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by the devil and most likely were then killed by hanging or fire. If they sank to the bottom and 
drowned, then they were innocent. During the interrogations, witches were not to be left alone 
or given clothes, since the devil would visit them or hide in their clothing. Although the writers 
of the time did not understand the nature of psychopathology, they did describe in some detail 
particular characteristics of different disorders including bipolar disorder, depression, and such 
psychotic processes as hallucinations and delusions.

From the Renaissance to the 1700s— 
The Beginning of Modern Science
Between the time of Galen and the Renaissance, Western science and medicine remained 
fairly stagnant, with little new knowledge being added. One problem during this period was 
that authority, which was often the Church, determined what was true or not. Since authority 
was able to use its own standard of truth, it was difficult to argue another position. For exam-
ple, the Church was able to say that the earth was the center of the universe, and that was that.

Beginning in the fourteenth century, however, a new spirit began to emerge in Europe. It 
influenced art, literature, politics, and science. In art, there was a desire for a sense of realism, 
which led artists such as Leonardo da Vinci to carefully study the human body. He performed 
dissections on animals and human cadavers to carefully reveal the structure of organs. Figure 1.5 
shows one of da Vinci’s drawings.

With the detailed drawings of human anatomy created by da Vinci and other artists of the 
time, there was now the possibility for the scientists of the 1600s to consider function. One 

important focus was the manner in which the nervous sys-
tem allows us to perform both involuntary and voluntary 
functions. How physiological processes are involved in 
remembering, moving, feeling, and thinking became top-
ics of consideration. Mechanical models emerged, as illus-
trated by the writings of French philosopher René Descartes 
(1596–1650).

Descartes was intrigued by mechanical machines such as 
the large clocks in Europe with moving figures or water dis-
plays in large fountains. By analogy, he assumed that reflexes 
or involuntary actions of organisms were based on similar 
principles. Thus, moving your hand quickly from a hot stove 
or even digesting food was seen as a mechanical operation. 
For Descartes, all animal behavior could be explained by 
mechanical principles as could human involuntary actions. 
In Figure 1.6 from Descartes’ work, you can see the mechani-
cal means by which a hot fire would cause an involuntary or 
reflexive movement.

The important distinction that continues today is that 
behavior can be categorized as either involuntary or vol-
untary. Voluntary actions such as thinking or consciously 
performing an act were different in that they required a 
mind, and humans were the only organism to have a mind, 
according to Descartes. By thinking, humans can know with 
certainty that they exist—thus, the famous philosophical 
statement of Descartes, “I think, therefore I am.”

Given the understanding that the bodies of animals 
are totally mechanical and that humans have both a body 
and a mind, Descartes created a mind–body distinction 

FIGURE 1.5 Leonardo da Vinci Drawing  
of the Structure of Human Organs
Before Leonardo, there were few drawings of actual human 
organs. Beginning in the fourteenth century, Leonardo 
da Vinci performed dissections on animals and human 
cadavers. He was then able to draw the structure of organs.
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