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ABNORMAL PSYCHOLOGY 

 

History  

DEMONOLOGY, GODS, AND MAGIC 

In ancient cultures such as those of the Chinese, Egyptians, Hebrews, and Greeks, abnormal 

behavior was often attributed to possession by supernatural forces, either by gods or demons. 

If a person’s behavior seemed religious or mystical, it was thought they were possessed by a 

benevolent spirit and were often respected for their supposed supernatural powers. However, 

most cases of possession were believed to involve malevolent forces, particularly when the 

behavior was erratic or contrary to religious norms. Among the ancient Hebrews, for example, 

such possessions were seen as divine punishment, where an angry god had withdrawn 

protection, leaving the individual vulnerable to evil spirits. To cure these possessions, exorcism 

techniques were employed, including magic, prayers, incantations, noisemaking, and 

trepanation—drilling holes in the skull to release the evil spirits believed to be causing the 

abnormal behavior. 

 

MAJOR FIGURES IN THE EARLY HISTORY OF ABNORMAL PSYCHOLOGY 

FROM THE ANCIENT WORLD: 

 

1. Hippocrates (460–377 B.C.) 

Hippocrates, often referred to as the "Father of Medicine," was a Greek physician who 

significantly advanced the understanding of mental illness. He rejected the common belief of 

his time that mental disorders were caused by demonic or supernatural forces. Instead, 

Hippocrates proposed that mental illness had natural causes, particularly brain pathology. He 

introduced the idea that the brain was the central organ of intellectual activity, and that 

imbalances in bodily fluids, or "humors," could lead to both physical and mental disturbances. 

Hippocrates' humoral theory suggested that four bodily fluids—blood, phlegm, black bile, and 

yellow bile—needed to be in balance for a person to maintain health. An imbalance in these 
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humors, such as an excess of black bile, could cause melancholy (depression) or other mental 

disorders. His emphasis on natural causes and brain function laid the groundwork for a more 

scientific approach to mental health, distancing it from the superstitions and religious 

explanations that dominated earlier thought. 

 

2. Plato (429–347 B.C.) 

Plato, a prominent Greek philosopher and student of Socrates, made significant contributions 

to the understanding of mental illness from an ethical and humane perspective. He believed 

that those suffering from mental illness should be treated with kindness and compassion, as 

opposed to punishment or neglect. Plato argued that mentally ill individuals were not 

responsible for their actions, as their behavior was influenced by factors beyond their control. 

He also suggested that mental disorders could arise from conflicts between rational and 

irrational parts of the soul, which he believed were influenced by one's environment and 

upbringing. Plato emphasized the importance of providing a supportive environment for the 

mentally ill, advocating for therapeutic interventions that would help restore harmony within 

the soul. His ideas on the treatment and understanding of mental illness influenced later 

philosophical and medical thought. 

 

3. Aristotle (384–322 B.C.) 

Aristotle, a student of Plato and one of the most influential philosophers in Western history, 

made important contributions to the understanding of mental disorders. While he was a 

proponent of the Hippocratic theory of the four humors, Aristotle differed from his teacher 

Plato in his approach to psychological factors. Aristotle believed that mental disorders were 

primarily caused by imbalances in the body's humors, such as an excess or deficiency of one 

of the fluids. He emphasized the physical basis of mental illness, rejecting the idea that 

psychological factors alone could cause mental disorders. Aristotle's work in biology and 

psychology led him to explore the relationship between the body and mind, though he 

maintained a more materialistic view, focusing on the physical causes of mental health issues. 

His ideas continued to influence medical thought for centuries, particularly in the areas of 

physiology and the study of the mind. 
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4. Galen (A.D. 130–200) 

Galen, a Greek physician and one of the most prominent medical figures of the Roman Empire, 

made substantial contributions to the understanding of mental disorders and the nervous 

system. He expanded upon the ideas of Hippocrates, proposing that mental disorders could 

arise from both physical and psychological causes. Galen introduced the concept of 

categorizing mental disorders into those with physical origins, such as brain injuries or 

imbalances in the humors, and those with mental or psychological origins, such as emotional 

stress or trauma. He believed that the brain and the nervous system played crucial roles in both 

physical and mental health, and he conducted extensive studies on the nervous system, 

anatomy, and physiology. Galen's work on the brain and its functions contributed to the 

development of neuropsychology and the understanding of how the mind and body are 

interconnected. His holistic approach, which considered both physical and mental factors in 

the diagnosis and treatment of mental disorders, influenced medical practice for centuries, 

particularly during the medieval period and the Renaissance. 

 

These figures laid the foundation for the development of abnormal psychology, shifting the 

understanding of mental disorders from supernatural explanations to more natural and scientific 

approaches. Their contributions continue to be recognized in the history of psychology and 

medicine. 

 

AVICENNA AND HILDEGARD, TWO SIGNIFICANT FIGURES FROM THE 

MIDDLE AGES: 

 

5. Avicenna (c. 980–1037) 

Avicenna, also known as Ibn Sina, was a Persian polymath who made significant contributions 

to various fields, including medicine, philosophy, and science. His most famous work, "The 

Canon of Medicine," was a comprehensive medical encyclopedia that became a standard 

reference in both the Islamic world and Europe for centuries. Avicenna's approach to mental 

illness was revolutionary for his time, especially considering the often harsh and inhumane 

treatments that were common in medieval Europe. 
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Avicenna believed that mental illness should be treated with the same care and compassion as 

physical illness. He emphasized the importance of humane treatment for those with mental 

disturbances, advocating for the use of psychological and physical therapies to help patients 

recover. He recognized that mental illness could have both physical and psychological causes, 

and he proposed that these conditions could be treated through a combination of diet, 

medication, and environmental changes. 

 

One of Avicenna's most notable contributions was his recognition of the mind-body connection. 

He understood that emotional and mental states could influence physical health and vice versa. 

Avicenna also explored the idea of what we now call psychosomatic disorders—conditions in 

which psychological stress manifests as physical symptoms. His work laid the groundwork for 

future developments in psychiatry and psychology, and his emphasis on humane treatment was 

a stark contrast to the often brutal methods employed in the West during his time. 

 

6. Hildegard of Bingen (1098–1179) 

Hildegard of Bingen, also known as Saint Hildegard, was a German Benedictine abbess, 

mystic, writer, composer, and philosopher. She was a remarkable figure of the Middle Ages, 

often referred to as the "Sybil of the Rhine" due to her prophetic visions and deep spiritual 

insights. Hildegard's contributions to medicine, particularly in the realm of natural healing, 

were significant and reflect her broad understanding of health, which encompassed both the 

physical and spiritual well-being of individuals. 

 

Hildegard believed in the curative powers of nature, and she extensively documented the 

medicinal properties of plants, animals, and minerals in her writings. Her most famous works 

on natural medicine include "Physica" and "Causae et Curae." In these treatises, she detailed 

the medicinal uses of various natural substances, advocating for their use in treating both 

physical and mental ailments. Hildegard’s approach to healing was holistic; she believed that 

the health of the body, mind, and spirit were interconnected and that treatments should address 

all aspects of a person’s well-being. 
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In a time when women’s roles were limited, Hildegard's work as a healer, scholar, and spiritual 

leader was groundbreaking. She promoted the use of natural remedies and therapies that were 

gentler and more compassionate than many of the harsher treatments used during the Middle 

Ages. Hildegard’s work also included an understanding of mental health, and she provided 

guidance on treating conditions such as melancholy (which we would now recognize as 

depression) with a combination of herbal remedies, diet, and spiritual practices. 

Hildegard's emphasis on the healing power of nature and her holistic approach to health made 

her a forerunner of modern natural medicine. Her contributions continue to be recognized and 

celebrated, especially in the fields of herbalism and holistic healing. 

Both Avicenna and Hildegard were pioneers in their respective cultures, advocating for more 

humane and holistic approaches to the treatment of mental illness at a time when such views 

were far from mainstream. Their work helped to lay the foundation for later developments in 

both medicine and psychology, and they remain influential figures in the history of mental 

health care. 

 

SIGNIFICANT FIGURES FROM THE SIXTEENTH THROUGH THE EIGHTEENTH 

CENTURIES: 

 

7. Paracelsus (1490–1541) 

Paracelsus, born Theophrastus von Hohenheim, was a Swiss physician, alchemist, and 

philosopher who played a pivotal role in the early history of medicine. He is best known for 

rejecting the widely held belief that supernatural forces, such as demons, were responsible for 

abnormal behavior. Instead, Paracelsus proposed that mental illness could have psychic 

causes, meaning that the origins of mental disorders lay within the mind and emotions rather 

than external, supernatural forces. 

 

Paracelsus was a pioneer in understanding the connection between mental and physical 

health. He introduced the idea that mental illnesses were real medical conditions that required 

treatment, not punishment. Paracelsus also believed that certain illnesses were due to a 



6 | P a g e  

 

conflict between the spiritual and instinctual aspects of a person, which foreshadowed later 

psychological theories. He experimented with various treatments, including the use of "bodily 

magnetism," a precursor to what would later be known as hypnosis. Although his belief in 

astral influences, such as the moon's effect on behavior, reflects the limitations of his time, 

Paracelsus' contributions were crucial in moving the understanding of mental illness away 

from superstition and towards a more scientific approach. 

 

8. Johann Weyer (1515–1588) 

Johann Weyer was a German physician and one of the first medical professionals to challenge 

the dominant belief in witchcraft and demonology as explanations for mental illness. Weyer 

was deeply concerned with the treatment of those accused of witchcraft, arguing that many of 

these individuals were actually suffering from mental disorders rather than being possessed 

by demons or engaging in witchcraft. 

In his groundbreaking work "De Praestigiis Daemonum" ("On the Tricks of Demons"), 

published in 1563, Weyer argued that many supposed witches were, in fact, mentally ill and 

needed medical care, not execution or torture. He criticized the inhumane treatment of the 

mentally ill and called for more compassionate and rational approaches. Weyer’s views were 

highly controversial at the time, leading to his ostracization by his peers and the Church. 

Despite this, his work laid the foundation for later efforts to reform the treatment of mental 

illness and reduce the influence of superstitious beliefs in medicine. 

 

9. Robert Burton (1576–1640) 

Robert Burton was an English scholar and cleric best known for his work "The Anatomy of 

Melancholy," first published in 1621. This comprehensive treatise on depression, or 

melancholy as it was then known, is one of the most influential works on the subject in the 

history of psychology. 

In "The Anatomy of Melancholy," Burton explored the causes, symptoms, and treatments of 

depression, drawing from a wide range of sources including classical literature, philosophy, 

medicine, and his own observations. He identified various causes of melancholy, such as 
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genetics, environmental factors, and lifestyle, and suggested a range of treatments, from diet 

and exercise to the power of music and companionship. 

Burton's work was remarkable for its time due to its detailed and empathetic understanding of 

depression. He acknowledged the complexity of mental illness and the need for a 

multifaceted approach to treatment. His treatise remained highly regarded and influential for 

centuries, contributing to the evolving understanding of mental health and the human 

condition. 

 

10. William Tuke (1732–1822) 

William Tuke was an English Quaker and philanthropist who played a crucial role in the 

reform of mental health care during the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. In 

response to the appalling conditions in asylums, Tuke established the York Retreat in 1796, a 

revolutionary institution that provided humane treatment for people with mental illness. 

At the York Retreat, patients, who were often referred to as "guests," lived in a peaceful, 

homelike environment. The treatment was based on the principles of "moral management," 

which emphasized the importance of kindness, compassion, and respect for the dignity of 

each individual. Patients were encouraged to engage in various activities, such as gardening, 

crafts, and social interaction, which were believed to promote mental well-being. 

Tuke's approach was in stark contrast to the harsh and punitive methods that were common in 

asylums at the time. The success of the York Retreat inspired similar reforms in other 

institutions across Europe and North America, marking a significant shift towards more 

humane treatment of the mentally ill. 

 

11. Philippe Pinel (1745–1826) 

Philippe Pinel was a French physician and one of the most influential figures in the history of 

psychiatry. He is often credited with pioneering the humane treatment of people with mental 

illness, particularly through his work at the La Bicêtre and La Salpêtrière hospitals in Paris. 
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In the late 18th century, Pinel famously ordered the removal of chains from patients at La 

Bicêtre, a symbolic and practical act that represented a major shift away from the brutal 

treatment of the mentally ill. Pinel advocated for the use of "moral management," which 

emphasized compassion, dignity, and a structured environment as key components of 

treatment. He believed that mental illness could be improved through a combination of 

therapeutic conversation, healthy living conditions, and meaningful activities. 

Pinel's work laid the foundation for modern psychiatry and inspired a wave of reforms across 

Europe and North America. His commitment to treating patients as human beings rather than 

prisoners or outcasts helped to change societal attitudes toward mental illness and led to the 

development of more effective and humane approaches to mental health care. 

 

12. Benjamin Rush (1745–1813) 

Benjamin Rush was an American physician, educator, and one of the Founding Fathers of the 

United States. Often referred to as the "Father of American Psychiatry," Rush was a leading 

advocate for the humane treatment of people with mental illness in America. 

Rush was deeply influenced by the humanitarian methods of Philippe Pinel, and he 

incorporated these principles into his own practice. He advocated for "moral management," 

which emphasized the importance of a therapeutic environment, including structured daily 

routines, work, recreation, and compassionate care. Rush also believed in the importance of 

studying the physical causes of mental illness and conducted extensive research into the brain 

and nervous system. 

 

In 1812, Rush published "Medical Inquiries and Observations upon the Diseases of the 

Mind," the first textbook on psychiatry in America. This work provided detailed descriptions 

of various mental disorders and their treatments and laid the groundwork for the development 

of psychiatry as a medical discipline in the United States. 

Rush's contributions to the field of mental health were significant, and his work helped to 

establish psychiatry as a respected medical specialty. His efforts to promote humane 

treatment and scientific understanding of mental illness had a lasting impact on the field and 

continue to be recognized today. 
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These figures played crucial roles in the development of more humane and scientific 

approaches to the treatment of mental illness during the sixteenth through the eighteenth 

centuries. Their work laid the foundation for modern psychiatry and contributed to the 

gradual shift away from superstition and cruelty towards compassion and evidence-based 

care. 

 

INFLUENTIAL FIGURES FROM THE NINETEENTH AND EARLY TWENTIETH 

CENTURIES: 

13. Dorothea Dix (1802–1887) 

Dorothea Dix was an American social reformer and teacher who became a prominent 

advocate for the humane treatment of individuals with mental illness. Her efforts led to the 

founding of the mental hygiene movement in the United States, which aimed to improve 

conditions in mental hospitals and ensure the physical well-being of patients. 

In the mid-19th century, Dix conducted extensive investigations into the state of mental 

hospitals, documenting the appalling conditions and the mistreatment of patients. Her 

findings, presented to state legislatures and the federal government, led to a series of reforms 

that resulted in the establishment of new, more humane institutions for mental health care. 

Dix’s work emphasized the need for better facilities, professional staff, and humane treatment 

practices. Her advocacy played a crucial role in expanding and improving mental health 

services in the U.S., and she is remembered as a key figure in the history of mental health 

reform. 

 

14. Clifford Beers (1876–1943) 

Clifford Beers was an American mental health advocate who became a prominent figure in 

the movement to change public attitudes toward mental illness. After his own experiences in 

mental institutions, which he found to be harsh and dehumanizing, Beers became a vocal 

advocate for reform. 
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Beers wrote a groundbreaking autobiography, "A Mind That Found Itself," published in 1908, 

in which he detailed his personal experiences with mental illness and the often brutal 

conditions he encountered in institutions. His book drew significant public attention to the 

plight of those with mental illness and helped to shift societal attitudes towards greater 

empathy and understanding. Beers' advocacy led to the founding of the National Committee 

for Mental Hygiene (later known as the Mental Health America), which aimed to improve 

mental health care and reduce the stigma associated with mental illness. 

 

15. Franz Anton Mesmer (1734–1815) 

Franz Anton Mesmer was an Austrian physician known for his early investigations into 

hypnosis, which he initially called "mesmerism." Mesmer’s theories were based on the idea 

that a natural magnetic fluid, or "animal magnetism," influenced health and illness. 

Mesmer conducted experiments in which he used various techniques, such as the laying on of 

hands and the use of magnetic rods, to induce altered states of consciousness in his patients. 

Although Mesmer’s theories were eventually discredited as pseudoscience, his work laid the 

groundwork for the development of modern hypnosis and influenced later psychological 

theories. Mesmer's contributions highlighted the potential of psychological and suggestive 

methods in treatment, paving the way for future research in psychotherapy. 

 

16. Emil Kraepelin (1856–1926) 

Emil Kraepelin was a German psychiatrist who is considered one of the founders of modern 

clinical psychiatry. He developed one of the first systematic diagnostic classifications of 

mental disorders, which significantly influenced the field of psychiatry. 

Kraepelin's diagnostic system categorized mental illnesses based on observable symptoms 

and course of illness, distinguishing between various types of disorders such as manic-

depressive illness (now known as bipolar disorder) and schizophrenia. His work laid the 

foundation for the development of diagnostic criteria and classification systems that are still 

used in modern psychiatry. Kraepelin's emphasis on systematic observation and classification 

marked a significant shift towards a more scientific and organized approach to understanding 

mental illness. 
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17. Sigmund Freud (1856–1939) 

Sigmund Freud was an Austrian neurologist and the founder of psychoanalysis, a 

groundbreaking approach to understanding and treating mental disorders. Freud’s theories 

emphasized the role of unconscious processes and early childhood experiences in shaping 

behavior and mental health. 

Psychoanalysis involves exploring unconscious thoughts and feelings through techniques 

such as free association, dream analysis, and transference. Freud's work introduced concepts 

such as the id, ego, and superego, and he believed that neuroses were the result of unresolved 

conflicts between these parts of the psyche. Although some of Freud’s theories have been 

criticized and revised, his work had a profound impact on the field of psychology and 

psychotherapy, and psychoanalysis remains an influential perspective in understanding 

mental disorders. 

 

18. Wilhelm Wundt (1832–1920) 

Wilhelm Wundt was a German scientist and psychologist who is often regarded as the 

founder of experimental psychology. In 1879, he established the first laboratory dedicated to 

psychological research at the University of Leipzig. 

Wundt’s approach, known as introspection, involved systematically observing and reporting 

one’s own conscious experiences. He focused on understanding the basic elements of 

consciousness and how they combined to form more complex mental processes. Wundt’s 

establishment of a formal laboratory and his emphasis on empirical research marked a 

significant shift towards the scientific study of psychology. His work laid the groundwork for 

later developments in both experimental and clinical psychology. 

19. J. McKeen Cattell (1860–1944) 

J. McKeen Cattell was an American psychologist who studied under Wilhelm Wundt and 

adopted his experimental methods. Cattell’s research focused on individual differences in 

mental processing and the measurement of psychological traits. 

Cattell is known for his work on mental tests and his contributions to the study of reaction 

times and sensory perception. He developed some of the first psychological tests designed to 

measure individual differences in cognitive abilities. Cattell’s research advanced the field of 
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psychometrics and influenced the development of modern psychological testing and 

assessment. 

 

20. Lightner Witmer (1867–1956) 

Lightner Witmer was an American psychologist who is credited with founding the first 

psychological clinic in the United States in 1896. His clinic focused on the assessment and 

treatment of children with mental deficiencies and learning difficulties. 

Witmer’s work emphasized the use of psychological methods to diagnose and treat 

developmental and educational problems in children. He also founded the journal "The 

Psychological Clinic" in 1907, which became an important publication for research and 

practice in clinical psychology. Witmer’s contributions helped establish clinical psychology 

as a distinct field and promoted the application of psychological principles to practical 

problems in education and child development. 

 

21. William Healy (1869–1963) 

William Healy was an American psychologist and psychiatrist known for his work with 

juvenile offenders and his contributions to the understanding of the role of sociocultural 

factors in mental illness. He established the Chicago Juvenile Psychopathic Institute in 1909, 

where he conducted research and provided treatment for young people with behavioral and 

emotional problems. 

Healy’s work highlighted the impact of environmental and sociocultural factors on mental 

health, particularly in the context of juvenile delinquency. He argued that social and familial 

influences played a crucial role in the development of mental disorders and advocated for 

interventions that addressed these broader contextual factors. His research contributed to the 

development of more comprehensive approaches to understanding and treating mental illness, 

incorporating social and environmental considerations alongside psychological and medical 

factors. 

These figures made significant contributions to the field of psychology and mental health, 

shaping the development of various approaches to understanding and treating mental 
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disorders. Their work laid important foundations for modern psychological and psychiatric 

practice. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


