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DISSERTATION ABSTRACT: EXISTENTIAL PSYCHOANALYSIS AND THE NATURE OF MENTAL DISORDER 
 

My dissertation provides an alternative understanding of mental disorder, one that incorporates the 
objective and scientific as well as the subjective and phenomenological aspects of mental disorder. 
My approach involves developing Sartre’s view on mental disorder and applying it to current issues in 
psychiatry. The reason I use a Sartrean approach is that Sartre’s view of physical and mental disorder 
is based on both illness - a subjective experience of a disorder, and disease - an objective and 
scientific aspect of a disorder. This is important for the following reason. Namely, history of psychiatry 
is marked by changes in models of mental disorders; the beginning of modern day psychiatry started 
with a biological model, which was replaced by psychoanalysis, only to return to the biological model, 
in particular Kreapelin’s. This shift in models provides evidence that there is a pull in two separate 
directions within psychiatry, one towards the neurological and biological concept of mental disorder, 
and another directed on understanding individual development and the meaning of symptoms within 
a patient’s life. This pull saw its extreme form in the 1960’s crisis, when the field came under attack 
from the critics, (who, though a diverse group, were labeled as anti-psychiatrists) who argued that 
psychiatry is a form of social control, that mental disorders are problems in living, not medical 
conditions, that schizophrenia is a sane response to an insane environment etc.  

I argue that in trying to make psychiatry more scientific and immune to anti-psychiatric challenges, 
the emphasis is increasingly placed on the biological and neurological aspects of mental illness at the 
expense of phenomenological perspective of understanding mental illness in the experience of 
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conscious individuals. To develop a new approach, I set out to examine the medical model of mental 
illness and anti-psychiatric criticisms of this model (Chapters I and II). I argue that the anti-psychiatric 
critique is flawed as it cannot explain the symptoms of mental disorders as simply normal behavior in 
abnormal circumstances. This is because the intelligibility of certain behavior does not imply that such 
behavior is not caused by a mental disorder. When it comes to the medical model, I argue that it too 
is lacking in that we cannot on the basis of biology alone determine whether a certain condition is a 
mental disorder. Homosexuality is a case in point. 

How do we then determine whether something qualifies as a mental disorder is the topic of Chapter 
III. There, I examine leading accounts of mental disorder, which I show to be lacking. The most 
dominant account is Jerome Wakefield’s, according to which mental disorder is harmful dysfunction. 
Wakefield argues that humans have a species-typical design, which he claims is a product of 
evolution. This is problematic because of the difficulty in determining which functions of the human 
mind are the results of natural selection. For this reason, I argue that we should define mental 
disorder via mental health, i.e. determine which capacities we need to have in order to be able to 
function properly. I claim that these are: self-love (I assume here that the ability for self-love is 
necessary and sufficient for being able to love others), the ability to recognize of oneself as an agent 
with a purpose, and the epistemological ability to determine the truth about one’s being-for-others. 

Chapter IV elaborates on these capacities by showing that they are grounded in Sartre’s ethics. I also 
sketch how Sartrean approach can deal with current problems in psychiatry. Namely, the latest 
edition of Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders V invoked strong criticism for 
medicalizing human condition, which led The National Institute of Mental Health to withdraw its 
support due to lack of validity of proposed criteria. To illustrate, DSM 5 classifies grief as major 
depressive disorder. The problem of the medicalization of the human condition calls for demarcation 
criteria between mental disorders and normal human suffering. I argue that current problems in 
psychiatric diagnosis are not simply the result of lack of etiology but a lack of satisfactory 
understanding of a human being. I believe that we need to incorporate understanding of the patient’s 
subjective experiences in order to avoid oversimplification and normalization.  

Chapter IV explains the basic tenets of existential psychoanalysis as sketched by Sartre. This 
psychoanalysis is meant to illuminate the subjective experience involved in mental disorders. I use 
Schreber’s case in order to accomplish this, which I then contrast to Freud’s interpretation of this case 
to further elaborate on the differences between the two approaches as well as to point out the 
strengths of Sartrean approach. 

Finally, I use Sartre’s early work to show how phenomenology can help us understand delusions. 
Specifically, I argue that the debate as to whether delusions are beliefs or not is wrongly framed. This 
is because, rather than establishing the belief status of delusions, we need to ascertain whether 
delusions involve perception or imagination. Sartre’s view is that delusions involve an imaginary 
attitude. I show then, by looking at our attitudes while watching a play, that this explanation can 
account for why delusions are rarely acted on and why they are resistant to counterevidence. 

   

 

 


