An analysis of Greco-Roman attitudes towards, and treatment of, mental ‘illness’ (c.500BCE to 200CE)

[bookmark: _GoBack]Diagnosis of mental illness, and human understanding of the causes and attributes that are associated with different mental illnesses, are constantly changing and developing as new research comes to light. These changes and developments mean that treatment for these illnesses need to be continuously adapted and improved. An important question therefore, is to ask, when did mankind start attributing mental illness to the brain, rather than external matters such as ‘demons’ and ‘curses’, or internal matters such as an imbalance in the four humors? Another important question is, when did medical treatment for mental illnesses change from trepanation to less inhuman remedies, e.g. exercise and a change in the patient’s diet? 
To explore these questions this paper will be looking at Greco-Roman attitudes towards, and treatment of, mental ‘illnesses’ from 500 BCE to 200 CE. This will be done by exploring the works of different philosophers and physicians, who lived during this time period, to gather an overall idea of peoples’ understandings of mental ‘illness’ in Greco-Rome, as well as causes and cures for such illnesses. The main philosophers and physicians that will be considered during this paper are Hippocrates,[footnoteRef:1] Cicero,[footnoteRef:2] Celsus,[footnoteRef:3] Aretaeus,[footnoteRef:4] Soranus[footnoteRef:5] and Galen.[footnoteRef:6] Their views will be addressed chronologically to observe the development of ideas over time. This will also flag up any common themes which continued through all the different theorist’s views, and look at how this relates to the perspective of doctors today.  [1:  Hp. Morb. Sacr.]  [2: Cic. Tusc. ]  [3:  Cels. ]  [4:  Aret. SD. ]  [5:  Caelius Aurelianus ]  [6:  Gal. Nat. Fac. ] 

It is important to note that during Greco-Roman times, human dissections were frowned upon and were not allowed inside the Greco-Roman poleis, therefore, what was known about the inner works of a human came from assumptions made during animal dissections.[footnoteRef:7]  It should also be noted that the time period which is being analysed is one in which curses, punishment from the gods, and a person’s lifestyle were considered as attributing to why a person might become ill, or why a child was born with a deformity.[footnoteRef:8]  The technology and knowledge that is known in modern day, was not available during this time period, however, this paper will hopefully highlight that even though philosophers and physicians during 500 BCE to 200 CE lacked the knowledge now known to modern physicians, it does not mean that they were ignorant to the fact that different illnesses were caused for different reasons and thus needed different treatment.  [7:  Rocca 2016: 350]  [8:  Cels. 1.pr ] 

Before analysing Hippocrates’ work, his experience of those with mental health, and his reasons why he believed mental illnesses occurred, plus his treatment for such diseases, acknowledgement must be made to establishments, physicians and philosophies that came before him. These individuals are important because they perhaps helped influence and shape his work: before Hippocrates came Pythagoras (582 – 510 BCE), Aesculapius (550 BCE), Alcmaeon (557 – 419 BCE) and Empedocles (495 – 435 BCE). 
Pythagoras was a Greek philosopher, whose work we hear about through other scholars and poets.[footnoteRef:9] He supposedly contributed to understanding of mental illness as he saw the brain as the source of human intellect.[footnoteRef:10] He believed that the rational element of the soul was in the brain, while the irrational element was in the heart. Disruptions to the brain’s normal processes occurred when contradictory forces such as good and bad, love and hate, became unbalanced; these things were defined by the heart.[footnoteRef:11] Founder of the Pythagoreanism movement, Pythagoras, believed in the soul and immortality.[footnoteRef:12]  [9:  Ov. Met; D. L. 8.1]  [10:  Millon 2004: 12-13]  [11: Millon 2004: 12-13]  [12:  Millon 2004: 12-13; Kahn 2001: 11; D. L. 10 ] 

[bookmark: _Hlk513626183]Aesculapius’ existence is debated, as it is said that he was the son of Apollo.[footnoteRef:13] However, what is known is the supposed descendants of Aesculapius, called Asclepiadeans, set up the Aesculapian Cult and Aesculapiad temples, which acted as healing establishments.[footnoteRef:14] The cult believed that understanding of mental illnesses was found through divination in dreams.[footnoteRef:15] This was thought possible as mental illness was thought to be caused by the gods.  [13:  Millon 2004: 13]  [14:  Millon 2004: 13; Scullard 1981: 54-6 ]  [15:  Millon 2004: 13; Cavanaugh 2018: 48] 

Alcmaeon, a student of Pythagoras, and from whom we receive an understanding of Pythagoras’ ideas, was a philosopher that noted the brain was the centre of thought, as opposed to being something which could also happen in the heart.[footnoteRef:16] Mental illness, in Alcmaeon’s perception, occurred when humors became unbalanced, causing a fluxuatation in blood going to the cerebral zones.[footnoteRef:17] To maintain a healthy brain and to avoid mental illnesses, Alcmaeon held the belief that the natural elements of life, such as hot and cold, wet and dry, had to be in balance.[footnoteRef:18]  [16:  Millon 2004: 13;  ]  [17:  Millon 2004: 13 ]  [18:  Millon 2004: 13] 

Empedocles, born in 495 BCE was a Greek philosopher that was inspired by Pythagoreanism, followed on from this theory of the natural elements of life. He proposed that life’s basic elements were fire, earth, air and water.[footnoteRef:19] These elements could be combined with the humors. To Empedocles, blood represented the prefect mix of these basic life elements.[footnoteRef:20] It is an imbalance within the blood that Empedocles suggested mental illness arose from.[footnoteRef:21]     [19:  Diog. Laert. 8.2.76]  [20:  Inwood 2001: 198]  [21:  Millon 2004: 14; Inwood 2001: 207] 

Hippocrates was born in 460 BCE and is known today as the ‘Father of Western medicine’[footnoteRef:22] for his contribution, as a Greek physician, for taking the causes and treatment of illnesses out of the realm of magic and mystery and into the light of more comprehensive understanding.[footnoteRef:23]  Hippocrates highlights, in his work On the Sacred Disease, that cause of disease should not be blamed on the divine, but that reason for illness should be looked for within the patient.[footnoteRef:24] He attributes the brain as being the source of thought, knowledge and emotions, and hence was the cause of perceptions and behaviours contrary to a patients normal manner.[footnoteRef:25] Hippocrates’ remedies and cure for an unbalanced brain were focused upon balancing the four humors, these being black pile, yellow bile, phlegm and blood. To gain balance again with the humors, Hippocrates stressed for therapeutic remedies such as music and massage, as well as rest and sleep.[footnoteRef:26]   However, he was a physician and still employed techniques such as bloodletting and trephining when the more tranquil methods did not work and the mental illness seemed persistent.[footnoteRef:27]  [22:  Sakula 1984: 682]  [23:  Millon 2004: 14]  [24:  Hp. Morb. Sacr. 1 ]  [25:  GoldBerg 2006: 62-63 ]  [26:  Millon 2004: 15 ]  [27:  Millon 2004: 17] 

What it also notable about Hippocrates is that he took note of the symptoms displayed by his patients, as well as their response to treatment and their outcome.[footnoteRef:28] Insisting to his colleges the importance of diagnosis and treatment. However, Hippocrates still supported, as did many during the ancient period, that idea that dreams could provide information about a patient’s health or illness.[footnoteRef:29]  [28:  Jouanna 2012: 223-234]  [29:  Hp. Humours: 69 ] 

Significantly Socrates (470 - 399 BCE) and Plato (429 - 347 BCE), both of whom were philosophers, that lived round the time of Hippocrates (who died round 367 BCE), did not share in Hippocrates’ enlightened view on the mentally ill.[footnoteRef:30] To Socrates, a person that was mentally ill was processed by an inner demon that could be vanquished by self-knowledge,[footnoteRef:31] as he was a true believer that intelligence and reason could overcome a person mental disorder.[footnoteRef:32]  [30:  Millon 2004: 15]  [31:  Millon 2004: 29]  [32:  ibid] 

Plato himself insisted that mental illness did not arise from a person’s ignorance, but instead from incorrect belief systems and superstitions.[footnoteRef:33] However, Plato did convey that those who were mentally ill should be treated with a humane approach and that part of the blame for their illness should be put down to sociocultural factors in creating their mental illness.[footnoteRef:34]  [33:  Millon 2004: 21]  [34:  Millon 2004: 20] 

Aristotle (384 – 322 BCE), a Greek philosopher, noted the importance, similar to that of Hippocrates, of recording the symptoms displayed by patients and the use of experiments to verify whether treatments were working.[footnoteRef:35] Despite analysis similarities with Hippocrates, Aristotle considered the heart as the organ in which mental illness arose, and not the brain, which Aristotle saw as “a residue lacking any sensitive faculty”.[footnoteRef:36] To Aristotle, the heart was the core part of the human soul and when the heart varied in its natural temperature, it was then that mental disorder occurred.[footnoteRef:37]  [35:  Millon 2004: 22]  [36:  Millon 2004: 23]  [37:  Ibid ] 

Asclepiades (171 – 110 BCE), a Greek physician, rejected the ideas of Hippocrates, that the humors when imbalanced resulted in mental illness.[footnoteRef:38] Instead, Asclepiades emphasised that mental disorder came from natural influences and that when a corpuscle becomes clogged and cause aggravation to the brain it results in abnormal behaviour in the patient.[footnoteRef:39] Asclepiades used humane treatment to cure the mentally ill by using treatments aimed at relaxing his patients.[footnoteRef:40] Unlike Hippocrates, who used more ‘barbaric’ techniques such as bloodletting and trephining, Asclepiades was forcibly opposed these methods in treating the mentally ill.[footnoteRef:41]  [38:  Millon 2004: 26 ]  [39:  Ibid ]  [40:  ibid]  [41:  Ibid ] 

Cicero (103 – 43 BCE), a roman politician and lawyer, took note of mental disorders that are today attributed to those having psychopathic or antisocial personalities.[footnoteRef:42] Like Socrates, Cicero held the belief that mental illness resulted from an internal conflict within the patient.[footnoteRef:43] To Cicero, a form of self-help was the treatment for such illnesses, holding the belief that through reasoning and relaxation, a person would be able to control their psychopathic or antisocial behaviour.[footnoteRef:44]  [42:  Millon 2004: 27]  [43:  Cic. Tusc. 2. 22- 23]  [44:  Cic. Tusc. 2. 23 ] 

Celsus (15 BCE – 30 CE), a roman encyclopaedist, insisted that mental illness did not affect just one organ, but affected the patients whole bodily function.[footnoteRef:45] Celsus’ cure for such illnesses took a less humane approach compared to that of his predecessors, he preferred techniques such as bloodletting, starvation and intimidation as treatments for the mentally ill.[footnoteRef:46] The cause, Celsus presented, for mental illness, was due to a person’s lifestyle. He found that those more inclined to mental illness were those from the upper classes of society, who subsided into illness due to their indolence and lust.[footnoteRef:47] However, those from the working classes of society were less inclined to mental illness due to their activities, such as working in agriculture, which kept them in harmony with the natural laws.[footnoteRef:48]  [45:  Millon 2004: 27]  [46:  Cels. 1. pr]  [47:  ibid]  [48:  ibid] 

Aretaeus (30 – 90 CE), a Greek physician, adopted a variety of concepts which linked together to explain mental illness during his lifetime.[footnoteRef:49] These concepts included the idea of pneuma (animal spirit), four humors, the natural laws, and the soul. He believed that a combination of these different elements within the human body resulted in different mental disorders.[footnoteRef:50] For example, when a patient is feeling panicked and oppressed it results in the black bile being aggravated, causing it to be present within the patients’ blood system in much higher levels than before.[footnoteRef:51] This, in turn, chills the soul (pneuma) and results in melancholia. Author Theodore Millon also states that ‘Aretaeus proposed that melancholia was best attributed to psychological causes having nothing to do with bile or other bodily humors’.[footnoteRef:52] Therefore Arethaeus, seems to adapt his perspectives, regarding the causes of different conditions, for different individuals. This shows a change in the medical norms and steps away from humors being primary aggravates to mental illnesses. Aretaeus followed in Hippocrates’ footsteps in that he created long-term follow-ups on patients, as well as providing a set of predictions for the general outcomes for different mental illnesses.[footnoteRef:53]  [49:  Millon 2004: 28]  [50:  ibid]  [51:  Aret. SD 1.5 ]  [52:  Millon 2004: 29; Aret. SD 1.5 ]  [53:  Millon 2004: 29] 

Soranus (98 – 135 CE), Greek physicians, took inspiration from Celsus and Aretaes, in highlighting different phenomena as a result of mental illnesses. Melancholia, as already been stated, was a result of excessive black bile. Hysteria was associated with the uterus and phrenitis (inflammation of the brain) which was found in the diaphragm.[footnoteRef:54] Soranus stressed the need for a humane approach to those with mental illness, going to great lengths to provide comfort for those who were mentally ill.[footnoteRef:55] However, he understood the need for restraints and so advised his medical colleges to use bands that were ‘soft and of delicate texture’[footnoteRef:56] in attempt to prevent injury to the patient’s joints.  [54:  ibid]  [55:  Millon 2004: 30]  [56:  Ibid ] 

Galen (131 – 201 CE) like Hippocrates, stressed the importance of observation, taking note of medical outcomes and preferring methods, for treatment, that had historically been tested, so that there was evidence to them working, rather than hypotheses that lacked factual evidence.[footnoteRef:57] To Galen, mental illnesses were attributed mainly to the brain, being caused for a variety of reasons such as humors and human emotion.[footnoteRef:58] Galen did not believe that environmental and psychological factors could cause mental illness.[footnoteRef:59] However, Galen did believe that brain activity was related to spirit animals that carried out both voluntary and involuntary actions.[footnoteRef:60]  [57:  Millon 2004: 31; Gal. Method of Medicine: 7; Gal. Nat. Fac. 1.14 ]  [58:  ibid]  [59:  Ibid ]  [60:  Gal. Nat. Fac. 1.1 ] 

What is interesting when analysing these different theories, practices and treatments is that a common theme on the cause for mental illnesses occurs when an imbalance disrupts the normal functioning of the human body. The imbalance seems to occur either from the humors, human emotions or environmental changes such as temperature. What is also notable is that particularly all the philosophers and physicians, expect Celsus, stressed for a humane approach to those who were deemed mentally ill. 
The question still remains on why these men of knowledge were influenced to believe in their theories, methods and practices the way they did. In the case of Socrates and Hippocrates they lived during the time of the Peloponnesian War which lasted from 431 BCE to 404 BCE. This conflict could have possibly contributed to their theories, methods and practices. Socrates during the Peloponnesian War was a hoplite[footnoteRef:61] who had taken part in battles, such as, the battle of Amphipolis, Delium and Potidaea.[footnoteRef:62] During these battles Socrates would have seen action and death and it is perhaps from these conflicts that he developed his idea as a philosopher that people became ill due to inner demons. From what is known today, due to modern research, is the understanding of post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) that occurs due to an extremely traumatic experience or event.[footnoteRef:63] People who suffer from PTSD are known to display a notable change in their personality due to their brain replaying the traumatic experience in detail in their mind.[footnoteRef:64] The term post-traumatic stress disorder is new, however, that does not mean people suffering from it is new. Socrates would have fought alongside soldiers that would had suffered from PTSD after the brutal military conflict. Socrates would have taken note of his fellow soldiers change in personality, notably if Socrates himself was unaffected by trauma gained through military action.[footnoteRef:65] On the other hand, Socrates could have gone through PTSD but could have overcome it, which would provide an understanding as to why he believed a person could overcome mental illness simply by reason.  [61:  Colaiaco 2001 :14]  [62:  Monoson 2014: 136]  [63:  NHS 2015]  [64:  NHS 2015]  [65:  Monoson 2014: 141] 

Hippocrates was a notable physician during the time of the Peloponnesian War, who had an active role in treating the victims of the plague that struck Athens in 430 BCE and lasted until 427BCE.[footnoteRef:66] The symptoms displayed by the plague victims are told to us by Thucydides which highlight an unpleasant experience for the plague victims:  [66:  Sakula 1984: 686 ] 

heat of the head, and redness and inflammation of the eyes, and the parts inside the mouth, both the throat and the tongue, immediately became blood-red and exhaled an unnatural and fetid breath.[footnoteRef:67] [67:  Thuc. 2.49 ] 

The disease described by Thucydides that struck Athens is still unclear even to today scientists and historians and has been attributed to signs and symptoms for a variety of diseases.[footnoteRef:68] One of the diseases that has been suggested as the cause of the plague at Athens was Ergot poisoning.[footnoteRef:69] Ergot is basically a fungus that effects plants such as wheat. The beginning symptoms of this fungal disease vary but significantly, one of the symptoms that occur due to Egrot can be depression.[footnoteRef:70] Hippocrates, as a physician with experience, unlike Socrates, would have possibly sort to correct this epidemic by seeking ways to create balance with the humors that had become imbalance if melancholy was displayed as one of the symptoms.  [68:  Horgan 2016]  [69:  ibid]  [70:  Ibid ] 

Cicero held a similar view to Socrates that mental illnesses could be cured by self-help, however, Cicero encounter with those considered to be mental ill was different to that of Socrates and Hippocrates. Cicero was not a physician so did not treat the ill on a daily basis like Hippocrates. Nor did Cicero see any military action like Socrates, so would not have encountered those suffering from post-traumatic stress disorder. Cicero instead encounter those who were mental ill, specifically those with psychopathic and antisocial personalities, through his career as a politician and lawyer. 
Taking the case Cicero brought against Gaius Verres in 70 BCE for the crimes he committed in Sicily. These crimes that Gaius was accused of committing ranged from extortion to disregard of Roman citizen rights.[footnoteRef:71] What Cicero also mentioned in his speeches against Verres was the other crimes he had committed that he was not being charge with during the trial was the rape of wives and daughters as well as the execution of innocent citizens.[footnoteRef:72] It can perhaps be suggested that due to the tyranny Verres imposed on the citizens of Sicily that perhaps his personality is now best attributed to that of a psychopath. There is modern research to suggest that those with psychopathic tendencies tend to achieve high office jobs,[footnoteRef:73] this is significant, if applied to Cicero era, as Verres was the Praetor of Sicily, which is considered high office position.   [71:  Cic. Ver. 1.1 ]  [72:  Cic. Ver. 5. 14 ]  [73:  Boddy 2011: 255-259] 

Continuing on with this theme of people in high office, Augustus reign could have possibly effected Celsus theories, methods and practices. It is debate whether Celsus was a physician[footnoteRef:74] but what is known is that he was an encyclopaedist on medicine and he livid during the reigns of Emperor Augustus and Emperor Tiberius. It can be, perhaps, suggested that Celsus gained his influence on why a person becomes mentally ill due to Augustus regime. Augustus came to power after a long period of civil war within Rome.[footnoteRef:75] Once he gained power, Augustus sort to restore Rome to its foundations; stating that the cause of conflict was due to Romans becoming impious and so instated laws to make Roman pious again.[footnoteRef:76] A notable law, which Augustus brought in, was to stop adultery,[footnoteRef:77] which he exiled his daughter Julia some years later for.[footnoteRef:78] Celsus would have been influenced by these laws to make Rome pious against and would have saw the working classes of Roman society as more pious than those in the upper classes because as he states the upper classes have time for idleness and lust which is not very pious, whereas the working class are working every day to survive so do not have time for such luxuries. Celsus theory of mental illness holds significance in today society as an ongoing question is whether a person is depressed because of psychological reasons, or whether they are depressed due to idleness. [74:  ]  [75:  Potter 2009: 169; Severy 2003:51]  [76:  Ibid ]  [77:  Severy 2003: 52]  [78:  ] 

Aretaeus livid round the time of the reign of the ‘Mad Emperor’ (Caligula) who is famed for making his soldiers whip the sea after he lost some of his ships to it and appointing his horse as a priest.[footnoteRef:79]  It is of no surprise then that Aretaeus would seek to explain mental illness through the ideas of imbalance in the humors, pneuma and the soul, as it would be easier to explain someone unusual behaviour, more specifically an emperor behaviour who killed people for mere fun, on spirit animals rather than a person cognitive mental processes as it would to safer to imply external matters to the insaneness rather than internal matters.   [79:  Dio. Cassius. 59. 6 ] 

There is an ongoing debate on whether Caligula was actually insane or not or whether his insanity came from an infection or virus such as encephalitis and meningitis.[footnoteRef:80] Another theory is that he suffered from epilepsy growing up as a child,[footnoteRef:81] this suggestion has been brought up due to his inability to swim even though it was part of the imperial education system[footnoteRef:82] and because he was known to talk to the moon,[footnoteRef:83]the moon being associated with epilepsy.[footnoteRef:84]  [80:  Sidwell 2010: 194-200]  [81:  Suet. Cal. 54 ]  [82:  Suet. Cal. 54 ]  [83:  Suet. Cal. 22 ]  [84:  Temkin 1994: 3-4 ] 

Galen influence for his theories, methods and practices can attributed to that of his predecessors such as Hippocrates and Aretaeus. What could have also contributed to Galen influence was the fact he came from a wealthy family and was able to receive the best education possible at the time, as well as, extensively traveling before settling in Rome. This extensive travel exposed him to new theory, methods and practices from a range of cultures and would have allowed him to perceive his own ideas on what cause mental illness. 
When looking at these different theorists and physicians there becomes a line in which the two looks at mental illnesses. From Aristotle, Cicero and Celsus point of view, as non-practicing physicians, they saw mental illness from a cultural point of view, as in the upper classes became ill because they had time to spare whether as the lower classes did not. However, practicing physicians, Hippocrates, Asclepiades, Aretaeus, Soranus and Galen saw mental illness as more than just environmental causes. To them it was a mixture of both culture and the inner workings of the human body that caused mental illnesses. 
What is also noticeable is that the different time periods each philosopher and physician lived in provided a different influence on their lives that could have impacted on their perception on mental illness. these influences range from war to tyrannical leaders.  
In conclusion, attitudes towards, and treatment of, mental ‘illness’ from 500 BCE to 200 CE varied and changed depending on whether you were a philosopher, that attributed mental illness to cultural issues or physician, that considered both cultural and bodily reasons for mental illness. what also influenced attitudes and treatments were personal experiences that the different philosophers and physicians went through. For Socrates, he witnesses mental illness through war so of course thought treatment was through self-help. For Galen, he had travelled to varices places and understood that mental illness was caused for a variant of reasons and thus needed different treatments for different mental illnesses. 
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