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might meet any day. However, he did one very 
puzzling thing. When he saw his mother in any 
context, he would say, “That woman looks exactly 
like my mother, but she is not my mother!”

A s a clinician, how might you understand 
this? You might ask if this was some type of 
psychosis in which David had the delusion 

that his mother was not his mother. However, David 
showed no other signs of disorganization or problems 
with functioning. You might also ask if David had 
any type of emotional conflict with his mother. The 
answer was no. After more information gathering, it 
was discovered that David, at times, also thought his 
father was not his real father. Additional information 
revealed that David did indeed experience his parents 
as his parents when talking to them on the phone.

The formal name for this condition is Capgras 
syndrome, named after the physician who first 
described the symptoms in the 1920s. However, the 
mechanisms involved are still not clear today. Since 
David had previously had a motorcycle accident, it 
was possible that normal brain processes were not 
functioning correctly. In order to understand David, 
Ramachandran asked himself what was missing in 
David’s experience of his mother. His answer was that 
there was no emotional response.

The normal emotional response to seeing some-
one like our parents occurs as follows: Our visual 
system gives us the experience of seeing the person. 
In humans, one particular part of the temporal lobe 
is sensitive to seeing faces, the fusiform face area 
(FFA; see Figure 2.1).

In turn, this information goes to a variety of areas 
including the limbic system, which is involved in emo-
tional processing. One particular structure, the amyg-
dala, is involved in perceptions that are emotionally 
important to us (see Figure 2.2). The amygdala has rich 
connections with other cortical areas, which together 
give us the experience of emotion.

If David had no emotional response to seeing a 
face, how might this be tested? Emotion is processed 
not only in the brain but also in the autonomic ner-
vous system (ANS), which prepares the body for 
dangerous situations. If we see a bear and run away, 
it is the sympathetic part of the ANS that makes us 
feel excited and moves blood to our muscles for a 
quick getaway. One easy way to measure the sym-
pathetic nervous system is to pass a small electrical 
current along the skin, usually between the palm and 
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FIGURE 2.1 The Fusiform Face Area in the Brain, 
Activated When Humans Look at Faces
The fusiform face area is part of the human visual system located 
in the temporal and occipital lobes. If this area is damaged, 
individuals cannot recognize faces. They see the parts but cannot 
put them together into a whole face.
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