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In the 17th century the philosophical trends that were fast gaining widespread acceptance and ballooning were mechanism (the doctrine that natural processes are mechanically determined and capable of explanation by the laws of physics and chemistry), determinism (the doctrine that acts are determined by past events), reductionism (the doctrine that explains phenomena on one level (such as complex ideas) in terms of phenomena on another level (such as simple ideas)) and finally empiricism (the pursuit of knowledge through the observation of nature and the attribution of all knowledge to experience).

Rene Descartes  (1596-1650) is considered to be the person who inaugurated the era of modern Psychology. He was a French mathematician and his work helped free scientific inquiry from dogma (the doctrine proclaimed by the established church), therefore he is a symbol of the transition from the pre-scientific to the scientific era and he very appropriately represents the spirit of his times, the intellectual traditions that were steadily flourishing among scholars in general and more specifically the changes within philosophy. 

Descartes’ contributions:

For thousands of years philosophers had assumed that mind and body were two separate entities and the former was infinitely superior to the latter. They believed that the mind could exert an enormous influence on the body but not vice versa. So the traditional conception was of a one-way interaction going on. Descartes broke with tradition and stated that mind and body were indeed distinct from each other but the interaction was two-way. The body could also affect the mind. Many of his contemporaries agreed with him and so a greater importance was now attached to the material body. Since Descartes stressed that mind and body are two separate entities and they are both important in their own right, the focus was also shifted to studying mind and the mental processes rather than the soul. This change of subject matter automatically changed the method of study also. We can speculate about the soul. But we can observe the processes of the mind. (Debatable)   

The nature of the body:

Since Descartes assumed that body was physical matter, he naturally concluded that the laws of physics that apply to the rest of the physical world must apply to the human body as well. True to the spirit of his times, he likened the body to a machine that works in predictable ways. The actions of the body can be anticipated beforehand. As long as you know the inputs, you can expect the output with reasonable surety. He eventually arrived at an idea equivalent to the modern concept of reflex action, a movement not determined by a conscious will to act but rather dependent on the stimulus that brings it about.  

Mind-body interaction:

Descartes must be also credited for realizing that the brain is responsible for mental functions. And he declared that it is the brain through which the mind and body interact. He gave a sort of a rudimentary outline of how the nervous system operates.  

