
Maladies, Medicine, Healing: Exploring Health
and Healing in the 16th and 17th Centuries
The 16th and 17th centuries were a time of remarkable change and
upheaval in the world of medicine. New diseases were emerging, old
diseases were taking new and deadly forms, and the practices of medicine
were undergoing a fundamental transformation. In this article, we will
explore the fascinating world of medicine during this period, examining the
diseases that plagued people, the treatments that were available, and the
beliefs that shaped medical practice.

The Diseases of the Past

The people of the 16th and 17th centuries faced a wide variety of diseases,
many of which are still common today. Some of the most prevalent
diseases included:
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Smallpox: A highly contagious viral disease that was often fatal,
especially among children. Smallpox was a major killer throughout the
world, and it is estimated that it killed as many as 300 million people in
the 18th century alone.

Measles: Another highly contagious viral disease, measles was
particularly dangerous for young children. Measles could lead to a
variety of complications, including pneumonia, encephalitis, and death.

Typhus: A bacterial disease that is transmitted by lice, typhus was a
common problem in crowded and unsanitary conditions. Typhus could
cause a high fever, headache, and rash, and it could be fatal if left
untreated.

Bubonic plague: A bacterial disease that is transmitted by fleas, the
bubonic plague was one of the most feared diseases of the Middle
Ages. The plague could cause fever, chills, and swollen lymph nodes,
and it was often fatal.

Syphilis: A sexually transmitted bacterial infection, syphilis was a
major problem in the 16th and 17th centuries. Syphilis could cause a
wide range of symptoms, from skin lesions to blindness to insanity.

The Treatments of the Past

The treatments for diseases in the 16th and 17th centuries were often
ineffective and sometimes even harmful. Many treatments were based on
the theory of humors, which held that the human body was made up of four
fluids, or humors: blood, phlegm, yellow bile, and black bile. When the
humors were in balance, a person was healthy. When the humors were out
of balance, a person became sick.



To restore balance to the humors, doctors used a variety of treatments,
including:

Bloodletting: Bloodletting was one of the most common medical
treatments in the 16th and 17th centuries. Doctors believed that
bloodletting could remove excess blood from the body and restore
balance to the humors. Bloodletting was often used to treat a wide
range of diseases, from fever to headache to plague.

Purgatives: Purgatives were another common medical treatment in
the 16th and 17th centuries. Purgatives were used to cleanse the
bowels and remove waste from the body. Purgatives were often used
to treat constipation, diarrhea, and other digestive problems.

Emetics: Emetics were used to induce vomiting. Vomiting was thought
to help cleanse the body and remove toxins. Emetics were often used
to treat poisoning, indigestion, and other conditions.

Herbal remedies: Herbal remedies were widely used in the 16th and
17th centuries to treat a variety of diseases. Many herbs have
medicinal properties, and some of the herbs that were used in the past
are still used today.

The Beliefs of the Past

The beliefs of the people of the 16th and 17th centuries about health and
healing were shaped by a variety of factors, including religion, superstition,
and science. Many people believed that illness was caused by sin or by evil
spirits. Others believed that illness was caused by an imbalance of the
humors. Still others believed that illness was caused by natural causes,
such as exposure to cold or dampness.



The beliefs of the people of the 16th and 17th centuries about health and
healing had a significant impact on medical practice. For example, the
belief that illness was caused by sin led to the use of religious rituals and
prayers as treatments for disease. The belief that illness was caused by an
imbalance of the humors led to the use of bloodletting and other treatments
that were designed to restore balance to the body.

The world of medicine in the 16th and 17th centuries was a fascinating and
complex one. The people of this time faced a wide variety of diseases, and
the treatments that were available were often ineffective and sometimes
even harmful. However, the beliefs of the people of this time about health
and healing had a significant impact on medical practice, and they continue
to shape the way we think about health and healing today.
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