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Chapter 2: Revolutions in Understanding Mind and Brain. In the late 1960s, during a
year off from medical school, the author had an eye-opening experience at the
Massachusetts Mental Health Center (MMHC), a prestigious psychiatric hospital. The
hospital had long been regarded as one of the finest in the country, and it was here
that the author was introduced to the rapidly changing landscape of psychiatric care.
The prevailing treatment for mental illness at MMHC was psychotherapy, stemming
from Freudian psychoanalysis, but a new wave of treatments was emerging. The
discovery of chlorpromazine, a drug that had a calming effect on patients diagnosed
with schizophrenia, was one of the first breakthroughs in the use of medication for
mental disorders. This medication, branded as Thorazine, inspired hope that
pharmacological solutions could be found for more severe conditions, such as
depression, panic attacks, and mania. The success of Thorazine paved the way for
further advancements in drug-based treatments, which were believed to be able to
ease the most troubling symptoms of schizophrenia and beyond.

While the author’s role as an attendant was focused on organizing recreational
activities for patients, they were exposed to the profound impact of mental illness
firsthand. Patients at MMHC, many of whom were young adults, were grappling with
emotional turmoil and struggling with delusions, self-harm, and intense feelings of
fear. Some of them had attempted suicide, while others displayed signs of aggression
or self-destructive behavior. The author spent a great deal of time interacting with
these patients and listening to their stories. At night, when the hospital was quieter,
patients would often confide in the author, sharing painful memories of abuse, assault,
and trauma, much of it stemming from their families or close relationships. These



stories were rarely mentioned during the daily medical rounds, where the focus
remained primarily on the symptoms rather than their potential origins in past
experiences.

As the years went on, the author began to realize the deeper issues affecting these
patients and questioned the medical model that treated their symptoms in isolation.
They observed that patients often felt trapped in cycles of trauma, unable to break
free from the emotional scars of their past. These insights were later reinforced by
research showing that more than half of people seeking psychiatric care had
experienced some form of childhood trauma, such as sexual abuse, neglect, or
violence. Despite this, the trauma itself was rarely discussed in the context of
treatment. Instead, doctors focused on managing symptoms and alleviating distressing
behaviors, while the root causes were left unexplored. The lack of focus on trauma
highlighted a major flaw in the mental health system, one that would take years to
address.

The medical community’s approach to mental illness began to shift in the following
decades, with an increasing emphasis on pharmacological treatments. The
introduction of antidepressants and antipsychotics brought hope to patients who had
previously been marginalized by the medical community. For many individuals,
medications like Prozac offered relief from debilitating symptoms, such as depression
and anxiety, that had interfered with their ability to function in daily life. These drugs
became an essential part of the treatment toolkit, offering patients a sense of stability
and a chance to regain control over their emotional well-being. However, the rise of
pharmacological treatments also raised questions about the role of therapy and the
importance of addressing underlying emotional issues. While medications could help
manage symptoms, they did not necessarily address the trauma or unresolved
emotional conflicts that were often at the core of mental suffering.

Today, the field of psychiatry continues to evolve, with a growing recognition that
mental health is influenced by a complex interplay of biological, psychological, and
social factors. Advances in neuroscience have shown that medications can play a



significant role in managing mental health symptoms, but they are not a one-size-fits-
all solution. Trauma-informed care, which considers the impact of past experiences on
an individual’s mental health, is now recognized as a vital component of effective
treatment. Mental health professionals are increasingly focusing on understanding the
emotional and psychological factors that contribute to mental illness, rather than
simply treating the symptoms. This shift in perspective is helping to create more
holistic and compassionate approaches to mental health care, recognizing that
individuals are not defined by their diagnoses but are shaped by their unique
experiences and histories.


