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Defining mental illness –
A broad spectrum ...
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«Mentally ill»
Hypotheses und metaphors
from 1750 until today

Illness of the «Ratio»
Consequence of immoral life

Illness of the brain
Natural disease units
Adjustment disorders

Powerful unconscious factors
Degeneration

Resulting from poor living conditions
Different existential mode

Repressive concept
Communicative disorder
Bio-psycho-social model
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Two dimensions of medicine, 
including psychiatry

“Ars medica”
• Subject
• Idiographic
• Reproducability
not that important

• Focus on qualita-
tive phenomena

• Linked to all sci-
entific fields

Science
• Object
• Nomothetic
• Reproducability as a
crucial criterion

• Focus on quantitative 
phenomena

• Linked to natural scien-
ces, especially biology

?
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Antipsychiatry
Fundamental criticism from within psychiatry
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Dealing with brains, persons, societies?
On whom or what psychiatrists treat

9

s We treat persons.
s But persons

- who do have a bodily existence
- who can fully realize their personhood

only in the interaction with others.
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(1) Reification
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•  rēs <reī> f 

- fact
- thing
- object
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Reification of mental disorders …
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•  … assumes mental illnesses to exist in full
independence of any scientific activity.

•  … is rooted in philosophical realism.
•  … today usually argues within a naturalistic 

framework (mental illness as brain disease), 
but may also appear in a psychological or 
social sciences context.
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“Carving Nature at Its Joints”
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2011
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Kraepelin`s disease concept

Pathological anatomy Etiology

“Natural disease entities“

Clinical picture (incl. course)
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An ongoing debate …
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(2) Idiography
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•  idiography/ɪdɪˈɒɡrəfi/

- The study of the individual, 
or of single events or facts.
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Karl Jaspers on the object
of psychiatric research

• «The psyche as such is not at all an object of 
research. It becomes an object via perceivable 
phenomena: … by comprehensible expressions, 
behaviour, deliberate actions, … language»
Jaspers 1946, S. 8
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Karl Jaspers
(1883-1969)
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1913

Karl Jaspers
(1883-1969)Karl Jaspers

1883 – 1969
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Arthur Kronfeld
1886 – 1941

1920
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Anthropological psychiatry

Mental disorders
are biographically
meaningful

(without ignoring
biological factors)

Ludwig Binswanger
1881 - 1966

Medard Boss
1903 - 1990
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Alfred Kraus



Page Department for Psychiatry, Psychotherapy and Psychosomatics11.07.2017

(3) Operationalism

20

• operare, opero, operatus

- operate (math.)
- work
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Operationalized psychiatric diagnoses
as in ICD-10 & DSM-5

• Nominalistic and categorical approach
• Etiologically neutral (not: „atheoretical“!)
• Central method: Description
• Explicit criteria / algorithms for each diagnosis
• Quantitative rather than qualitative criteria
• Comorbidity
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The main forces behind 
psychiatric operationalism

• … to increase reliability of psychiatric
diagnoses

• … to provide a diagnostic system accep-
table for different psychiatric schools
(common denominator)

• NOT: “to carve nature at its joints”
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1992

A constructivistic approach:
„In some ways disease does not 
exist until we have agreed that it
does, by perceiving, naming, and 
responding to it.“
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A critical 
analysis

2013
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Controversial issues …
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2013
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(4) Denosologization
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•  Nósos (νόσος) f

- sickness, disease,
- plague
- misery, suffering, distress
- madness, vice
- bane
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Dialog Clin Neurosci 2015, 17: 6-7
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• The idea of denosologization opposes 
reification of mental illnesses (albeit 
for quite different reasons)
(e.g. Griesinger, Hoche, van Praag, RDoC).

• Central idea: The strict orientation on 
on classical nosological entities will 
not support, but impede and restrain 
psychiatric research.

28

What is denosologization?



Page Department for Psychiatry, Psychotherapy and Psychosomatics11.07.201729



Page Department for Psychiatry, Psychotherapy and Psychosomatics11.07.201730

Research Domain Criteria (RDoC)
Denosologization, most advanced
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The next step: «Network psychiatry»
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Bio-psycho-social model:
Well balanced, but less 
substantial than it looks ...

Biological,
Psychological,
Social factors
® Mental

Disorder

B P

S

Dis
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… and seriously questioned recently
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Psychopathology
is more than counting symptoms

• Shaping scientific terms
continuously

• Operational description
(quantification, algorithms)

• Qualitative approaches
(subjective experiences, 
interpersonal and herme-
neutic dimensions)

• Critical reflection on methods
• Drawing from the history of

psychiatric concepts
• Integrating philosophical topics

(e.g. mind-body-relation, subject-
object-relation, personhood, 
autonomy)

practical theoretical

Karl Jaspers
(1883-1969)
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Résumé
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1 Classical nosological terms (e.g. schizo-
phrenia) will continue to lose influence, 
especially if they claim to represent 
“natural disease entities”.

What will happen to the concept of
mental disorders in the 21st century?
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Résumé
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2 Psychiatry will move away from single-level-
perspectives towards a matrix- or multi-level 
approach linking different research methods.
This process encourages a more modest 
and more flexible concept of mental dis-
orders.

What will happen to the concept of
mental disorders in the 21st century?
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Résumé
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3 However, it bears the risk of decontextua-
lizing or “atomizing” psychiatry and of 
separating it from clinical medicine.
What we strongly need is a coherent theo-
retical framework reaching far beyond the 
enumerative character of the present bio-
psycho-social model.

What will happen to the concept of
mental disorders in the 21st century?
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Résumé
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4 Any future theory of psychiatry could draw 
upon a “revitalized” psychopathology in 
the line of Jaspers and Kronfeld.
The ultimate goal is a non-reductionist 
reconciliation of psychiatry’s neurobiolo-
gical, psychological and anthropological 
dimensions.

What will happen to the concept of
mental disorders in the 21st century?
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Résumé
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5 Psychiatry will have to keep clear of any 
“ivory tower mentality”.
“Open psychiatry” also addresses research 
and the future identity of the field. Patient 
autonomy and participation will gain influ-
ence with regard to psychiatric nosology
and diagnosis.

What will happen to the concept of
mental disorders in the 21st century?
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Thank you
very much for 
your attention!
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Zurich
Summer 2014


