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How was hysteria in men and women treated from the 1800s onwards?

Hysteria. A word that is not commonly used anymore in modern day psychology, and through the years the word has gained different forms of what it means exactly. Hysteria was medically founded by Jean-Martin Charcot in 1880. But before it was described medically hysteria was described in ancient Egyptian and Greek societies (McVean , 2017). There was not exactly a meaning for hysteria in 1880, a woman was labeled hysterical if she was to refuse to conform to societal norms (e.g. bear children and do the housework) (Boyle, n.d.). 
In 1880, the description of hysteria was many things. One of the commonly found descriptions in books and old text is that if women would not sexually satisfy their husbands, then the diagnosis was that they have hysteria. In the book ‘In Dora's case’ (Bernheimer & Kahane, 1990) the authors describe the womb as an animal, and it craves to bare children, so when it is deprived of children it makes the woman hysterical and cuts off her sexual desire. The only way they found to treat this was to make the woman submit to carrying children (Bernheimer & Kahane, 1990) and conform with the societal norms that she was born to conform to. Up until 1895, when Sigmund Freud (1939) hopped onto the study of hysteria and published their findings from the study of Anna O. Freud and Josef Bruer (1925) conducted a study with Anna, who was experiencing symptoms of hysteria. This study lead to the findings of psychoanalytic therapy. After the study Anna had found that just talking to a therapist about what was bothering her, and it highly improved her mental health. Freud and Bruner gathered their findings, and this created the “talking cure”, which today is known as talk therapy (Cherry, 2025). 
Moving onto the 1900s, where the meaning of hysteria has changed with the field of psychology. In 1914 to 1918, the world broke out into its first war (BBC Bitesize, n.d.), but during that time the field of psychology made a new discovery. In 1915 Charles Myers (1946) discovered ‘shell-shock’ (National Archives, 2003). To elaborate, the term shell shock is “a psychological and behavioural disorder which describes the symptoms that result as a reaction to the intensity of battle” (Comunale, 2022). Currently this is known as post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD). Mental disorders such as hysteria were often seen as symptoms of shell-shock, this is because hysteria was regarded as a disorder that was developed because the individual had gone through stress from something they had experienced in their environment (National Archives, 2003). So, at this point in time, it could be said that women were not the only sex that could have hysteria. The way that shell-shock was treated was by ‘electric shock therapy’ as this was a common treatment at the time, but newer types of treatment were offered such as psychotherapy (Yale University Library Online Exhibitions, 2023). While men would under-go shock therapy, the treatment for hysteria in women was followed through from Freud and Bruer’s findings, which is ‘talk therapy’ (Cherry, 2025). From shell-shock being founded, psychologists started to realise than hysteria was in men and women. Freud then added men into his hysteria research (Tasca et al., 2012). According to (Tasca et al., 2012) Freud started to worry about if he may have a small amount of hysteria too. By this time Freud and Bruner’s theory was still in the works and although hysteria was starting to get recognised in men too, women were still the main topic of study when it came to hysteria as it was still seen as a ‘women's disorder’(Tasca et al., 2012). Unlike the 1880s where a woman was hysterical because she refused to bare children, towards the 1920s a lot of physicians believed that the reason a woman was hysterical because she is sexually deprived (Horwitz, 2020). It seems to be unannounced of who was the psychologist who founded these treatments for hysteria for women.
Fast-forward to the 1960s, the diagnosis for hysteria is starting to decline (Stone et al., 2008). At this point in time, the American Psychiatric Association (APA) is trying to get hysteria removed as a medically recognised mental disorder for women specifically. The APA is trying to get hysteria removed from the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM). Even with this diagnosis in the process of being removed, some physicians are continuing to use the terms or similar to terms of hysteria. (Horwitz, 2020). For the 1960s there does not appear to be much information as to what treatments there were for men who had hysteria, so it could be assumed that the treatment of ‘talk therapy’ (Freud, 1895) continued to be used throughout the 1960s and 70s.
Moving onto the 1980s where psychologists are starting to recognise a decline in the diagnosis of hysteria, as after numerous amounts of research the American Psychological Association removed the term ‘hysterical neurosis’ and are now using the term ‘conversion disorder’ (Alexander, 2025). As the revolution of psychology research continued, the DSM-III saw the term hysteria as a term linked with “social “westernisation” (Tasca et al., 2012). Hysteria was officially removed from the DSM-III in 1980; there is not a specific date as to when hysteria was officially removed. But the DSM officially removed the term hysteria, this included men and women (Tasca et al., 2012). Carrying on through the late 1900s, there is not much and mostly nothing reported from journals or books on hysteria, and the treatments for it, after the DSM-III and the APA removed Hysteria as a diagnosis. Although the term has been removed medically, this did not stop society from using it in an unformal matter. To elaborate, from 1980 onwards the word has now been replaced with the term ‘hysterical’ which was used as an explanation by men specifically. Men used this word for anything they found “unmanageable in women” (McVean, 2017). This could be seen as a form of misogyny.
Nevertheless, in the 2000s hysterical gained a new meaning, quite a few actually, that are still used today. This term is usually used to describe someone who is very funny or something that is funny; this is seen in many examples on the Cambridge Dictionary website (Cambridge University Press, n.d.). But it can also mean someone who is showing any type of intense emotion such as anger or excitement. Although, as the reader scrolls through the Cambridge Dictionary website, sadly the examples of the word hysterical are mostly about women. Some of the examples include; “I suspect the doctor thought I was just another hysterical female” (Cambridge University Press, n.d.) and “She rang up in a hysterical state” (Cambridge University Press, n.d.). This shows that the way ‘hysteria’ was linked to women only in 1880, is now linked to the word ‘hysterical’ even after the discovery of men showing signs of hysteria during the war (as stated previously). 
To conclude, psychology has widely improved throughout over a century with hysteria being removed as a medical diagnosis in the 1980s. However, it is clearly shown that the field of psychology treated men poorly when they found symptoms of hysteria in ‘shell-shock’, when it turns out that they had post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD). Of course, PTSD had not yet been found, but Sigmund Freud had already founded ‘talk therapy’ before the time that ‘shell-shock’ was discovered and no one thought of attempting it. On the other hand, how they treated women for hysteria for over a century was appalling. Psychologist seemed to treat women who were either perfectly stable or had underlying mental health conditions like they were lab rats. Meaning that psychologists treated hysteria in women as if the women were not human who were struggling and possibly just wanted to live a normal life. It does make the reader of these pre-Freudian theories think ‘what if Freud and Bruer never discovered ‘talk therapy’ in 1895?’ ‘Would women with hysteria still have been experimented on?’ ‘Would someone else have found treatment later after World War I?’. Thankfully, after Sigmund Freud and Josef Bruer found ‘talk therapy’ as counselling possibly would not be as advanced as it is today. Sadly, even after the American Psychology Association and the DSM-III discarded the medical diagnosis of hysteria possibly in the hopes of misogyny towards women to decrease and women to get the proper mental health treatment they deserve. The modern age started using the word ‘hysterical’ which is still used to describe women showing their emotions. It seems that the term hysteria never left society. Even though there is no record of medical professionals using the term hysteria, this does not mean that some do not still believe in this outdated diagnosis and treat women for it.
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