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A Case Study--“The Four Humors” 
 
Period of Study:  Around 150 
 
Introduction:  Hippocrates (460-375 B.C.), often referred to as the “father of medicine,” became one of the first people to claim that 
illness had natural, not supernatural, causes.  Hippocrates associated the four elements—earth, air, fire, and water—with four humors 
in the body.  He associated earth with phlegm (mucus), air with blood, fire with yellow bile, and water with black bile.  Humans with 
balanced humors were healthy; an imbalance among the humors resulted in sickness.  Galen (130-200) extended Hippocrates’ theory 
to include characteristics of human personalities. 
 
Hypothesis:  Galen identified four personality characteristics called melancholic, sanguine, choleric, and phlegmatic.  Galen associated 
these four characteristics with the four humors of the body.  Each humor was thought to give off vapors that rose to the brain.  An 
individual’s personality could be explained by the state of that person’s humors. 
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Humor Principal Source Temperament Characteristics 
Phlegm Brain Phlegmatic Sluggish, unemotional 
Blood Heart Sanguine Cheerful 

Yellow Bile Liver Choleric Quick-tempered, fiery 
Black Bile Spleen Melancholic Sad 

 
Method:  If a person had excess phlegm, that person was probably dull, pale, and cowardly.  Cheerful and generous personalities 
resulted from the dominance of blood.  Laziness and gloominess were associated with cold and dryness (black bile).  If a person had 
too much choler (yellow bile) in his system, he was probably a violent or vengeful person.  The perfect personality resulted when none 
of the four humors dominated.  At that time, treatment of a psychological disorder involved restoring a balance among the humors.  
Doctors often gave patients poisonous herbs to eat.  This caused vomiting, a sign that the imbalanced humor was leaving the patient’s 
body.  Balancing the diet could also balance the humors. 
 
Results:  The theories of Hippocrates and Galen proved unfounded, and their prescribed treatments for various disorders did not prove 
reliable.  The relationship between your physical makeup and your personality is not yet firmly established.  Your mental state can 
make the symptoms of some diseases more distressing, or factors such as stress can make you more liable to getting sick.  However, 
the dominance of say, black bile in y our system does not lead to depression.  Galen’s notion, though, that a healthy personality is a 
balanced one may indeed be sound. 
 

Question #1  According to Galen’s hypothesis, how are a person’s physical and mental states related? 

Question #2  How did Galen treat psychological disorders? 

Question #3  How can Galen’s original theory be used today as a prescription for a healthy personality? 


