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Thomas Sydenham

Thomas Sydenham was an English doctor who had trained at Oxford and Cambridge universities. After 
the Civil War, Sydenham practiced as a physician in London and specialised in epidemiology.

Sydenham believed that physicians shouldn’t rely on the old medical texts and should use observation 
of a patient’s symptoms e.g. taking their pulse, writing down descriptions of symptoms and not 
interfering. Having recorded the symptoms, physicians would come to a conclusion about a diagnosis 
and what treatment should be given, thereby treating the disease causing the symptoms. This was a 
big change from the medieval method of treating symptoms individually. 

This  was a very modern and scientific method known as empiricism. Sydenham encouraged doctors 
to move away from old ideas like the Theory of the Four Humours as is one of the reasons why the 
theory was starting to become unpopular with physicians in the late 1600s and 1700s.

Due to Sydenham’s emphasis on observing a patient’s symptoms closely, he has been called the 
‘English Hippocrates’. However, it is important to remember that there are key differences between the 
ideas of Hippocrates and Sydenham.



Thomas Sydenham

Thomas Sydenham wrote his ideas down in his book Observationes Medicae in 1676. In this he argued the importance of 
observation and practical experience in diagnosing patients. This book became the standard medical text used by 
physicians for over 200 years.

As well as his work on observation and diagnosis, Sydenham also made important descriptions of diseases. In the 
medieval period, it was taught that disease was affected by the individual e.g. their way of life, their star sign and their 
individual balance of humours. Therefore it was believed that symptoms and treatments would differ in every individual. 
However, Sydenham argued that there were different ‘species’ of diseases like with plants and animals. He suggested 
that diseases could be organised into different groups and therefore each disease required a separate and specific 
treatment, hence the importance of carefully observing and recording a patient’s symptoms.

Sydenham made detailed descriptions of many illnesses, including the first description of scarlet fever. He also identified 
that scarlet fever was a different disease to measles.

Sydenham did bring about some progress in the diagnosis and understanding of disease. His methods were modern and 
encouraged a more scientific approach in future. His ideas became famous around the world, but, not straight away. 
However, he still didn’t understand about microorganisms and the true cause of disease. He suggested disease was 
caused by ‘atmospheres’ (changes in climates), which was closely linked to miasma. Therefore miasma remained the 
most popular explanation and many treatments and preventions also stayed the same.



The Royal Society

The Royal Society was established in 1660 in London. The Royal Society aimed to develop 
and promote research into technology, trade and science. Key individuals in science, 
including the likes of Robert Hooke, would meet weekly and conduct experiments. The 
motto of the Royal Society was Nullius in Verba which roughly translates to ‘take nobody’s 
word for it’. This shows the importance the Society placed on debate, challenging the old 
and searching for new theories and ideas.

In 1662 the Royal Society gained its royal charter from Charles II. This publicly showed that 
the Society had the support of the monarch which allowed it to grow in popularity. It also 
suggested the work of the members of the Society was credible and would encourage 
more people to accept the new ideas being formed. Finally, the charter was important 
because more significant individuals were willing to not only work within the Society but 
help fund it as well, allowing research and experiments to continue.



The Royal Society

The Royal Society set up its own published journal called Philosophical 
Transactions in 1665. The journal published the experiments, theories and 
observations of scientists and allowed these new ideas to spread throughout the 
world. It was the first scientific journal of its kind.

The Royal Society was important in changing ideas about causes of disease 
because it encouraged scientists to read and build on each other’s work. 

However, not everyone was able to read, so although reports were encouraged to 
be in English, the journal was not accessible to all which could explain why many 
ordinary people’s attitudes remained conservative. Certain discoveries made by the 
members of the Royal Society may not have changed the face of medicine but the 
methods of the Society did set the standards for the practice of science and 
medicine.



Changes in the understanding about the causes of 
disease
The Renaissance did see some changes in the understanding about the causes of 
disease:
● Understanding of anatomy improved e.g. Vesalius and Harvey which will be the 

focus of next lesson.

● More and more physicians moved away from the Theory of the Four Humours 
and discouraged diagnosis and treatment based on the humours. This was 
heavily influenced by Sydenham’s emphasis on disease being separate from the 
individual.

● Physicians stopped using urine charts to diagnose disease, it was no longer 
thought that urine had a direct link to a person’s health and the use of urine 
charts was often linked with ‘quackery’. 



Continuity in the understanding about the causes of 
disease

There were also some aspects of continuity in the understanding about the causes 
of disease:

● Miasma became the most popular theory about the cause of disease. Even 
new ideas about ‘atmospheres’ and disease being caused by seeds spread in 
the air, had connections to miasma.

● Traditional attitudes still remained amongst many ordinary people. They still 
wanted to be treated using the Four Humours, so if a physician wanted work, 
they would still use this theory even if they didn’t agree with it.

● Old texts were still used to diagnose a patient’s symptoms and were still used 
as references. New ideas weren’t accepted straight away.

● During the Great Plague of 1665, supernatural ideas creeped back in. People 
believed it was caused by god or evil spirits.



Glossary

– Empiricism - The concept of using experience to form 
rational beliefs

– Epidemiology - The study of diseases

– (Medical) Quackery - Fake medical practice

– Royal charter - A document that gave a right to a person 
or group. (Given by the monarch) 



Comprehension Questions
1. Can you describe Thomas Sydenham’s approach in diagnosing a 

patient?
2. How did Thomas Sydenham’s ideas change the future of medicine?
3. Why was it important that the Royal Society had the support of Charles 

II?
4. How important was the Royal Society in the development of new 

medical ideas?
5. Challenge question: To what extent did ideas about causes of disease 

change between 1500-1700?

You may want to use the following sentence starters:
● In some ways ideas about the cause of disease did change significantly 

because….
● However there was some continuity in the understanding about the causes of 

disease because….


