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New York Times, and said to no one in particular that the story in the upper-left corner contained 
an encrypted message. Not only was it a message in code, he claimed, but it had been put there by 
inhabitants of another galaxy and he knew how to decode it (Nasar, 1998, p. 16).

From that day on, there were times Nash was productive, but there were also times when he 
had disordered thoughts, mumbled to himself without thought of those around him, and expe-
rienced delusions of situations that did not exist. He felt there were individuals around him who 
put him in danger. He even wrote letters to officials in the U.S. government to suggest that these 
individuals were setting up alternative governments. John Nash suffered from schizophrenia.

In Terri Cheney’s memoir, Manic (2008), the author, who rose to success as an entertainment 
attorney in Beverly Hills, told of her experience of exceptional energy. She described one time she 
was in Santa Fe, New Mexico:

The mania came in four-day spurts. Four days of not eating, not sleeping, barely sit-
ting in one place for more than a few minutes at a time. Four days of constant shop-
ping—and Canyon Road is all about commerce, however artsy its façade.

She further described her experiences:

Mostly, however, I talked to men. Canyon Road has a number of extremely lively, 
extremely friendly bars and clubs, all of which were in walking distance of my haci-
enda. It wasn’t hard for a redhead with a ready smile and a feverish glow in her eyes 
to strike up a conversation and then continue that conversation well into the early-
morning hours, his place or mine. (pp. 6–7)

—Excerpt from Manic by Terri Cheney. Copyright © 2008, 2009 by Terri Cheney. 
Reprinted by permission of HarperCollins Publishers.

Of course, many individuals experience feelings of high energy or sexuality that would 
not be considered a mental disorder. However, as you will see in Chapter 6 on mood dis-
orders, those with bipolar disorder often experience high levels of energy for long periods 
of time and an intense desire to engage in sexual activity, gambling, or shopping. Our task 
is to understand which types of activities would be considered as psychopathology or 
mental illness.

Understanding Psychopathology: 
Definitions and Key Considerations
At one time in our history, health professionals made a sharp distinction between physical 
disorders and mental disorders—physical disorders involved the body, and mental disorders 
involved the mind. For example, addiction was at one time seen as a lack of will, with little to do 
with physiology. Today, we have come to see the close connection of the brain with what were 
previously considered mental processes. Mental disorders are brain disorders. Further, those 
physiological processes involved in physical disorders such as the immune system, the turning 
on and off of genes, and the chemical processes of the body are also equally involved in mental 
disorders.

In this book, I will use the terms psychopathology, mental disorders, or mental illness to refer 
to those disorders traditionally described in scientific and professional research and practice. 
Psychopathology is the word commonly used in the neurosciences and the one you would 
want to use when performing literature searches in research and clinical journals. Abnormal  
psychology as a research area has a long tradition in psychology, and I will refer to this tradition 
by that term.
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