
West

•Western societies often attributed the symptoms 
experienced by the mentally ill to demonic possessions 
during the Middle Ages

•Thus, there was a strong moral meaning attached to 
mental illness

•Contemporary understandings of psychiatry reveal that 
these individuals likely suffered from:

•Psychotic, neurotic, personality, and mood disorders

•Epilepsy   

•Treatment: Exorcisms were employed not only to rid these 
individuals of demons, but also to alleviate their pain and 
suffering

•Mental Illness v. Mysticism:

•Distinguishing between psychotic and spiritual 
experiences is often difficult, especially when the majority 
of sources are hagiographies (saint or ecclesiastical 
leader biographies) that do not necessarily make the 
distinction 

• European medieval medicine concerning mental illness 
was influenced by the works of Hippocrates and Galen, but 
much of our information regarding Western perceptions of 
“madness” comes straight out of medieval fictional 
literature

•Ex: The Kings’ Sagas of Snorri Sturlusson and the Icelandic 
Family Sagas, written in modern-day Iceland during the 
Old Norse Renaissance (13th century), depict the following 
conditions:

•Serious grief

•Psychosis

•Going berserk (berserkr)

•Bipolar disorder 

•An autism spectrum

What Is Madness?

•Madness to the Medieval Mind: 

•A social and cultural assessment that a person was not 
experiencing or utilizing “normal” reasoning skills

•Thus, medieval definitions of mental illness are broad, 
including categories created by:

•Doctors:

•Mania

•Melancholy

•Frenzy

•Lovesickness

•Medieval Jurists and Theologians:

• Insanity

•Lunacy

• Idiocy

•Religious authorities:

•Spirit possession

•Demonic vexation

•Mental illness during the Middle Ages was often associated 
with:

•Demonic control of the mind

•Disorder of bodily humors

•Unfettered and disorderly desire

•Paganism

•Heresy

•Sorcery

East

•Eastern Islamic societies were responsible for the 
preservation, clarification, and furthering of medicine 
during the Middle Ages

•The Ibn Sina or Avicenna (1037 AD), otherwise known as 
the Qanun fi t-tibb or The Canon of Medicine, is a primary 
example of this phenomenon because it is an Islamic 
medical encyclopedia that includes translated, 
condensed, and reformed Greek and Roman medical 
knowledge, specifically the writings of Galen

•Because Galen’s writings did little to address the subject of 
mental illness, Eastern scholars had more room to 
hypothesize in this area of medicine, resulting in several 
important insights. These included that emotions (anger, 
fear, anxiety, love, etc.):

•Could gain control over an individual, thereby 
endangering the person’s health and possibly leading to 
death

•Were the product of external, outside, and physical stimuli

•Could be understood in terms of one’s physiology

•Ex: Anger resulting in the boiling of the body’s blood in 
the heart. This blood is then moved outward toward the 
rest of the body, thus “causing” a flushed face and 
redness in the eyes

•Treatment:  The “insane” or mentally ill received special 
treatment in Islamic hospitals 

•“Madness” was seen as an illness rather than a 
representation of one’s poor moral character, thereby 
removing all guilt or shame that might have been 
attached to the given condition

•Various forms of psychotherapy were practiced to 
attempt to alleviate the pain experienced by those 
suffering from a variety of mental illnesses
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