Representation of Mental Disabilities in Myth



	Mental illness is arguably one of the most reoccurring and prominent themes found in ancient Greek literature. Either a mental illness is implied by a figure’s actions or a whole new psychological thought is born, the characters in ancient myths tended to be riddled with hugely humanized character flaws. The most common place to find these characters is in heroes, as heroes are our connection as flawed human beings to the otherwise flawless ideas of gods in myth. This representation is hugely important because it serves as our way of understanding the gods and the solace found in the belief in them.
	Typically, the belief in a higher power, or God, is used as a way to explain what we as human beings have yet to understand. In ancient times, it was not understood that the moon was responsible for the tides, so Poseidon was invented to explain them. Love and attraction was not understood as a scientific chemical reaction, so Aphrodite was invented to explain those feelings. For every aspect of life, there was some way to understand why things were the way they were, whether it be in literature or spoken word tales. Whether comfort was found in the gods or not, the desire to feel closer to them would lead to the creation of heroes in myth. Heroes, being the child of a human and a god, were their way of relating to the gods in some way. Heroes were allowed flaws, thus representing that humans were allowed flaws. Something as simple as Achilles’ vulnerable heel would demonstrate permission to have weaknesses. Our ability to venerate Achilles despite his flaws may act as a comfort. 
	In Plato’s Republic, he discusses the idea that Achilles was not in fact a perfect person. The way Achilles acted towards Hector in result of the death of Patroclus was anything but honourable, and his desire for revenge was evidence of a further deep-seated anger. The psychoanalytical view is that if Achilles had formed a truly good character since childhood, no event regardless of how tragic would have led to the reaction he demonstrated.[footnoteRef:1] It simply took an exceptionally negative event to reveal the possibility of true character flaws and possible mental illnesses. Narcissistic Personality Disorder is characterized by symptoms such as, “self-importance and boastfulness… excessive need for admiration…lack of empathy; envy; and patronizing arrogance” (Colman 2015). All of these attributes can be seen in Achilles’ actions, and his behaviour generally led to a level of complete military incompetence.[footnoteRef:2]  [1:  Shay 1995: 118]  [2:  Tatum 2003: 58] 

	Narcissism aside, the argument can be made that Homer’s Iliad is a depiction of a soldier in a war facing tremendously tragic circumstances and thus being psychologically forced to react in certain ways. Achilles’ exposure to war for such extended periods of time throughout his life would have altered his mindset greatly toward many things. He would have faced immeasurable moral dilemmas, griefs, and personal qualms during his times in war and as an insurgent against Agamemnon. The lack of empathy as pointed out as a symptom of narcissistic personality disorder may merely be a result of being desensitized over years of combat. The arrogant aspects of his personality may come from a genuine knowledge of war tactics in a way that exceed his commanding officer, creating even more tension between them than generally laid out by Homer.[footnoteRef:3] Regardless of the precise reasons as to why Achilles acted the way he did, the increasingly dynamic nature of his character allows us further insight into ancient understandings of mental responses, disorders, and complications.  [3:  Shay 1995: 119] 

	After having delved into what sort of mental barriers a soldier may encounter during war time, we now look into what happens when a soldier goes home. Shay (2009: 290) shares his professional opinion of the problematic nature of calling PTSD a “disorder” when instead it should be regarded as a mental injury. The stigma of admitting to and discussing mental illness as what it is, a disease, or injury as described here, is something that still affects countless people today. By disregarding this fact and merely calling it a disorder, we are conditioned to view it as an incurable problem. However, what cannot be overstated enough is that PTSD is a result of tremendous mental strain that continues to plague veterans long after they leave the battlefield. In Homer’s The Odyssey, the ways that the hero Odysseus (who went through the same war as Achilles and much, much more) acts towards his wife and family when he returns home is a result of his time at war and his perils at sea. Despite this, after all the negative ways he has acted towards loved ones, he is still of his right mind enough to view and accept his wife Penelope as the loyal and virtuous woman he knew she was. This full circle of emotions, actions, and reactions demonstrate the wholly human and mentally diverse ways that Homer depicts his characters.[footnoteRef:4]  [4:  Shay 2002: 120] 

	The ideas of mania and melancholia as hugely depressive states have been studied and described as far back as Hippocrates in the 5th century BC. Melancholy is typically explained as an imbalance as part of the human condition, however “mania” is used in a more mythological sense as an umbrella term to explain the sometimes odd and outrageous behaviours of characters.[footnoteRef:5] Given the understanding that Homer’s works were never originally written down but an oral tradition initially, we can assume that the story teller at that time would have added in personal touches based off of their own experiences. From this, we are able to conclude that many of these feelings and experiences were universal – that many men knew the realities of the mental hardships faced during and after war. Additionally, due to evidence of studies done in regards to mental disabilities during that time, we know that while knowledge may have been limited, mental health was something that was acknowledged and interpreted in ancient Greece.  [5:  Angst & Marneros 2001: 3-4] 

[bookmark: _GoBack]	The depictions of varying aspects of mental health and the reactions to surrounding circumstances in ancient Greek literature is not to be taken for granted. By being able to trace the appearance of mental disability to the time of the Trojan War, we are further able to validate mental disabilities in more recent history. The very nature of what a hero stands for – our connection to the gods – means that in order for it to be so universally depicted, it would have needed to be a widespread enough issue worth talking about in this way. By giving heroes mental disabilities, ancient writers were giving their audiences an understanding and a platform that may otherwise not have existed. This also allows us a deeper understanding of our knowledge of ancient daily life, and how the grueling conditions would have effected them. No one could have spent so many years at war or at sea unscathed, and it is important to stress that these characters were at least half human enough to feel these emotions to their fullest.
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