
The Fascinating History of Delusions
Delusions have long intrigued and perplexed humanity, often leading to dramatic
consequences throughout history. These captivating and mind-boggling stories of
human behavior shed light on the complexity of our minds and illustrate how the
world has attempted to make sense of delusions throughout the centuries.

The Ancient World: Delusions in Mythology

From ancient mythology to religious texts and folklore, delusions have been
evident in various cultural narratives. The Greeks spoke of Narcissus, a young
man who fell in love with his own reflection, consumed by a delusional belief in
his unparalleled beauty. Similarly, the mythical character of Icarus exemplifies the
delusion of invincibility as he attempted to fly too close to the sun with wings
made of wax.

In religious texts, delusions are often portrayed as divine messages or
interventions. The Hebrew Bible recounts the story of King Nebuchadnezzar, who
believed himself to be a god and suffered from a temporary delusion that
transformed him into a grazing animal.
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The Middle Ages: Witchcraft and Mass Hysteria

The Middle Ages witnessed a rampant belief in the supernatural and widespread
fear of witchcraft. Delusions took the form of accusations against individuals,
primarily women, who were believed to possess dark powers and influence the
devil. The notorious Salem witch trials in the late 17th century are a haunting
reminder of the mass hysteria and delusions that engulfed entire communities.

The Renaissance: Delusions in Art and Literature

The Renaissance period saw delusions manifesting in art and literature, often
presenting complex psychological representations. Artists like Hieronymus Bosch
depicted vivid delusional fantasies, depicting nightmarish scenes that challenged
the viewer's perceptions of reality. In literature, works like William Shakespeare's
"Macbeth" explore the descent into delusion and madness, capturing the human
mind's vulnerability.

The Modern Era: Science, Psychiatry, and Misguided Beliefs

With advancements in science and the field of psychiatry, the understanding of
delusions evolved. The emergence of psychological theories and a more humane
approach towards mental health led to better recognition and treatment of
delusions. However, even in the modern era, delusions continue to shape
societies. Conspiracy theories, political delusions, and shared delusional beliefs
challenge our perception of reality and create divisions within communities.

The internet, with its vast reach and flow of information, has become a breeding
ground for delusions. Social media platforms have amplified false narratives,
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enabling the rapid spread of delusional beliefs that can have real-world
consequences.

The Future: Understanding and Acceptance

As our understanding of the mind and its complexities deepens, we can hope for
a future where delusions are met with empathy and effective treatment. The
stigmatization of those experiencing delusions must be replaced with education
and understanding.

Exploring the history of delusions not only provides us with captivating tales from
the past but also offers insights into our present and future. It reminds us of the
fragile nature of the human mind and the importance of nurturing mental well-
being for a harmonious society.
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The King of France – thinking he was made of glass – was terrified he might
shatter…and he wasn’t alone.

After the Emperor met his end at Waterloo, an epidemic of Napoleons piled
into France’s asylums.

Throughout the nineteenth century, dozens of middle-aged women tried to
convince their physicians that they were, in fact, dead.

For centuries we’ve dismissed delusions as something for doctors to sort out
behind locked doors. But delusions are more than just bizarre quirks – they hold
the key to collective anxieties and traumas.

In this groundbreaking history, Victoria Shepherd uncovers stories of delusions
from medieval times to the present day and implores us to identify reason in
apparent madness.
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