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Philosophers
Philosophers were a vital role in the arena of mental illness. Ibn Sina, Al-Razi, and 

Al-Ghazali were philosophers in medieval Islam. Their contributions included diagnoses for 

mental ailments along with the treatments that could possibly cure them. 

They had influence from the Greek philosophers such as Galen and Aristotle whose ideas 

about the four humors and types of souls helped further the understanding of how the body 

and mind are connected.

Galen's four humors was an understanding of the body in Ancient Greece. In Ancient Greece, 

physicians did not touch the body but gained understanding through philosophy and 

induction. 

Galen’s four humors

The four humors influenced many works in Christian Europe and the Muslim world. It was the 

first hypothesis of how the human body worked throughout life and the differences between 

genders. He was one of the first philosophers to note that each illness needs to be addressed 

differently with certain variables. 

Al-Razi, Ibn Sina, and Al-Ghazali saw the connection between body and mind. However, Ibn 

Sina wanted to gain more knowledge about the human brain but due to religious restrictions. 

Most of their treatments and knowledge was inferred. The ailments and treatments were 

based off of observations.

Ihya- A book written by Al-Ghazali which focused on children. He theorized the importance of 
introspection and how it affected the mind, the emotional state of a person and how humans 

have desires to be filled in their life. His work was influenced by Sufism and Eastern 
philosophies. 

Teb al-Fonoon- Book written by Al-Razi on the mind. He observed how the emotional status 
and how these conditions could be possibly treated. 

Galen- Galen’s four humors were influential in the development of illnesses of the body. His 
observations and inferences helped classify how to cure certain mania or hysteria.

Hippocrates-Hippocrates classified mental illness as  mania, paranoia, epilepsy and 
melancholy. 

Art

Christianity on Mental Illness Islam on Mental Illness

The depictions from the Christian view point usually expressed mental illness causation 

derived from demons or moral sin. This could only be cured through religious means. 

Carving a cross into the forehead of someone suffering from mental illness

Islamic culture depicts the physicians attempting to find the root of the causation and the 

correct way to treat it depending on the case. 

The differences in culture are portrayed in the art of the time. It gave an insight of the 

cultures and the religious implications that were forced upon them. 

What was Considered Mental Illness?
Mental Illness in the Middle Ages was an umbrella term. It ranged 

from delusion to love sickness. In the Western theology, mental 

illness was considered to be an imbalance of the four humors. The 

four humors stemmed from Galen’s work. It was also thought to be a 

consequence from moral sin. Christianity thought it was a moral 

punishment that stemmed from a sin that a person might have 

committed. It was also believed that mental illness was demonic 

possession. The treatment for demonic possession which was a 

common belief for mental illness, was to carve a cross in the 

forehead and rub salt in it. This was believed to expel the spirit and 

any excess humors. 

In Islamic faith, they still believed in demonic possession. However, 

they did not see that as a causation of mental illness. They believed 

that the imbalance of the outer and inner senses caused mental 

ailments. Philosophers such as Ibn Sina developed treatments to 

these ailments with baths, music and other therapies. 

The 

depictions of 

mental illness 

in the middle 

ages differ 

from culture to 

culture. It 

portrayed how 

a person 

suffering from 

a mental 

ailment was 

treated.

The development of the hospital was a great advancement in 
the treatment of mental illness. It could be a place to put a 
person who was incapacitated from a mental ailment. If a 
person was mentally ill, they would be cared for by the family. 
The development of the hospital allowed the person to get 
the care they needed for their ailment. 

The Hospital and Mental Illness

Texts
The Book of Healing- Ibn Sina’s book that included all illnesses that could possibly effect the 
human body. It resembled an encyclopedia that included philosophical and scientific observations.  
This is one of the most important texts that was contributed to treatments of mental ailments. 

Ibn Sina’s model for 
how the brain 
works
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