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and the same things do not always please us. And by the same organ we become 
mad and delirious, and fears and terrors assail us, some by night, and some by day, 
and dreams and untimely wanderings, and cares that are not suitable, and ignorance 
of present circumstances, desuetude, and unskillfulness. All these things we endure 
from the brain. (Hippocrates, 400 BCE)

Galen (130–200 CE) was a physician in the Roman Empire who influenced Western 
and Islamic thought until the Renaissance. Some see him as a representation of the begin-
ning of experimentation in medicine in that he used dissection to better describe the 
structure and function of physiological structures. His work as a physician to the gladia-
tors would have also given him firsthand knowledge of the consequences of trauma and 
its treatment.

During his lifetime, Galen wrote hundreds of treatises on science, medicine, and philosophy. 
He was largely a champion of empiricism, which stresses the use of direct observation as a means 
of gaining information. Writing in his treatise On Medical Experience, Galen (trans. 1944 by  
R. Walzer) stated, “I am a man who attends only to what can be perceived by the senses.”

From chance encounters with human accidents and trauma and his anatomical work
using a variety of animals, Galen carefully described the brain; the cranial nerves that are 
involved in sight, smell, movement, and other functions; and the nerves of the sympathetic 
nervous system involved in fight-or-flight reactions, among others. From his experiments 
with animals, Galen knew that blood was transported throughout the body. He had an early 
theory of how blood was changed by the organs based on the idea of spirits. Galen believed 
that blood was made in the liver, which gave it natural spirits. It then went to the heart where 
it developed vital spirits and then, with the introduction of air to the blood on the way to the 
brain, it was transformed into animal spirits. These animal spirits could be stored in the ven-
tricles of the brain until they were needed. Today, we think in terms of hormones rather than 
spirits. Galen’s works became the encyclopedia of medicine for the next 1,500 years.

Psychopathology in the Middle Ages
Although the Greek and Roman periods included indi-
viduals who attempted to understand psychopathology in 
a more humane way, this perspective disappeared as their 
civilizations declined. During the Middle Ages, disease 
and especially mental illness was seen from a religious 
perspective, with the devil being a major player. That is, 
when someone was observed to act in strange and bizarre 
ways, it was assumed that the person was a witch or pos-
sessed by the devil. As such, mental illness did not exist. 
What existed was the devil working through individuals. 
This view continued in Europe until the 1800s, especially 
among the less educated.

One of the classic books in this genre was the Malleus 
Maleficarum (The Hammer of the Witches), published in 
the 1480s. This book was written by two German priests and 
approved by the pope. It went through a number of editions 
and became the handbook of the Inquisition. It explained 
how witches existed and flew through the air as well as how 
they should be tortured if they did not confess. In a “catch-22,” 
the captured witches were tied to a device and lowered into 
cold water. If they floated, they were thought to be possessed 

Galen helped emphasize 
empiricism, which suggests 
that information should be 
gleaned from observation.
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During the Middle Ages, mental illness was perceived as the work of 
the devil, and individuals were accused of witchcraft.
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