
I 
t may seem unimaginable now, 
but we didn’t always think we 
had a mind. Rather, the thought 
was that we each had a soul, 

which was immortal and rational. 
Today, people around the globe still 
believe in the divine soul. But the idea 
of the mind—something other than 
the soul or the brain —was wildly 
radical when it arose in the mid-
1600s in Europe and Great Britain.

For centuries, people have believed 
that the soul is the seat of human 
consciousness. For Christians, the 
soul is a spark of God—something 
that resides within our bodies, but 
isn’t f lesh, and thus it can survive 
into the afterlife. In medieval 
Europe, the soul was a source of 
reason and dignity; a consolation 
for the virtuous when facing death 
was knowing their souls would go 
to heaven, while hellfire awaited 

sinners. And when 
people had what we 
now define as mental 
illness, their souls 
were thought to be in 
danger of damnation, 
possessed by demons or 
the Devil. 

● An Ancient Concept 
“Soul” is an Old English word 
associated with “psyche” in ancient 
Greek. In the Homeric epics of the 
8th century B.C., dead men’s psyches 
went to Hades. By the 5th century 
B.C., there were many theories 
about the soul: It was described as a 
person’s essence that was imprisoned 
in the body; a demon cast out from 
heaven; or something made of fire, 
air, water or blood. 

The Greek philosopher Aristotle 
wrote that humans had two souls: 

one that died with the 
body and another, 
the origin of reason, 
that was eternal. In 
the 13th century, 

Thomas Aquinas 
unified Christian 

theology with the thoughts 
of Aristotle and others, and 

created a vision that would last for 
four centuries: a hierarchy of living 
plant, animal and human souls, with 
humans at the top because of our 
divine rationality. 

● Raising Doubts
When people behaved irrationally, 
they were deemed to be sinners. In 
the mid-1600s, however, a handful 
of thinkers began to ask whether 
madness might afflict the innocent. 
Thomas Hobbes, the famous British 
political philosopher and religious 

5
The number of 

major psychiatric 
disorders with 

overlapping patterns 
of gene activity

I N S I D E  T H E  M I N D

The  
Invention  

of 
the Mind

OUR VERY SENSE OF SELF IS CLOSELY  
TIED INTO OUR MENTAL STATE—BUT IT WASN’T UNTIL 

RECENTLY THAT SCIENCE UNDERSTOOD HOW. 

»  BY TEMMA EHRENFELD

I N S I D E  T H E  M I N D

11



doubter, called for scientists to 
study women who were accused 
of witchcraft for signs of illness. 
Doctors were called in to adjudicate 
disputes over demonic possession: 
Was the patient really just sick?

The underlying question was 
whether consciousness could be 
an activity of the body or flesh, 
rather than that of the immaterial 
soul. Although it was possible to 
believe in thinking flesh and also an 
immortal soul, the idea of thinking 
flesh was still, for most, heretical 
at the time—considered both anti-
Christian and anti-scientific. Early 
British scientists like Isaac Newton 
considered “thinking flesh” an 
oxymoron. Matter operated like a 
machine on rules, they said. It could 
not encompass human freedom and 
unpredictable experience. 

From 1640 to 1815, this debate 
lay at the center of political 
conflict, observes psychiatrist 
and historian George Makari in 
Soul Machine: The Invention of the 
Modern Mind. After 1700, thinking 
flesh—increasingly known as the 
mind—became an accepted concept in 
England, Scotland, Holland, France, 
Switzerland, the American colonies, 
Austria and Germany. And as the 
feudal world crumbled, the mind 
became the basis of psychiatry and a 
politics grounded in individual rights. 

● Recognizing The Mind
Psychiatry came out of the medical 
ideas of the ancient Greek doctor 
Galen. These ideas dominated 
medicine until the 1650s or so, 
subjecting the mentally ill to 
bleedings and purgings. Besides 
demonic possession, the mental 
illness most often facing doctors 
was “melancholia,” a category that 
included collapses into sadness, but 
also romantic obsessions, jealous 
rages, hallucinations, insomnia and 
cognitive problems. Shakespeare’s 
Hamlet and King Lear were both 
portraits of melancholia as understood 
at the time. In 1621, the clergyman 

Robert Burton produced The Anatomy 
of Melancholy, a huge success, which 
argued that melancholy could be the 
work of God or the Devil, magicians 
or witches, a hereditary illness or 
the result of bad experiences like 
imprisonment. He understood that 
diet, exercise and sleep all affected 
its progress, anticipating the modern 
understanding of depression. Burton 
advised prayer as the main cure.  
A melancholic himself, he ultimately 
hanged himself.

René Descartes’ famous dictum, 

“I think, therefore I am,” coined in 
1637, preserved the idea of a rational 
divine soul separate from the body. 
His admirer Princess Elisabeth, 
daughter of the Queen of Bohemia, 
struggled with severe melancholy. 
She wrote asking urgently for help: 
Was her sadness only a problem with 
her thinking? Might it also come from 
her body? Descartes later decided 
that an olive-sized part of the brain, 
the pineal gland, hosted the soul. At 
the same time, he told Elisabeth she 
could fight her feelings. This idea of 
soul-over-body applied to other kinds 
of sickness. When the princess wrote 
complaining of a fever, he told her the 
cause was sadness and she must apply 
reason to banish it. 

● The First Science  
of the Brain
But science was moving fast. French 
anatomists made many suggestions 
as to where the soul might be found 
in the brain. In 1664 the doctor 
Thomas Willis at Oxford University 
in England published his treatise 
Anatomy of the Brain and coined 
the term “neurology.” He wrote of a 
“nervous juice” spreading between 
nerves, and declared that madness 
and melancholy arose from a sick 
brain, not supernatural forces. 

Willis had a medical student who 
would become far more famous: 
John Locke. It was Locke who, in 
1688, in “An Essay Concerning 
Human Understanding,” made the 
mind into an object, Makari argues. 
Locke finessed the threat to the 
church by announcing that God had 
given the human body the power of 
rationality—and as believers, we 
didn’t need to know how. The soul, 
he said, was something else. Locke 
used the Old English word “mynde,” 
which had originally meant memory, 
but in the Elizabethan era had picked 
up a connotation as the site of inner 
experience and a source of identity,  
as when Shakespeare referred to  
“the marriage of true minds.” 

From ancient times, philosophers 
had pitted reason against the 
passions, which were associated 
with the body and led us into 

The ancient Greeks believed an imbalance in bodily fluids led to issues  
like severe depression and other psychiatric conditions. 

Buddhists find that 
deep meditation 

can help untangle 
their sense of 

identity.
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Our emotions are mediated 
by the limbic system, a 
group of structures deep 
within the brain. 

People experience emotions 
differently, and we can see 
those differences in brain 
imaging studies. But there 
are some general patterns: 

Happiness begins in 
the limbic cortex, which 

contains the cingulate 
gyrus and parahippocampal 
gyrus. Another part of the 
brain, the precuneus, also 
plays a role, summoning up 
pleasant memories. People 
with bigger precunei get 
higher happiness scores on 
questionnaires. 

Fear, rage and romantic 
love all begin when the 
amygdala sends signals to 

the hypothalamus, which 
in turn triggers hormones 
that make your heart pound. 
People with damaged 
amygdalas may fail to 
recognize danger, while in 
a normal brain, the frontal 
cortex steps in, regulating 
our response. 

When you’re in love, 
your hypothalamus triggers 
the release of dopamine, 

a pleasure chemical, and 
oxytocin and vasopressin, 
which make us bond. The 
calm contentment you  
might feel with a partner 
comes from oxytocin.

Emotional pain from  
loss is linked to parts of  
the brain that process 
physical pain: the dorsal 
anterior cingulate cortex  
and the anterior insula.

WHERE ARE OUR FEELINGS FOUND?
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evil. But Locke rejected a sharp 
distinction between bodily passions 
and divine reason, arguing that our 
emotions were incomplete ideas. 
Consciousness was our apprehension 
of the mind, adding up to the “self,” 
another idea that became central in 
modern life. Locke also declared that 
the line between sanity and insanity 
could be fuzzy. The mind was 
vulnerable to sickness. 

Over the first half of the 1700s, 
Locke’s ideas spread into France and 
beyond, inspiring a storm of praise 
and opposition. The impact in other 
languages was muted by translation, 
however. In French, mind became 
“esprit,” the third part of the Catholic 
Trinity and the spirit of angels and 
demons. In German, the available 

words were “seele,” or soul, and 
“geist,” closer to spirit. 

Immanuel Kant seems to have 
offered the people of his time  
the greatest sense of resolution, 
bringing attention to inner life  
while satisfying the devout. In 
1781, in A Critique of Pure Reason, 
he speaks of seele and geist, even 
when his “intended meanings 
wildly diverged from theological 
definitions,” Makari writes. 

Arguing that mental illnesses 
were philosophical puzzles doctors 
couldn’t address, Kant tried his 
hand at psychiatry, using familiar 
German terms for madness—and 
some concoctions of his own, such 
as Grillenkrankheit, or “cricket-
disease,” a state in which your peace 

and sleep is disturbed as if by a 
constant chirping of crickets. 

In England, a watershed moment 
came when King George III fell into 
madness in 1788. The king would 
eventually have seven doctors, but  
no one blamed the Devil and no 
priests were called in. Soon after, 
until about 1840, doctors took a big 
wrong turn into the pseudoscience 
of phrenology, linking personality 
traits to the size of the skull and any 
indentations or bumps they could 
find on the surface. At the turn of 
the century, Sigmund Freud would 
introduce the modern world to a 
whole new set of concepts about  
the inner life, while arguing that 
religion was a fantasy, including any 
ideas about souls.

Americans today live with a 
cultural allegiance to both mind  
and soul. If the body is a house, we 
experience consciousness as a 
resident, not the bricks. And a large 
majority of adults believe in an 
afterlife. But we don’t doubt  
that we have minds subject to  
illness. Brain science has developed 
in this century, revealing how  
aspects of consciousness work, 
though much is not understood. As 
Makari writes, “We pass through our 
waking hours secure in the distinctly 
modern belief that we possess the 
power to think, choose, sympathize, 
create, love, learn, wish, and 
remember thanks to a domain once 
known as the rational soul, but now 
called the mind.” ● 

Brain scans have allowed scientists to map the very origins 
of human emotions and how they are expressed. 

FINDING THE MIND Our understanding of what part the brain plays in our mental 
health, and how to help heal, has continued to evolve for millennia. 

Plato suggests 
that the brain 

controls our mental 
processes.
387 B.C.

Thomas Aquinas 
embraces several of 

Aristotle’s ideas in an 
attempt to unify Christian 
theology with philosophy. 

1260s

350 B.C.
Greek philosopher Aristotle 

writes De Anima, which 
investigates psychological 
phenomena, including the 

soul and its properties. 

1637 
French philosopher René 
Descartes sows the seeds 
of human consciousness 
with his oft-cited dictum, 
“I think, therefore I am.” 

Thomas Hobbes pens Leviathan, 
which identifies a point of 

transition between physics and 
the study of human nature in his 

“philosophy of mind.” 
1651

British philosopher and 
physician John Locke 

writes an essay making 
the mind into an object. 

1688

German doctor Franz Mesmer 
creates a “cure” for  
mental illness called 

mesmerism (aka hypnosis).
1774

1788
British King 
George III 

becomes known as 
“The Mad King,” 

as he suffers from 
mental illness. 

German physiologist 
Wilhelm Wundt’s 

Principles of 
Physiological 

Psychology is published, 
outlining connections 
between physiology 

and human thought and 
behavior. Five years 
later, he opens the 

world’s first psychology 
lab at the University of 

Leipzig. 
1874

1752 
The Quakers in 

Philadelphia make the 
first organized effort 
in the U.S. to care for 
the mentally ill, in the 

basement of a hospital 
(complete with shackles 

on the walls). 

1664 
English physician 

Thomas Willis 
defines the term 

“neurology” in his 
Anatomy of the 

Brain. 

1878
G. Stanley Hall 

receives the first 
American PhD in 

psychology. He later 
starts the American 

Psychological 
Association.

William James, an 
American philosopher 

and physician, publishes 
the Principles of 

Psychology, coining the 
phrase the “stream of 

consciousness.”
1890 

1897
Richard von Krafft-Ebing and his 
assistant discover that patients 
with “general paralysis of the 
insane” were suffering from 

syphilis, the first time a biological 
cause was found for a common 

mental health symptom.

Sigmund Freud 
publishes The 

Interpretation of 
Dreams, marking 
the beginnings of 

psychoanalytic 
thought. 

1900

1913
Swiss psychiatrist 
Carl Jung breaks 

away from Freud’s 
views and develops 

his own theory 
of analytical 
psychology.

Portuguese 
neurologist Egas 

Moniz publishes his 
work on the use of 
frontal lobotomies 

as a way to treat 
mental illness.

1936

1938   
Electroshock 

therapy is first 
used on a human 

patient in Italy 
to treat severe 
schizophrenia. 

The American Psychiatric 
Association publishes 

its first edition of 
the Diagnostic and 

Statistical Manual of 
Mental Disorders (DSM), 
marking the beginning 

of modern mental illness 
classification.

1952

2002
President George 
W. Bush promotes 

legislation to guarantee 
comprehensive mental 

health coverage. 
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