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Back to William James: The key role of body in Psychiatry

After several years during which psychiatry focused on the role of brain and cognitions in mental disorders recent 
experimental evidences point out the key role of body in mental disorders, in particular in anxiety and mood 

disorders. There are clear evidences relating panic disorder to respiratory, cardiovascular and balance system 
abnormalities that led to a respiratory theory of this disorder and to the development of respiratory therapies with 
evidences of a role of physical exercise in the wellbeing of these patients. Even in depression, whose impact 
in the health of world population is growing of importance, there are evidences of a role of immunologic and 
endocrine systems in its pathogenesis leading to a inflammatory theory of depression with recent experimental 
studies focusing on the role of anti-inflammatory agents in its treatment. It should be also mentioned that many 
psychotropic medications affect body, for example the anticoagulant effects of antidepressants are well known 
as well as cardiac and respiratory direct effect of medications used in the treatment of panic disorder. As well, 
evidences of an important interface between depression and cancer, diabetes and cardiovascular diseases are 
emerging clearly. Finally the view of a key role of body in psychopathology, that find its roots in the ideas of William 
James, is also supported by data showing a central role of cortisol and the stress system in many different mental 
disorders.
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