 Western understanding of mental and physical illness has changed significantly throughout the centuries. In this essay, I will be discussing PTSD and shell shock. I will be exploring the effects on the men in the First World War and then compare it to PTSD in the present day as well as the comparison of old and modern therapies to treat shell shock and PTSD. The term shell shock was formed by soldiers themselves. Symptoms included fatigue, tremors, confusion, nightmares and impaired sight and hearing. This was often diagnosed in soldiers who were unable to function with no specific cause found. Due to many of the symptoms being physical, it demonstrated symptoms of modern-day PTSD. (Dr Edgar Jones 2012). (page 18). Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) is caused by extremely stressful, frightening or distressing events. An individual with PTSD often relives the traumatic event through nightmares and flashbacks. Individuals may experience feelings of isolation, irritability, and guilt. Many individuals also experience trouble sleeping and may experience insomnia. Post Traumatic Stress Disorder symptoms
Health Service Executive (HSE), 2022) 



There were many effects of the first world war, this was the first time that the whole world had played a part in the conflict. There had been smaller countries in conflict but nothing to this extent had happened before up until this point. Mostly every kind of man went to war from farmers to young boys. As many as 250,000 boys under the age of eighteen fought for the British Army during the First World War. Technically the boys did have to be nineteen to fight at war however no law prevented boys as young as fourteen from joining in droves. Although many stated such as historian Richard Van Edmen “it is obvious they weren’t nineteen” it was very easy for teenagers to be recruited to war for many reasons. Many people didn’t have birth certificates at this time therefore, it was very easy to lie about their ages. Many boys also were scared of being called a ‘coward’ and faced pressure from society. The teenage soldiers of World War One
 British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC), 2014). Many of these boys or even the men had never seen military machinery before never mind the new advances in modern was fare machinery therefore, it was a completely new experience for them. Especially if many of these men were from remote quieter areas being sent to the front line would have been a complete shock and would have had major damage to these individuals' mental health. 



These individuals who survived the war would have experienced daily trauma. These individuals would have experienced their friends and comrades committing unspeakable actions and themselves having to do the same things. These individuals would have had to witness dead bodies surrounding them. In the poem survivors by Siegfried Sassoon there is a line that states “subjection to the ghosts of friends who died” which demonstrates the trauma experienced by many who had to witness the death of their friends and loved ones at war. When soldiers would have experienced this type of trauma it was labelled “shell shock.” This is something that was witnessed for the first time in the world war. Many individuals who experienced shell shock would scream and wail for hours for no specific reason while others would go completely mute. There were also many physical effects such as many would develop a certain way of walking while some individuals would become completely paralysed and laid flat on their back through utter shock.  Some of these officers would be named ‘malingerers.’ This would be given to soldiers who appeared to show signs of weakness and they would be seen as cowards. Army medics believed that these men were mentally ill and that they were broken men, many individuals did not believe that this behaviour was fully caused by their experiences at war. Psychiatrists at the time were very prone to call these men degenerates. 
In Britain and very similar in France they had concluded that these men who were experiencing these symptoms were weak and that this lay with the individuals and had nothing to do with the war or the effects it was having on these men. After labelling these men ‘degenerates’ the moral question was raised as to whether people in the society should be referring to these brave men by such a name. This especially rose when symptoms of shell shock were shown in the higher classes of society and the higher ranks of the military. Therefore, military physicians came to a greater understanding that the extreme stress these men were under would result in their minds crumbling. This meant that links were beginning to be made about madness and mental trauma even though military physicians still partially believed then men were malingerers. 



Once this question arose the treatment for shell shock became accessible. One of the strategies to help cure shell shock was electro-shock therapy or (ECT). Electro-shock therapy involves brief electoral stimulation to the brain while the patient is under anaesthesia. (William McDonald 2019). ECT. 
This would be used with paralysed soldiers. Many soldiers came back from war paralysed and therefore, these would be applied to the paralysed limbs. This treatment took place in order to try and enable and stimulate the body. The aim was to try to return the soldiers to the force as quickly as possible. The expectation of men at the time in society was to simply ‘be a man’ and to ‘face the facts and illness’ and just to purely just to get on with it. However, ECT does have many disadvantages such as causing many medical complications and that the therapy may only have short-term effects. In comparison to care given to returning soldiers in modern-day society a more sympathetic, less intensive and more moral approach is taken. 



Another form of therapy used at the time was deep sleep therapy or DST. 
DST was the large dose administration of barbiturates, tranquillisers and sedatives to patients. These drugs are typically used to reduce anxiety, related states of mental distribution and insomnia. These are classes of depressant drugs and can be highly addictive. The large administration of these drugs would thereby induce a state of unconsciousness which would remain for weeks.  While the patients were unconscious it was believed that the brain could be ‘rewired ‘ and that when they regained consciousness that they would be cured of these symptoms. Unethically these therapies were predominantly done without any consent or muscle relaxers. This is a completely different outlook on  care given to soldiers by anyone who suffers from PTSD or any other mental health condition.  In modern therapy, there are ethical guidelines in order to ensure all care is moral and ethical.  
Consent to treatment means a person must give permission before they receive any type of medical treatment, test or examination. This must be done on the basis of an explanation by a clinician. Consent from a patient is needed regardless of the procedure, whether it's a physical examination or something else.The principle of consent is an important part of medical ethics and international human rights law.  Consent to treatment (NHS), 2022). As this treatment worked in conjunction with electro-convulsive therapy many patients would leave the hospital with many more difficulties and problems. There have been many fatalities has a result of this therapy averaging at two a year and 27 with direct cause and result of this therapy, 23 individuals also committed suicide due to the long-lasting negative effects of this treatment.
Another form of therapy used was insulin shock treatment. This form of therapy was developed by Manfred Sakel. This therapy was essentially the administration of a very high dosage of insulin daily. 
This amount of insulin occasionally caused epileptic seizures however this therapy had a higher production of placing patients into a coma. The belief of many at the time was that the patients having this therapy were viewed as ‘lost’ or ‘very seriously sick’ in terms of the treatment was deemed ‘dangerous’ to attempt however, it gives more promise to success. This view clearly demonstrates the lack of ethics at the time. 




In modern-day society, anyone who experiences specific symptoms such as nightmares and flashbacks, irritability, and guilt or insomnia after a stressful, frightening and traumatic event may be diagnosed with Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD). This can refer to many individuals who have experienced many things such as domestic abuse, childhood adversities, rape, and most definitely soldiers.  The way we view mental health and especially mental health in men and soldiers has had many positive changes.  There are many new treatments for PTSD such as psychological therapies and medication. Many individuals will face assessments with a GP in order to be referred to the correct healthcare professional. There are several mental health specialists that individuals may see if they have PTSD. These could be a psychologist, a community mental health nurse or a psychiatrist.  There are many types of psychological therapies one of them being Cognitive behavioural therapy (CBT). CBT helps to manage problems by guiding thoughts in a more positive and balanced way. CBT can help with unhealthy and unhelpful thought patterns. Trauma-focused CBT helps with memories of trauma using many psychological techniques. The therapist may ask to engage in memories and experiences in detail to help change the thought process and pattern. 


Many medications can help with PTSD such as anti-depressants. However, medication will only be prescribed if individuals feel psychological therapy is too intense and overwhelming, if the therapy did not help the individuals to achieve their goals, or if the individual was an underlying condition such as depression. The care provided today is more tailored to the individual by the health board creating care plans for patients to help provide the best possible care and take into account every individual’s personal goals and outcomes. PTSD treatment (HSE), 2022) 



The way we view also view men’s mental health has also changed positively, there are many mental health organisations dedicated to men such as, Movember, men’s mental health forum, Andy’s man club, and many more. These organisations help tackle men’s mental health, support men and help to take town toxic expectations such as “man up” or “be a man”.






To conclude, it is very clear that the way society views mental health as a whole, in soldiers, and in men has changed for the better. There is a variety of help available that is easily accessed. It is shown that soldiers in the first world war were offered no help but dangerous and unethical therapies however, soldiers in modern day society are treated with more respect especially given the fact we have greater knowledge on many conditions such as PTSD. It is also very clear that ethical guidelines being put in place has massively transformed the mental health system and tgs way we provide therapy and care. 
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