
The Fascinating Link Between Historical
Mental Disorders and Modern Psychological
Understanding

Human history is rich with stories of individuals who suffered from various mental
disorders, shaping societies and leaving an indelible mark on our collective
consciousness. Today, as we delve into the realms of psychology, we find
ourselves peering through the looking glass of time, examining these historical
mental disorders to gain insights into our present understanding of the mind.

1. Hysteria: From Ancient Treatment to Modern Awareness
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Hysteria, a condition first described in ancient Egypt, exemplifies both the
misconceptions and advancements in our understanding of mental disorders. In
ancient times, hysteria was attributed to a "wandering womb" in women, leading
to treatments ranging from the use of fragrances to more extreme measures such
as exorcism. Today, we recognize hysteria as a psychopathological disorder
characterized by uncontrollable emotions, sensory disturbances, and physical
symptoms. The evolution of our understanding of hysteria serves as a cautionary
tale, reminding us of the importance of empiricism and evidence-based
approaches in unraveling the mysteries of the mind.
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2. The Salem Witch Trials: A Dark Chapter of Mass Hysteria

The Salem Witch Trials, which took place in colonial Massachusetts in the late
17th century, provide an intriguing case study of mass hysteria. The accusers
believed to have been bewitched suffered from delusions and exhibited
symptoms such as convulsions and hallucinations. Their accusations sparked a
wave of paranoia throughout the community, leading to the tragic executions of
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numerous individuals. Today, we understand the Salem Witch Trials as a chilling
example of how collective fear and hysteria can lead to terrible consequences.

3. Shell Shock: The Precursor to Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder

World War I brought to light a condition known as shell shock, which affected
soldiers exposed to the horrors of trench warfare. Initially misunderstood as a
sign of weakness or cowardice, shell shock highlighted the psychological toll of
war. Through further research and advancements in mental healthcare, we now
recognize shell shock as an early manifestation of what we currently diagnose as
post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD). The legacy of shell shock underscores the
importance of recognizing and addressing the mental health impact of traumatic
events.

4. The Great Depression: Unraveling the Connection Between
Mental Health and Societal Factors

The Great Depression of the 1930s not only wreaked havoc on the economy but
also took a heavy toll on mental health. Rampant poverty, unemployment, and
despair resulted in a surge of mental illnesses such as depression and anxiety.
This dark period in history highlighted the intricate relationship between societal
factors and mental well-being. The lessons learned from the Great Depression
continue to shape our understanding of how economic and social factors can
influence mental health outcomes.

5. The Rosenhan Experiment: Challenging the Validity of Psychiatric
Diagnoses

In the 1970s, psychologist David Rosenhan conducted a groundbreaking
experiment that questioned the reliability of psychiatric diagnoses. He and his
colleagues feigned symptoms of mental disorders to gain admission into
psychiatric hospitals, only to find themselves trapped in a system that struggled to



differentiate between the sane and the mentally ill. The Rosenhan Experiment
highlighted the need for more rigorous diagnostic criteria and sparked a
significant reformation in psychiatric practices. Today, we strive for greater
accuracy and objectivity in mental health assessments.

6. The Stonewall Riots: Paving the Way for LGBTQ+ Mental Health
Advocacy

The Stonewall Riots of 1969 in New York City marked a turning point in the fight
for LGBTQ+ rights. The long-standing discrimination and persecution faced by
this marginalized community had severe mental health consequences, leading to
higher rates of depression, anxiety, and suicide. The Stonewall Riots served as a
catalyst for increased acceptance and visibility of LGBTQ+ individuals,
subsequently bringing attention to the specific mental health needs of this
community. Today, we continue to advocate for inclusive and compassionate
mental healthcare for all.

7. The Digital Age: Navigating the Impact of Technology on Mental
Well-being

In our increasingly digitized world, the rise of social media, constant connectivity,
and ever-present screens have given birth to new mental health challenges. From
the fear of missing out (FOMO) to cyberbullying and internet addiction, modern
society grapples with unique psychological stressors. Studying the historical
context allows us to better understand the evolving nature of mental health and
develop strategies to mitigate the adverse effects of technology on our well-being.

: The Continual Evolution of Our Understanding

Exploring the historical landscape of mental disorders not only provides us with a
deeper appreciation for our current understanding of psychology but also
highlights the ongoing challenges we face. From the misconceptions of the past



to the progress made today, the journey of comprehending and addressing
mental health continues. By recognizing the impact of historical contexts on
mental disorders, we can strive towards a more compassionate and enlightened
approach to psychological well-being – one that embraces evidence-based
research, destigmatizes mental illness, and promotes universal access to mental
healthcare.
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What Psychiatry Left Out of the DSM-5: Historical Mental Disorders Today covers
the diagnoses that the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders
(DSM) failed to include, along with diagnoses that should not have been included,
but were. Psychiatry as a field is over two centuries old and over that time has
gathered great wisdom about mental illnesses. Today, much of that knowledge
has been ignored and we have diagnoses such as "schizophrenia" and "bipolar
disorder" that do not correspond to the diseases found in nature; we have also
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left out disease labels that on a historical basis may be real. Edward Shorter
proposes a history-driven alternative to the DSM.
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