To what extent did the ideology that depression was linked to sin influence the diagnosis of mental health in the middle ages?

Depression and mental health is a topic that remains to this day difficult to comprehend. It is largely misunderstood and often misdiagnosed or not taken seriously. Modern misconceptions often regard depression as just mere sadness or even laziness. This view is not so different to how the people of the middle ages saw it, as, although a modern day view does not always link depression to religion, the idea of laziness is rooted deeply within a religious context evidenced in texts from the middle ages. Therefore, this essay will discuss how far depression is tied in with religion, particularly in relation to the demon of acedia and the sin of sloth. Medieval texts offer compelling analyses of how depression, or melancholia, as it was then known, was thought to be acedia or sloth. These texts show how there were conflicting viewpoints to what depression was, so as depression is similar to acedia and sloth in its traits, this is a question I would like to discuss as it may have prevented a proper diagnosis of mental health in the middle ages. As depression remains an important topic of research today, looking at depression in a medieval perspective may show us how much of their views resonate in the modern world.
In order to discuss how depression was linked with religion, we must first define depression as we know it, and also how medieval physicians etc. understood it. The modern definition of depression is stated in the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM). According to the DSM, the criteria for depression is having a low mood with loss of interest in daily activities, with impaired social function. It also suggests specific symptoms which are identified with depression such as a change in sleeping patterns, fatigue, and even thoughts of death.
 In the middle ages however, such a diagnostic criteria did not exist, but they did have terms which described very similar symptoms to what we know as depression today. The closest term described as depression is acedia. This is said to be a demon that hits monks in their monastic lives. Although the definition of acedia is hard to determine,
 the symptoms we know of this term as stated by Evagrius and Cassian are sleepiness, fever, headache, and a general feeling of weakness and heaviness over a person.
 Cassian states that acedia is a ‘weariness or distress of heart’ especially to those who were lonely.
 However, Hildegard regards acedia as being ‘as if the soul of a person is in a stupefied sleep and does not know what the flesh of the body is doing’,
 therefore suggesting that one has very little control over their own body. The term acedia eventually became understood to be a ‘depressing sorrow’ and this was its most used definition in the late middle ages.
 Even though these symptoms all fit under the modern term of depression, the symptoms are not precise enough to place with a psychiatric condition.

A modern day attitude towards depression is quite different to the attitude in the middle ages. Our understanding is that it is a mental illness, often without a significant cause. However, medieval physicians naturally looked for the cause and thus a cure for acedia. The main cause for acedia we see suggested in medieval texts is demons and the Devil. It is understandable that this illness is tied in with religion as scientific medicine was rather underdeveloped in these centuries, therefore this type of sickness, since it has little visible symptoms, must be caused by an individual force, like a demon or ghost.
 According to early medieval texts, the role of demons as an effect on mental health was well documented and sought upon to give the cures for banishing these demons.
 Burton argues that the Devil makes people 'distrust, fear, grieve, mistake, and amplify whatsoever they preposterously conceive, or falsely apprehend'.
 These symptoms are very much linked to depression, therefore by saying they are caused by the Devil seems to undermine the seriousness of the condition. The Devil is said to work by making sins look like virtues, such as sleeping before they should, so those living a monastic life struggled to resist temptations.
 Therefore, if one gave in to those temptations, they would be sinning.

The idea that acedia is actually a sin links in with the idea that falling sick via acedia is a punishment for those suffering.
 Daly suggests that as acedia was considered a vice, those who suffered from it were believed to be agents in its development, even agents of the Devil, therefore, many were left with the task of overcoming acedia themselves.
 Evagrius describes acedia as the ‘soul not being at one with nature’, and that the demonic thoughts are unnatural,
 therefore it is understandable that many were left to deal with the demon themselves. Crislip agrees with this, stating the sufferer is responsible for the demonic illness.
 He further states that this demonic illness leads to a changed behaviour towards duties but does not push them as far as to abandon their monastic duties.
 Evagrius, a monk himself, backs up this point in his work, the Praktikos. He suggests how acedia makes a monk think of abandoning the ascetic ways by being tempted by the demon to give up this life and find somewhere easier to live, and that essentially, God would not mind as he is everywhere. He adds that if one can persevere acedia, then one becomes peaceful and joyful.
  

Counter to the concept that acedia is caused by a demon, some physicians of the middle ages believed acedia to be caused by an imbalance of the humours. This is a belief that had continued from the works of the Greek philosopher Hippocrates. He argued that the balance of the four humours, phlegm, blood, yellow bile and black bile, were what kept a person from being ill.
 It was thought by Hippocrates that too much black bile was what caused acedia, or melancholia. This argument therefore links acedia to a physical illness rather than spiritual possession. However, this was not a common view of the middle ages, as just before the first century AD, Hippocrates’ influence faded and was instead replaced with the view that mental illnesses were caused by demons and gods.
 With the dominance of Christianity in medieval Europe, the explanation of demons being acedia’s cause remained the dominant view in the middle ages.
 However, there were some physicians who continued to believe an imbalance of the humours was what caused mental illness, therefore, Hippocrates’ methods were still put in to practice.
 
However, over time, new thoughts emerged about mental health. It became popular opinion that acedia was actually the sin of sloth. Sloth is defined as ‘idleness, drowsiness, uneasiness of the mind, restlessness of the body, instability, loquacity and curiosity.’
 Therefore it is easy to see how the concept of sloth could overshadow a real mental health issue as its symptoms are very similar to the DSM’S definition of depression. Newhauser observes the early concept of acedia changed from just having mere feelings of burning out to the idea of sloth and laziness in the middle ages.
 Furthermore, acedia no longer represented a state of mind, such as weariness and sorrow, it instead became sinful.
 Snyder agrees with this by stating that the meaning of the word acedia gradually became more associated with sloth.
 The interpretation of sloth at this time was a laziness and neglection of one’s duties, especially towards God and the church.
 Therefore, as acedia became synonymous with the sin of sloth, it was also now considered a vice.
 
When acedia became identified with sloth, a problem arose as many scholars began to question whether sloth was now a sin since it was caused by the Devil. This was thoroughly questioned by the theologian Thomas Aquinas. In his work, Summa Theologica, he presents us with instances in which sloth (or depression in our understanding) is considered a sin or not. One instance says that a bodily failure at a fixed time is not a sin.
 He gives an example from Cassian to support this, ‘the monk is troubled with sloth chiefly about the sixth hour: it is like an intermittent fever, and inflicts the soul […] at regular and fixed intervals.’
 Thus he separates acedia from sinning. Aquinas states another instance which again refers to monastic life. He writes that sloth is not a sin if it has arisen from humility.
 Again he takes his example from Cassian which states that monastic sloth occurs because the monks are ‘deprived of spiritual fruit’ and that they would benefit from joining other monasteries to practise ascetic life better.
 However, Aquinas responds to this stating that one must be careful of crossing the line between humility and ungratefulness. If one’s sloth has risen from humility, for example, they feel ascetic life does not allow them to show their full potential, then it is not a sin. However, if it has risen from ungratefulness towards what God has blessed them with, then sloth in this case is indeed a sin.

From this evaluation of different types of sloth, it is clear that there was no certain answer as to whether the demon of acedia was considered a vice, thus it is hard to distinguish the outcome of those who suffered from this demon, such as help or punishment. Newhauser neither agrees nor disagrees with Aquinas and instead suggests that sloth or acedia is not sinful if it is moderate and does not stop a person from carrying out good deeds.
 Furthermore, Shenoute demonstrates how demonic illness could be connected to sloth as the Devil tempts its sufferers to abandon ascetic practice, however he also states that the illness of acedia could be caused naturally.
 Therefore this rules out acedia as a sin. This also suggests that acedia was still considered by some physicians as a natural illness and was not related to religion, demons or sinning at all.

The fact that medical explanations were still considered as a cause for acedia meant that more scientific developments were made in the late middle ages. This in turn allowed for better diagnoses of mental health rather than just pointing the finger at demons and sinners. As acedia became linked to a more clinical diagnosis, i.e. depression,
 the influence of religion on mental health began to deteriorate. This most likely happened towards the end of the middle ages, or more likely during the reformation when the church’s influence and power was significantly weakened in many aspects of life. Daly argues that the medieval understanding of the sins regarding mental health has been a significant research topic in modern psychology and has helped our understanding of the development of diagnoses and treatments for those suffering from depression.
 However, Daly also argues that although acedia was similar to melancholia or depression, acedia cannot be identified with our understanding of depression.
 Therefore, we cannot entirely be sure as to whether the idea of mental health really existed in the middle ages.

However, there were remedies and treatments to help alleviate the symptoms of acedia. Not everyone was left to deal with the illness on their own as Hildegard states that the mentally ill were dealt with in the same way as the physically sick: they needed to be healed instead of blamed.
 Though, in order to be treated, one had to be diagnosed with the correct cause of acedia. Pachomius notes that symptoms could be naturally caused, by an imbalance of humours, or unnaturally, by demons.
 This was essential in deciding on what treatments should be given to a person as the treatments for each cause were very different.

To combat demonic acedia, a monk should focus their attention on the goals of monasticism, like heaven and God.
 As acedia was thought to be the work of Satan, it should be treated religiously with self control, fasting and prayers.
 According to Amma Syncletica, praying is what will cast out the demon and battle weariness, so she suggests praying even more will be an effective treatment.
 Another treatment for demonic acedia was to indulge in manual labour.
 Newhauser stresses that manual labour was used as a prescription to treat acedia but it was also suggested to be acedia’s prevention.
 Therefore, it is likely that the distraction of working and praying helped to alleviate the weariness of acedia and thus ‘defeated’ the demon. Crislip notes that it is this altering of behaviour which destroys the demon.
 However, there is a lot of contradictory advice to treat acedia. For example, if one works too much or too little, then acedia will strike.
 Furthermore, Amma Syncletica says prayer is the cure, whereas Basil argues that one should not pray too much.
 Therefore, it becomes very confusing to the suffering to find the right balance and what methods they should approach.

In addition to praying and working, there were also some more extreme treatments for banishing the demon. Rituals of exorcism
 and beating the illness (the demon) out of the person
 were common cures for acedia. It is noted that exorcisms appeared to have alleviated some of the suffering in those with acedia,
 although it is likely that it did more harm than good.

On the contrary, for the writers who believed it was a natural disease caused by the humours, there were different and more humane methods of treatment. Blood letting, bathing, dieting and exercise were suggested as they were all therapeutic techniques,
 and even relaxation and listening to music became a useful method.
 This diagnosis would have lessened the sinfulness of acedia as it was a natural cause, therefore many felt that they were receiving proper care rather than felt judged and blamed for sinning.
 

This brings us to the question of did religion actually help those with depression. From a modern day perspective, we are likely to judge that religion hindered a person’s recovery as a misdiagnosis would have furthered their condition. Monasticism especially placed pressure on monks to achieve their goals which would worry and depress them.
 Snyder agrees with this saying those who are more dedicated to holiness will suffer more temptations than the secular minded.
 This is supported by Cassian who states that ‘knowledge of god brings to the convert a sharper sense of sin and thus greater grief than before’.
 Furthermore, being told that one was lazy when they were actually mentally ill could have made a person feel like a sinner and a bad Christian, therefore they accept their illness as God’s punishment and consequently will not receive proper treatment.

On the other hand, it is argued that religion did help one overcome acedia. The idea of having faith and courage was a very comforting aspect of people’s lives as when they fall ill, they turn to God and pray.
 In addition, as the Devil is in eternal despair, he wishes to keep others from the bliss that was denied to him.
 Therefore it is the Devil’s goal to take away what he never had.
 So knowing that it is just the Devil being jealous, this could essentially make it easier for a person to overcome. Therefore, it cannot precisely be identified whether religion and the treatments it offered helped people be cured of mental health.
It can be said then that through the works explored in this essay, we are able to conclude that our modern understanding of depression was very much overshadowed by the religious applications of acedia and sloth. We know that there is not always a cause for depression, but medieval physicians regarded the Devil or a humoral imbalance to be the causes of it. However, the middle ages did offer some treatments for this illness and even made some progress in the later centuries in treating depression. I would argue that the overall conclusion in this essay is that religion prevented a proper diagnosis of depression, and thus proper treatment. This therefore concludes that acedia and sloth were too commonly diagnosed for a mental health disorder to exist. 
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