	
	
	



	
	
	



ECPS4014

Discuss how our understanding of melancholia and approaches to treatment have changed over the centuries. 
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[bookmark: _Int_Km5AJueu][bookmark: _Int_HPsIe2wL]In this essay, I will discuss the development of treatment and understanding through time of how melancholia was viewed through prehistorical times, the Middle Ages, and into the modern era. In Western civilization religion, class, and gender changed how melancholia was perceived. The first definition of melancholia is found within Greek literature in the Hippocrates humoral theory which is directed towards despondency. The meaning of ‘black bile’ explains being in mental darkness (Scull, 2015) Into the nineteenth century, Freud stated that melancholia originates from repressed emotions on death, and so this leads to a distorted view of self (Freud, 1916, as cited in Clewell, 2004) Thereafter, this paved the way for psychiatry, with The Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM) recognizing depression as a diagnosis and moving forward from melancholiac explanations.  Melancholia cannot be confined to a linear explanation and is based on subjectivity and experience.


To begin with melancholia was centered around the supernatural, according to prehistoric beliefs. Treatments were introduced including trepanation which involved drilling a hole into the cranium in the skull, as it was said to release evil spirits, and induce an exorcism (Broca,1876, as cited in Tyson et al, 2019) However, In the book ‘The Anatomy of Melancholy’ melancholic patients were ‘normal’ when the procedure was induced, but afterwards, when healed, returned to their prior state (Burton, 1652, as cited in Tyson et al, 2019) This exemplifies how treatment was continuously contradicted by the lack of medical and emotional understanding.


In this time of Greek-Romo thought, an illustration of melancholia was provoked in a Greek God called Hercules. He reached a state of hopelessness and was incapable of rational thought. As a result, he killed his family, due to an imbalance of black bile (Aristotle, 1936, as cited in Verplaetse, 2020) This leads on to Hippocrates humoral theory, in which the imbalance of bodily fluids causes internal conflicts. They can also be seen as the four seasons due to nature contently changing. The aim was to achieve a state of equilibrium with the humors, between the mind and the body. The humors counteract each other by blood being warm and wet, and phlegm cold and wet. Black bile, and yellow bile both dry, but yellow bile warm, and black bile cold. However, if the elements are not in harmony, factors such as melancholia arise from unwanted amounts of black bile (Jackson, 1986) Treatments included bloodletting and leaches if the individual had too much blood. Also, cupping, vomiting, and laxatives were popular treatments (Giraldi T, 2017) Thereafter, Galen merged ideas from Aristotle and Hippocrates regarding the four elements including fire, water, air, and earth. Thus, Galen enabled treatments such as exercise, and healthy eating to reduce melancholia (Mattern, 2008, as cited in Mayrhofer, 2015) Al-Akhawayni touched upon this idea and the predisposition of feeding the soul, with nutrition and foods from the earth. Foods including salted fish, oatmeal, and vegetables were said to reduce melancholia (Tanskanen et al., 2001, as cited in Dalfardi et al., 2014) Overall, in this era illness was focused on physical and physiological effects, which parallels in contemporary society.


Thereafter, the Middle Ages took hold, mass madness enveloped people.  Theorists focused on religious implications from the devil to explain melancholia and blamed it on the concept of being disconnected with God (Rouget, 1985) Pressures on the country were heightened due to the plague, war, and extreme poverty. This caused an emotional breakdown within the community, an example of this is St Vitu’s dance where people danced for weeks on end. At first, it was explained by a tarantula bite to be the cause for the abnormal behavior (Hecker, 1844; Rosen, 1968; Soris, 1982; as cited in Bartholonmew, 2000) However, those who survived were sent to a church of St Vitu’s where they were healed by divine intervention and spiritual faith was restored (Bartholomew, 2000) However, this period signified a point of scientific study due to the psychological impacts, and so it moved on. Rhazes then introduced shock psychotherapy, as a treatment for melancholia (Plante, 2013)


The Renaissance, otherwise known as the ‘rebirth’, began in the fourteenth to the sixteenth centuries. Women were subjected to witchcraft trials and persecuted. The Salem witch trials originated from a women called Tituba. She was obliged into confession that she was a witch. The use of scapegoating resulted in a hundred and forty individuals being arrested, and twenty executed (Makematic & DoGoodery, 2023) The objective was that melancholia was present in women due to the Satan being present within them. The word of God was highly regarded, and so due to their gender they were persecuted due to their age, marriage status, and class (Klaits 1985, as cited in Frank, 2003) Witches were tortured by burning of the stake, hanging, and drowning referred to as the swimming test (BBC, 2022) There was a lack of facilities and often those who were labeled as a ‘lunatic’ were placed in prisons, and monasteries with the poor and physically unwell. However, many individuals would be abandoned on the street, if their family refused to care for them (Andrews et al, 1998; Jay, 2016; Philo, 2004; as cited in Lanz, 2024) Bethlem hospital was introduced and progressed into an asylum to treat the mentally ill. The ill was treated using starvation techniques, blistering, bloodletting, and purges as it was seen to balance the imbalance of melancholia (Aronson, 2014, pp. 11-12) Although there was a development in awareness, the level of stigma dehumanized the ill.

Into the eighteenth and nineteenth century, a significant development in the treatment of the mentally ill sparked by Pinel who advocated for ‘moral treatment’.  It included approaching people with empathy and dignity, and not inhumanely (Goldstein, 1987, as cited in Spain, 2018) Pinel expressed that if patients were allowed to engage in physical activity, and allowed freedom of movement to be outside,  their illness would ease (Micale, 1985, as cited in Holdway, 2024) However, even though this movement was in progress creative mediums expressed the  inhumane treatment of people being treated liked animals in the gothic book of Jane Eyre. Within the book, Bertha is referred to as a “clothed hyena” (Bronte, 1992, p. 259) which shows how she was stripped from her identity, due to the colonised attitudes of the time. Bronte also discusses misogynistic attitudes when it is highlighted that she is not recognized as a person. This links through to the overcrowded asylums, where people were unable to receive the help, they needed. The ‘mental hygiene movement’ was crucial in development, as Dortha Dix changed the narrative and enabled the facilities, and treatment of the mentally ill to be revamped (Viney et al, 1982, as cited in Holdway, 2024) Thereafter, Freud and Breuer treated melancholia by the use of hypnosis to refocus unwanted thoughts. This then progressed onto the cathartic method to resolve mentally pressuring issues (Magnavita, 2006, as cited in Holdway, 2004) In this period there was a development in treatment and views is significant because it shows a social change in an everlasting societal uphold. 


Moving into the twentieth century, Freud’s book ‘Mourning and Melancholia’ describes the experience of grief, with melancholia. Both feel a symptom of absence, except the reason cannot be found in a person with melancholia (Freud, 1957) From a multi-cultural perceptive, Hong Kong is parallel with Europe with approaching illness, putting people into homes for the elderly, instead of half-way houses. This highlights the attitudes of keeping the mentally ill away from the public (Tong, 2014) Treatment introduced by Sakel included an insulin comma therapy which induced ‘sopor’ which is a state of vegetation, and electroconvulsive therapy was used to relax the body. This also corresponds to malaria therapy which results in a fever, which was said to eradicate the illness. However, at the end of the twentieth century a hotline was developed for people in crisis, this was developed off the back of Castle Peak Hospital. This preventative treatment is continuous in treatment today in Europe (Hong Kong J Psychiatry, 2003)
In the modern era, melancholia and depression can both be identified by having low ambition, uncontrollable emotions, and an unbalance of chemicals to name a few. Similarly, food and sleep intake are still recommended in treatment today as Hippocrates introduced (Ball, 2016) In today’s society, statistics show that around two hundred and eighty million people are depressed. Treatments have evolved by the introduction of antidepressants, and various types of therapy. There is more understanding of the disease, and a higher emphasis on self-care (World Health Organization [WHO], 2023). 


All in all, melancholia has undergone many adaptations throughout time from the Greek understanding on the balance of humors, and then church highlighting the impact of the devil, and the need for exorcism. This then progressed into the development of medical treatment in the modern era. There has been a spiritual and medical revelation of treatment and perception. Dürer in his artwork ‘Melencolia I’, brings the suffering of that time to life. The sense of powerlessness expresses how people felt throughout history, and arguably still does today (The Metropolitan Museum of Art, 1997). 
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