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“Hysteria is not a medical term. It’s a term used to describe people whose emotions have caused them to lose control in some way. Often the idea of “hysteria” is that the emotions are so powerful that they become overwhelming. Usually, the feelings are more intense than the situation warrants.”[footnoteRef:1] [1:  CalmClinic 2009-2017] 

Hysteria has been present for centuries amongst humans, and has often been used to explain a sudden explosion of emotions that may not necessarily fit the current social expectations, and has more commonly been linked to women.[footnoteRef:2] In reality however, the definition of hysteria has constantly been changing, to the point that what we consider to be hysteria, would possibly be a foreign concept to past physicians.[footnoteRef:3] We get the term hysteria from the Hippocratic Corpus, where it was used as a name for the womb, as well as using it (or the word from which it is derived (hysteron or hysterika)) to name a disease where the womb moves freely around a woman’s body.[footnoteRef:4] Hysteria eventually evolved to eventually be used as another term for sexual frustration in women. Today however, the term Hysteria is not generally used to diagnose patients, for reasons explained above, however, it is often associated with various other disorders such as anxiety or PTSD.[footnoteRef:5] [2:  CalmClinic 2009-2017; Tucker 2009]  [3:  Tucker 2009]  [4:  Tasca, Rapetti, Giovanni-Carta, Fadda 2012: 110; King 1998: 207]  [5:  CalmClinic 2009-2017; medlinplus 2017] 

This essay will look at hysteria from its original links of being associated with the theory of the Wandering Womb, and how hysteria has managed to evolve through time. Through looking at hysteria’s evolution, alongside the social opinion of the disorder, as well as how the various attempts of curing such a thing had an impact on not only women, but in men as well. In doing so, I hope to be able gain a new image of the difference in social standing between both men and women.
Hysteria can be traced back to the time of the Ancient Egyptians, where it also became the first mental disorder to be attributed to women.[footnoteRef:6] The “Kahun Papyrus”, dating back to 1900 BC, makes the first identification of Hysteria in women, linking the cause to the “spontaneous” movement of the uterus within a woman’s body.[footnoteRef:7] But it wasn’t until 1600 BC, in the Eber Papyrus, that we get symptoms of these cases of Hysteria, which included seizures and not only feeling as though one was suffocating, but also the feeling of imminent death.[footnoteRef:8] The attempts of curing women of their ailments included remedies such placing “malodorous and acrid” scents near the woman’s mouth, nostrils, and vagina, depending on which direction the uterus had moved to (i.e. acrid scents near the mouth and nose, and malodorous scent near the vagina if the uterus has moved upwards. The reverse was done if the uterus moved downwards).[footnoteRef:9]   [6:  Tasca, Rapetti, Giovanni-Carta, Fadda 2012: 110]  [7:  Tasca, Rapetti, Giovanni-Carta, Fadda 2012: 110]  [8:  Tasca, Rapetti, Giovanni-Carta, Fadda 2012: 110]  [9:  Tasca, Rapetti, Giovanni-Carta, Fadda 2012: 110] 

Treating women through the nose, mouth and vagina were a particularly popular remedy for a multitude of illnesses, even during the times of Hippocratic medicine where numerous women seeking medical help, would essentially be fumigated at her mouth, nose and vagina with various flora and fauna.[footnoteRef:10] Not a particularly popular method of treatment today. Another method of healing that was particularly popular amongst the Hippocratic practitioners was to recommend that women must either engage in sexual intercourse with their husbands immediately, or soon after being medicated from various other treatments such as tonics or creams.[footnoteRef:11] Abstaining from sex until after receiving multiple their medication was also an option as well.[footnoteRef:12] Alternatively, if a woman is unwed, she must marry as soon as possible so that she may quicken the healing process.[footnoteRef:13] [10:  Hp. Nature of Women. 2ff]  [11:  Hp. Nature of Women 2ff]  [12:  Hp. Nature of Women. 2ff]  [13:  Hp. Nature of Women. 2ff] 

Using sexual intercourse as a cure for a particular malady occurs more than a few times with the Hippocratic Corpus. Within the section Nature of Women sexual intercourse with the woman’s husband was even part of the recommended cure for dropsy in the uterus.[footnoteRef:14] While sex itself seems to play a big part in the cure of the woman the physician in question is discussing, the physician later suggests that even after the entire process of going through multiple forms of medication, it is only after “she gives birth, she will recover”.[footnoteRef:15] A view that is also popular amongst other ancient authors. [14:  Hp. Nature of Women. 2]  [15:  Hp. Nature of Women. 2] 

In their work “Women and Hysteria in the History of Mental Health”, Cecilia Tasca, Mariangela Rapetti, Mauro Giovanni-Carta, and Bianca Fadda state that the first source of evidence that links sexual intercourse and hysteria together is within Greek mythology, with Melampus the Argonaut where he recommends that to cure Argo’s virgins of the madness that sent them running for the hills, they should engage in sexual intercourse with the men of Argos:[footnoteRef:16] [16:  Tasca, Rapetti, Giovanni-Carta, Fadda 2012: 110] 

“He placated the revolt of Arogo’s virgins who refused to honor the phallus and fled to the mountains, their behaviour being taken for madness. Melampus cured these women with hellebore and then urged them to join carnally with young and strong men.”[footnoteRef:17] [17:  Tasca, Rapetti, Giovanni-Carta, Fadda 2012: 110] 

Plato later follows the same belief and states: 
“Whenever the matrix or womb, as it is called, - which is an indwelling creature desirous of child-bearing, - remains without fruit long beyond the due season, it is vexed and takes it ill; and by straying all ways through the body and blocking up the passages of the breath and preventing respiration it casts the body into the uttermost distress, and causes, moreover, all kinds of maladies; until the desire and love of the two sexes unite them.”[footnoteRef:18] [18:  Plat. Tim. 91C] 

The general image given here seems to be one that shows, that the only possible way that a woman could be healthy is for her to have sex. And by extension from this, give birth. Subsequently resorting women to the social standing that took them centuries to escape from, that their main function was to give their husbands heirs. Women could not ask a man to marry him during this time.[footnoteRef:19] and it is generally believed that an arrangement of marriage was left up to the heads of both families involved with the marriage, usually the fathers or elder brothers. If a woman should have neither, securing a match for the benefit of her health would surely be a difficult process. [19:  King 1998: 221] 

Linking sex to hysteria remained a popular working theory up until the 20th century, and possibly even remained a popular ideology for several years into the 20th century by select groups.[footnoteRef:20] In fact, for a considerable time, the phrase hysteria was being used to either describe a woman’s sexual frustrations, or as a substitute to a woman’s sexual frustrations so that men and physicians could continue to believe that women held no sexual desires.[footnoteRef:21] Despite the seemingly ignorant outlook towards the possibility of women wanting or needing any sexual pleasure from their partners from the 17th century onwards, during the 13th century, it was known and accepted (by physicians at the very least), that it wasn’t just men who sought out sexual pleasure from partners.[footnoteRef:22] Physicians were even known for recommending that women seek other methods of pleasure (i.e. dildos, horse riding, etc.), if they are unable to gain any from their own husbands.[footnoteRef:23] It wasn’t until the 17th century that the thought of women masturbating began to be demonised amongst religious groups in both Britain and America, that women were no longer taught that it was okay to feel any form of sexual desire, and were then taught that “ladies” did not seek out sex, and that they were only expected to put up with their husbands own sexual needs in order to keep them happy.[footnoteRef:24] It is from these lessons that the belief that women had no sexual appetite, and were only there for men to satisfy their own desires, alongside bearing their heirs.[footnoteRef:25] [20:  Castleman 2013]  [21:  Castleman 2013]  [22:  Castleman 2013]  [23:  Castleman 2013]  [24:  Castleman 2013]  [25:  Castleman 2013] 

However, this caused some serious issues for women, as they began seeking out physicians for cures for the prolonged feeling of being irritable, nervous, a continuously being anxious, an inability to sleep, experiencing erotic dreams and feeling a “wetness between the leg”.[footnoteRef:26] Due to the influx of women experiencing similar symptoms, physicians began offering a service in that they gave women the sexual stimulation that they apparently needed by using their own hands and vegetable oil, to bring women paroxysms.[footnoteRef:27] It was the popular belief that women did not experience orgasms, due to a lack of sexual appetite, and so they dubbed what women experienced “paroxysms”.[footnoteRef:28] You would only expect a woman to have any form of sexual appetite if she were a prostitute, however, this comparison can truly only be applicable for women of the upper classes, as there is little written on the women of the lower classes.[footnoteRef:29]  [26:  Castleman 2013]  [27:  Castleman 2013]  [28:  Castleman 2013]  [29:  Beddoe 1993: 177] 

Unfortunately, physicians began experiencing “hand fatigue” from the constant flow of women seeking a relief from their ailments, and one particular doctor, a Dr Joseph Mortimer Granville, created the first vibrator in 1880.[footnoteRef:30] An electronic device that had been invented long before the creation of several household appliances still popularly used today, such as the toaster or kettle.[footnoteRef:31] However, this was for the relief of the ailing physicians, rather than for the pleasure of women.[footnoteRef:32] [30:  Castleman 2013]  [31:  Castleman 2013]  [32:  Castleman 2013] 

Hysteria amongst men however, brought about an entirely different social outlook during the 18th century where it became fashionable for men to have a nervous disposition that women would be treated medically for.[footnoteRef:33] For men of the upper classes, being diagnosed to have a “nervous disposition” made them seem considerably more sophisticated, and perhaps more popular with women if they seemed far more sensitive than what had previously been expected of them when engaging with a particular source of music, or with certain types of literature.[footnoteRef:34] A possible explanation for this belief that men being hysterical could be considered fashionable could be linked to the possibility of how monarchs, and indeed other such people in power, often set the tone for what was fashionable during their reign. During the first half of the 18th century, the time in which hysteria was popular amongst men, King George III was ruling over Great Britain.[footnoteRef:35] Known for experiencing fits of madness, it is possible to believe that the king’s behaviour paved the way for men’s fashion in the 18th century.[footnoteRef:36] Due to a lack of evidence on the subject however, I do not wish to say this is the case definitively. [33:  Tucker 2009]  [34:  Tucker 2009]  [35:  BBC 2014]  [36:  BBC 2014] 

Despite the almost “fashion craze” that male hysteria seemed to be, its popularity seemed to dim during times of war when men were meant to seem considerably more level headed as they went to war to protect their country.[footnoteRef:37]Realistically speaking, however, this would still be true today to a certain extent. Whereas today if you are engaged in some form of war, and as a result are now suffering from PTSD you would be referred to a psychologist for aid and be given medical for several years before it is recommended that you should perhaps leave your job. In the past however, it is unlikely that this would have been the case due to the negative views on mental illnesses.  [37:  Tucker 2009] 

As time has gone on, the phrase hysteria was quickly losing its usefulness as psychologists began slotting a multiplicity of illnesses into the various levels of hysteria, and giving them their own names as a multitude of other symptoms became evident.[footnoteRef:38] Today, Hysteria tends to appear frequently in the symptoms of anxiety based disorders (i.e. PTSD, phobia’s, panic disorders, etc.), as a way of describing a strong emotional outburst that makes their anxiety visible to others around them.[footnoteRef:39]  [38:  Tucker 2009]  [39:  CalmClinic 2009-2017] 

To conclude, it is possible that the evolution of hysteria could coincide with how women were perceived during their generations view of where women stood on the social ladder. For several years, several of the recommended cures for women involved them sleeping with their husbands. It should be noted that not all illnesses were fixed with sexual intercourse, however, it did seem that this particular method made a frequent appearance between patient and physician. And while modern research shows that sex does health benefits such as a lower blood pressure, a better immune system, decreases the chance of experiencing a heart attack, lowers stress, is considered to be exercise, etc.,[footnoteRef:40] the fact that sexual intercourse then becomes part of the reason why women eventually get called “hysterical” at several points in history, merely because they have too much sexual frustration pent up from not gaining sexual pleasure from the husbands, seems to negate the possible benefits that sexual intercourse could have on the body.  [40:  Robinson 2013] 

For a short while, when women had a reprieve from this, and were almost “allowed” to have any form of sexual appetite, there seemed to be a lesser number of women falling victim to hysteria. This of course changed in the 17th century when it was no longer acceptable for women to seek out their own sexual pleasure, and physicians began to see an increase of women visiting practices so that they may be cured of their sexual frustration, or what was then known as “hysteria”. Despite there being attempts to help control female hysteria, when it came to men, it was deemed fashionable to the point that men even began to self-diagnose themselves so that they’d appear far more socially appealing.
The difference of how hysteria is accepted between the genders is pretty substantial. However briefly it had been discussed, the fact that for men it was socially acceptable for them to be something, that had a woman received the same, or at the very least a similar, diagnosis, it would have been highly likely that the woman would have been shunned. This I believe, shows just how inequality amongst the gender worked. You could arguably say, that not only as conditions for women improved, but also once societies gained a better understanding of sex, the definition for hysteria began to be applied more readily to mental illnesses and is able to fit into other categories just as easily. In essence, hysteria is a very flexible word.

Word count without footnotes: 2,297
Word count with footnotes: 2,433


Bibliography
Ancient Sources
Hippocratic Corpus, Hippocrates Volume X: Nature of Women. Paul Potter (trans.). 2012. London. Harvard University Press
Plato, Timaeus. R. G. Bury (trans.) 1929. Massachusetts: Harvard University Press 
Modern Sources
King, H. 1998. Hippocrates’ Woman: Reading the female body in Ancient Greece. London: Routledge
Tasca, C., Rapetti, M., Giovanni-Carta, M., Fadda, B. 2012. ‘Women & Hysteria in the History of Mental Health’, Clinical Practice and Epidemiology in Mental Health, 8, October, 110-119
CalmClinic, Hysteria is a normal Effect of Anxiety. 2009-2017. https://www.calmclinic.com/anxiety/symptoms/hysteria [Accessed: 9/12/17]
Tucker, A. History of the Hysterical Man. 2009. Smithsonianmag.com https://www.smithsonianmag.com/science-nature/history-of-the-hysterical-man-43321905/ [Accessed: 9/12/17] 
Castleman, M. “Hysteria” and the Strange history of Vibrators. 2013. Psychologytoday.com https://www.psychologytoday.com/blog/all-about-sex/201303/hysteria-and-the-strange-history-vibrators [Accessed: 10/21/17]
Robinson, K.M. “10 Surprising Health Benefits of Sex”. 2013. WebMD.com https://www.webmd.com/sex-relationships/guide/sex-and-health#1 [Accessed: 10/21/17]
BBC History, “George III (1738-1820) http://www.bbc.co.uk/history/historic_figures/george_iii_king.shtml [Accessed: 10/21/17]



