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The proper custody and treatment of the insane, are now 
recognized as among the duties which every State owes to its 
citizens; and as a consequence, structures for the special 
accommodation of those laboring under mental disease, 
provided at the general expense, and under the supervision of 
the public authorities, will…be found in every one of the United 
States. 

           -- Thomas Story Kirkbride 
  On the Construction, Organization and General  
      Arrangements of Hospitals for the Insane (1854)     



The roots of what we now call deinstitutionalization are firmly lodged 
in a cyclical tradition of institutional reform: Each reform flourishes 
briefly, is implemented and becomes routine, then is forgotten and 
neglected by its creators and the general public until a kind of 
institutional rot sets in, whereupon another reform movement 
replaces it. 

           -- Ann Bradley Johnson 
  Out of Bedlam: The Truth about Deinstitutionalization (1990) 
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Theoretical frameworks – how to 
think about reuse 
From King (1992) 

  Global restructuring: surplus public 
institutions as raw materials for use by global 
capital 

  Discourse analysis: the ways in which 
institutions are reused make statements 
about power and control 

  Historiographical: “buildings are also social 
and political resources.  They are a contested 
terrain.  They are never neutral but become 
platforms for promoting particular 
issues” (King, at 132). 
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Theoretical frameworks – how to 
implement reuse 
From Vanderburgh (1992) 

  Critical reuse: attempt to “give oneself a 
past from which one would like to have been 
descended in opposition to the past from 
which one is descended” (Neitzsche) 

  Antiquarian reuse: veneration of old objects 
to prevent new ideas 

  Monumental reuse: “the great which once 
existed was at least possible once and may 
well again be possible sometime” 
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Lifecycle of a closed institution 

  Maintenance by programmatic agency 

  Transfer to administrative/property-
management agency 

  Legislative action 



THEORY 

PRACTICE 

LESSONS 

Possible dispositions 

  Direct legislative disposal 

  Auction 

  Transfer to new agency 

  Transfer to quasi-public finance/
development authority 

  Trust 
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Legislative disposition 
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Legal considerations 

  Type of conveyance 

  Environmental laws 

  Historical preservation laws 

  Physical plant issues 
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Potential for adaptive reuse 
increases with historical & 
architectural significance 

Buffalo State Hospital (NY) 
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Potential for adaptive reuse 
increases with historical & 
architectural significance 

http://www.richardson-olmsted.com/documents.php 
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A building cannot be saved by its 
historical significance alone 

Northampton State Hospital (MA): opened 1858  
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A building cannot be saved by its 
historical significance alone 

Northampton State Hospital (MA): demolished 2006 
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A building cannot be saved by its 
historical significance alone 
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Urban sites usually have more 
feasible redevelopment options 

Master Plan for the  
Laurel Hill Adaptive Reuse Site 

Fairfax County 
December 2009 

 
The Alexander Company was asked by Fairfax County to develop a Master Plan 
that accomplishes the following: 
 

 Preserves the essential historic core of the Adaptive Reuse Site 
 Minimizes the financial burden on the taxpayers 
 Promotes socially positive uses that compliment the surrounding community 
 Provides for flexibility and transparency in the development process 
 Permits the adaptive reuse of Laurel Hill into something of far-reaching 

significance and consequence - both exciting and uplifting 
 

 
 

The process for developing the Master Plan included due diligence, market 
analysis, and public outreach: 

 
 Previous Task Force recommendations and studies 
 Community/Stakeholder Input 
 Market Research 

o Retail, Office, Residential, Educational 
 Site and Building Investigation 

o Historic Considerations 
o Infrastructure 
o Adaptability of Existing Building 
o Access and Visibility 
o Environmental Considerations 

 1

Architect’s rendering of redeveloped Lorton Penitentiary, Fairfax 
County, VA 
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Urban sites usually have more 
feasible redevelopment options 

St. Elizabeth’s Hospital (DC) 
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Urban sites usually have more 
feasible redevelopment options 
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Redevelopment of rural sites is 
challenged by economic reality 

Weston State Hospital (WV) 
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Redevelopment of rural sites is 
challenged by economic reality 
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Sometimes real estate 
development might be the answer 
(but do we need to invite the real estate 
developers?) 
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