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that science has had to face in its explanations. The problem is, 
how can a material body including the brain be influenced by an 
immaterial process such as the mind? How can a thought influ-
ence a cell in the brain?

Although today we generally talk about the mind–body prob-
lem, the metaphysics of Descartes’ era would often make the 
distinction between body and soul. Descartes answered this prob-
lem by suggesting that the rational soul was able to control the 
mechanical body by having both functions come together in one 
particular organ of the brain, the pineal gland. It is in the pineal 
gland, Descartes claimed, that the mind not only controls the 
body but also senses the nature and flow of the mechanical ner-
vous system.

Today, most neuroscientists see the mind as resulting directly 
from the brain and that the mind–body problem is not actually a 
problem to be solved. However, the question of whether particular 
behaviors seen in individuals with mental illness represent involun-
tary processes performed without the benefit of a conscious mind 
has plagued our legal understanding of mental illness.

In the 1600s, science as a way of knowing about the world 
began to emerge. At the beginning of this period, prior authori-
ties such as Aristotle or the Church determined the worldview. In 
this century, Galileo led a movement that would eventually replace 
authority with experimentation. This movement toward experi-
mentation was greatly aided by Galileo’s own inventions, such as 
the telescope, the thermometer, an improved microscope, and a 
pendulum-type timing device. Each of these instruments allowed people to experiment and 
answer for themselves the questions of nature. With Galileo’s work, a new science based on obser-
vation and experimentation was beginning. Galileo was part of a revolution that was to challenge 
authority. In the 1680s, Newton’s classic work Principia was published (Newton, 1729/1969). 
Designated by science historian Gerald Holton (1952) as “probably the greatest single book in the 
history of science,” this work describes Newton’s theories of time, space, and motion as well as his 
rules of reasoning for science.

CONCEPT CHECK

•• Concepts in understanding psychopathology date back thousands of years yet still influence 
our views today. What important contributions did the ancient Greeks and Romans—particularly 
Pythagoras, Hippocrates, and Galen—make to current views of psychopathology?

•• Describe the shift from authority to science as a way of knowing what happened during the 
Renaissance. Specifically, what did Leonardo da Vinci, René Descartes, Galileo, and Isaac 
Newton contribute during this period that led to this shift?

Discovering the Function of the Brain  
in Behavior and Psychopathology
The developing spirit of science during the 1600s began to set the stage for a new breed of sci-
entists to emerge. One of these scientists was an English doctor, Thomas Willis (1621–1675). 
He was interested in neurology and in fact coined that term along with a number of anatomical 
terms such as lobe, hemisphere, and corpus striatum. He may also have been the first person to 
use the word psychology in English.

FIGURE 1.6 Involuntary or  
Reflexive Movement
In this drawing by Descartes from the 1600s, the person 
is shown touching the fire with his foot, which results in an 
impulse being sent to the brain.

Source: Public domain




