started a “dame school” for poor girls and continued teaching until a greater injustice gripped her heart at age thirty-nine.

While teaching Sunday school in a women’s prison in Boston, Dorothea confronted the horrible conditions endured by mentally ill people, who were often housed in jails and almshouses.  Using the legal system, she documented the abuses and won her case.  Soon her efforts spread to the entire state of Massachusetts as she gathered and presented information to the state legislature.  While she did not understand the causes of mental illness, she knew that decent living conditions would certainly benefit the poor souls gripped by it.  She began to visit jails and poorhouses in every state east of the Mississippi and in Europe, speaking out on behalf of those who could not speak for themselves.

Dix’s efforts led to the establishment of numerous mental hospitals, schools, and training centers.  She also provided a fresh approach to the treatment of the mentally ill, offering them love, tenderness, and justice.







