	
	
	











Discuss how our understanding of melancholia and approaches to treatment
 have changed over the centuries.
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Introduction

Melancholia is understood to originate in ancient Greece; conceptualized by
Hippocrates, who theorized the four humors to be at its core, an imbalance of which
could cause mental and/or physical illness. Melancholy was considered the
fundamental component of madness for a significant period in history (Zimmerman,
1995). One thing is certain; what history has so poignantly displayed for thousands of
years is that humans demonize what they do not understand, with no better
example than the witch hunts of the renaissance, people were burned, drowned, or torn
limb from limb for having been possessed by the devil or for being punished by God
(Scull, 2015). Either explanation would have, of course, been plenty justification for
their horrific deaths during this era.
However, time can simultaneously enlighten and reflect the flaws of humanity;  
the unforgiving mirror of retrospection. What was once considered witchcraft between
the fifteenth and eighteenth centuries, later became understood to be the
personification of madness.












Public opinion and the treatments for melancholia and madness during the renaissance
became heavily influenced by religion. The Catholic Church had lost its grasp on much
of Europe, however, fragmented independent religions took its place. The presence of
demonic spirits surrounding madness quickly became the cause and effect, not only
for society but in the minds of physicians alike, leading to widespread belief in demonic
possessions. Unbelievably this belief led to witch hunts spanning Europe, women
largely being the accused of witchcraft and older women being the largest demographic
of victims. Most of the accused perished from torturous methods (Scull, 2015).
Although spiritual beliefs were woven into communities, along with the mythology of
witchcraft and possessions, it seems that for a period the scientific revolution had taken
root and was active in tandem. The treatment of madness by some physicians had
evolved from exorcisms to methods utilizing the four humors. Melancholia was believed
to be a symptom of black bile, therefore according to the theory of the four humors its
treatment included bloodletting and purging. During the fifteen hundreds the concept of
melancholia adopted an interestingly different set of characteristics, although women
in many instances continued to be considered mad or hysterical, men of an upper class
began to see a lure in the idea, opting to take on this new melancholic persona, they
were perceived as deep thinkers, poets, romantics, and stoics. This contradiction not
only displays the prevalence of misogyny of the time but also the disparity of class and
wealth. The renaissance had brought a lot of change regarding education, the arts and
religion, however fell short on the development of treatment for the mentally ill. The
Antient Greeks had a more scientific approach it seems. It could be argued that the rise
in religion and spiritual beliefs hindered the development of medicine and treatment. 

The enlightenment era brought new attitudes toward madness and melancholia with
figures such as William Shakespeare introducing the topic into his plays, even
in comedies, using madness as a dramatic plot (Scull, 2015). Between the seventeenth

and eighteenth centuries became the age of knowledge and reason, catapulting the
infamous figures of the 19th century. In 1917 Sigmund Freud conceptualized his theory
of ‘Mourning and Melancholia’, in which he proposes that in the context of loss, there
are two outcomes mourning and melancholia. Freud theorizes that in the midst of loss
the ego becomes impoverished which leads to symptoms of melancholia. However,
some have argued that there has never been a distinct definition of melancholy since
Its conceptualization by Hippocrates, its definition has evolved over time, making it
loosely resemble its origins. Freud attempted an articulation of its definition but failed to
do so without the interjection of the unconscious mind which is entirely conjecture and
Unfalsifiable (Primoz and Razprave, 2018).

In the early 20th century, melancholy became known as depression. The
Advancements in understanding, medicine and treatment seem far removed from its
origins, however, without the steppingstones of history, modern medicine would be
unimaginable. The modern-day interdisciplinary method of treatment for depression
and conditions of the like, has revolutionized perceptions of mental illness,
understanding it is not madness but a condition to be sympathetic and pragmatic in
finding solutions. Psychological treatment has long evidenced its effectiveness,
however, the interdisciplinary method has evidenced an even greater degree of
effectiveness as the meta-analysis conducted by Cuijpers et al. (2009) concluded that
from a total of 1,838 subjects, a significant increase in effectiveness was found in
interdisciplinary treatment of the combination of psychological and pharmacological
therapy in relation to psychological therapy alone. Although our understanding of
biology has advanced, modern medicine has combined the biological aspect of
Hippocrates' theory of the four humors with Sigmund Freud's psychodynamic theory,
creating a holistic approach to the treatment of depression.


Concluding history’s development in medicine, treatment, and human perceptions, the
evolution is both impressive and oppressive. The thousands of years of developing
understanding, religious oppression, misogyny, discrimination, and bloodshed has not
been in vain, it has led to momentous developments in treatment. However, as the
pendulum swings, one could argue that the over reliance on pharmacological therapy 
by patients and the over prescribing by practitioners cultivates a culture in which the
psychological therapies are perceived as secondary rather than the primary therapy.
The prevalence of melancholy over thousands of years and perhaps thousands of 
years to come elicits the question whether melancholy is a mere characteristic of the
human condition (Jansson, 2021).
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