We live in an age where the rhetoric of 'responsibility' is central to public discourse. Governments tell us we ourselves must make provision for retirement and infirmity, as the state will not provide us with a welfare cushion into our increasingly protracted old age. Communities as a whole are also exhorted to band together to care for the ill and vulnerable in their ranks and, despite the fracture of traditional family structures, people are told of their duty to care for dependent relatives, directly, or through the sale of family homes to fund private nursing care. In most cases, members make valiant efforts to care for often very ill relatives -in Ireland, for example, despite dramatic shifts in demography that now see a majority of women in employment, 95% of dependants are cared for in the home -with little support or indeed recognition from the state. Yet this emphasis upon the necessity to care for ourselves was not always a central element in administrative policy. In the nineteenth century, governments across the world adopted a vigorously interventionist stance with regard to health, education and employment, and nowhere was this more dramatically exhibited than in the construction of large-scale asylums for the care and treatment of the insane.

The volume under review engages in an innovative and exciting way with the question, among others, of the respective roles played by communities and the state in the incarceration of the insane. In countries as culturally and economically diverse as Argentina, Japan, Ireland and France, the motivations behind the construction of large-scale institutions for the care of the mentally ill are examined, and the therapeutic regimes (or lack of them) available in these asylums assessed. The text does not claim to present comparative studies across the globe, and indeed only two of the contri-butions adopt a specifically comparative structure, within Switzerland and Canada respectively. Although each of the essays stands alone as a strong empirical examination of the experiences of the insane in one country or region, the volume as a whole makes fascinating implicit connections between different states, raising points of comparison or contrast that greatly enrich our understanding of the
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History of Psychiatry, 16( 2 worldwide treatment of the mentally ill. This is particularly the case in relation to the attitudes of families towards asylums. Different governments may have caused asylums to be constructed, but these essays provide forceful arguments that it was the general populations which encouraged their use, and contributed towards their expansion, through a willingness to have relatives committed. The book is further evidence that the early interpretive model of asylums as sites of total control is inaccurate, to say the least. The essays by Patricia Prestwich on Paris, Peter McCandless on South Carolina, Elizabeth Malcolm on Ireland, and Akihito Suzuki on Japan, for example, all address the importance of families in the committal and discharge of mentally ill members, and demonstrate, in very different ways, the complex relationships that existed between the asylum staff and the constituencies they served.

There are of course other themes that link individual essays. The fact that many of the studies focus upon colonial or quasi-colonial societies creates interesting associations. Similarly, many of the contributors discuss the roles of the police in the committal process, and the relationships between asylums and the prison services, while gender proves a useful analytical tool for many of the authors. The editors have done a fine job in drawing such a diverse and stimulating group of essays together, although the informative introduction is yet another reminder of the dreadful loss of Professor Roy Porter to the community of medical historians, and beyond.
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