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2013 sees the centenary of Jaspers’ foundation of psychopathology as a science in its own right. The general sense 
of the General Psychopathology and its specifi c contribution are discussed. In particular, the lecture focuses on three 
major contributions: the methodological import (Jaspers perspectivism), the importance to study subjective experiences 
scientifi cally (Jaspers’ phenomenology), and the concept of understanding. Three psychiatrists with partly different 
theoretical background discuss with the members of the Roman Circle of Psychopathology questions like: the specifi c 
historical and theoretical features of early Twentieth Century culture, science and psychiatry in Germany; Jaspers’ 
relationship with other great thinkers of his time (Freud, Husserl, Heidegger, Kretschmer); the reception of the General 
Psychopathology in different countries; and the importance and limitations of Jaspers’ approach for nowadays 
psychopathology.

Keywords: psychopathology, phenomenology, epistemology, methodology, mental phenomena

DIAL PHIL MENT NEURO SCI 2013; 6(2): 57-66

57

E. Rosini One hundred years ago the “Allgeme-
ine Psychopathologie” by Karl Jaspers (1913) 
was published and since then it has become a 
point of reference for psychiatrists all over the 
world. Today the post-modern Zeitgeist rejects 
the great cultural systems, like Marxism or Psy-
choanalysis, which infl uenced the last century, 
on account of their being global, rigid, non resil-
ient, infallible and inadaptable to circumscribed 
operating contexts. In this respect Jaspers can be 
considered a topical scientist. He was a philoso-
pher rather than a psychiatrist. Paying attention 
to “possibilities” rather than to “certainties”, he 
used different epistemological approaches in 
Psychopathology, except for the absolute rejec-
tion of Psychoanalysis and the theories of the 
Unconscious.

Jaspers’ Psychopathology is a cultural point 
of view, open to different clinical methods and 
backgrounds of knowledge. It attempts to deal 
with both perspectives of “Dilthey’s dichotomy” 
between the “Sciences of Nature” and the “Sci-
ences of Spirit”. Jaspers believes in Husserl’s 
Phenomenology in terms of the need to “return 
to the things themselves”, giving up any explan-
atory theories in order to reach a pure descrip-

tion of the phenomena. “Understanding” means 
the inner intuitive knowledge of the phenomena 
in which the Spirit reveals itself. “Explaining” 
means the knowledge from the outer perspec-
tive, looking for the causes and the objective re-
lationships between things. Using an empirical 
approach and the intuitive “understanding” of 
the patient’s personal experiences, Jaspers built 
up what he called the “Subjective Phenomenol-
ogy”, a new clinical method.

This new way of understanding the patient 
consists of, more or less, “putting yourself in 
the patient’s shoes”, throbbing with the patient’s 
feelings, trying to objectify and criticize the 
pathological patient’s experience. Jaspers thinks 
that the goal of psychopathology is the study of 
the abnormal, real, conscious psychic experi-
ence: what patients feel (“Erleben”) in different 
psychic dimensions, how these experiences ap-
pear and come out.

Jaspers claims that phenomenological knowl-
edge is not based on scientifi c illations: theoreti-
cally deducing what the patient should experi-
ence is a mistake through which you will never 
get the true “vision” of the patient’s experience 
itself; moreover, this is not Phenomenology. 
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Bearing in mind that the patient’s experience is 
not a reasoning but a feeling: I can feel anoth-
er person, who is related to me but is not me, 
who is experiencing a specifi c feeling. In this 
way, the object of knowledge is my feeling: an 
implicit knowledge, a kind of “always known” 
knowledge based on the use of the metaphori-
cal meaning of language, which does not mean 
the rejection of other kinds of approaches in psy-
chiatry. It is fundamental to contact, and to keep 
in contact with, the so called “You” in order to 
fi nd a way to help the person in front of you, 
the “psychotic”, who needs to tell and to rebuild 
his history and to narrate his biography, in a way 
which is very close to the psychoanalytic meth-
odology.

At the end of the Nineteenth Century the cri-
sis of Positivism brought about the achievement 
of Existentialism. By means of Husserl’s and 
Dilthey’s philosophy, “Life”, as Jaspers said, en-
tered the psychiatric exegesis, and the symptoms 
began to have a “meaning” arising from the pa-
tient’s biography. Jaspers claims that a dialectic 
comparison between clinical “psychological un-
derstanding” and “causal explanation” are nec-
essary. He is well aware of the risk of transform-
ing the patient into an “object” when trying to 
study him.

Jaspers studied in Heidelberg, at the school 
of the ingenious Emil Kraepelin. Nissl was his 
“beloved teacher”. He supported the Kraepelin 
revolution in nosography. (the sixth edition of 
the “Handbook of Psychiatry” was published by 
Kraepelin in 1899, and still continues to be a ref-
erence for today’s nosography, as in the DSM) 
and in clinical research (the search of the “Dis-
ease Unity”, i.e. of a coexistence of all the as-
pects of a disorder, performed exactly as medical 
clinicians do, even if in psychiatry some of them 
will never be known). It is a diagnostic construc-
tion close to what a “Structuralist” would do in 
different fi elds. Kraepelin was a pupil of Wundt, 
founder of  the “Experimental Psychology”, who 
was devoted to the study of the elementary psy-
chic processes. Kraepelin tried to “comprehend” 
the patient’s problems in a precise period of life 
in order to give them a “meaning” within the 
whole life span. In the same period of time other 
clinicians were studying the correlations among 

mental symptoms, neurological signs, and the 
results of autopsy.

Jaspers fi rstly paid attention to the patient’s 
biography as a way to look for the origin of the 
symptoms in relation to specifi c life events. The 
over-time patient clinical evolution and outcome 
observation is, more or less, what Kraepelin did 
studying the patient for years before giving a 
specifi c diagnosis.

At the beginning of the Twentieth Century 
there were two important schools of Psychiatry 
in Europe. The fi rst was in Heidelberg, where 
the revolution in psychiatry grounded on the 
“conscious” approach began. Having Kraepelin 
as its reference model, this approach involved 
in teaching and research activities Kahlbaum, 
Hecker, Nissl, Ahlzeimer, and subsequently Sch-
neider and Huber. The other school was at the 
Burghölzli Hospital in Zurich, led by Bleuler, 
who was helped by Jung, Abraham, Binswanger, 
Minkowski, Meyer and, subsequently, Rorsch-
ach and Piaget. Even though Bleuler believed in 
a biological origin of schizophrenia, he radically 
changed the conceptualization of psychopathol-
ogy by importing the Freudian theories about the 
unconscious.

At Heidelberg, Jaspers maintained the psy-
chopathology and nosography of Kraepelin, 
even though Jaspers paid more attention to the 
“feelings” and the “meanings” of the patient’s 
human experience. Sometimes “feelings” are 
“understandable” because they belong to the 
“normal” and shared experience. Sometimes 
they are not “understandable” because they be-
long to the world of psychosis, a broken down 
and abnormal human experience: the world of 
alienation. This is an interesting and “honest” 
clinical point of view, but it was also a limitation 
of his approach. In some way, it was a sort of 
“prejudice” which did not allow Jaspers to be-
come a reference for the subsequent evolution of 
the Existentialist European movement.

On the other hand, Jaspers shows an open-
minded and modern approach to clinical episte-
mology, when he warns against the risks of phil-
osophical, psychological and medical prejudic-
es, to which I would add the social and political 
prejudices so common in the recent last decades. 
In this respect, Jaspers considered psychopathol-
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ogy as an anthropological science, based on the 
patient’s biography and on the historiography of 
the sequence of the patient’s life events and in-
ner experiences. All of them have a vital and pre-
cise “meaning”. This is authentic Clinic, very far 
from those current approaches which are exclu-
sively focused on operational, shared, valid, and 
reliable criteria to make diagnoses, thus exclud-
ing the possibility to “understand” the patient as 
a person.

Jaspers decisively rejected Psychoanalysis. He 
thought that the theory based on the unconscious 
used the “interpretation” as a way to “explain” 
the causes of psychic experience, without paying 
attention to the “understanding” of the “mean-
ing” of this experience, as it emerges in recip-
rocal communication. Jaspers believed that the 
psychoanalytic explanation of the “causes” was 
a way of setting aside “freedom” and interven-
ing, from a rational and deliberate point of view, 
in psychic events, as if the psychoanalyst knew 
everything about human beings. He conceived 
psychoanalysis as a kind of totalitarian system, 
confusing what is possible to know about human 
beings and what, for its nature, is not knowable, 
hence transforming human “freedom” from an 
attitude to an object.

However, although Jaspers seems very far 
from psychoanalysis, he has left a path, a fi l 
rouge which has infl uenced the evolution of the 
psychoanalytic doctrine. “Empathy” as a fi eld of 
research subsequently reappeared in the Heinz 
Kohut’s theories based on the so called “Narcis-
sistic libido”. Jaspers stressed the importance 
and the scientifi c peculiarity of the “meeting” 
with the patient, as a way of understanding the 
patient’s experience. Thus, a major question 
was: “What is happening when you are with the 
patient?” It is the same question that psychoa-
nalysis also investigates, having started to study 
it when the “transference” and the “counter-
transference” arising in the relationship with the 
patient, ceased to be considered as a “noise” to 
become a fundamental part of the psychoanalyt-
ic relationship. These are only some of Jaspers’ 
fertile discoveries.
M. Aragona. I will divide my talk in two parts. 
The fi rst one will be organized around the ques-
tion: “what is the main contribution of Karl Jas-

pers’ General Psychopathology?”, while in the 
second part I will discuss the characteristics of 
Jaspers’ phenomenological approach in psycho-
pathology.
1. In my opinion, the major contribution of Jas-
pers’ General Psychopathology is surely meth-
odological. Jaspers asserts clearly that if we 
have to avoid to be continuously displaced by 
the emergence of new and unstable fashions, we 
have to ground our psychopathological research 
on clear methodological refl ections. On this re-
gard there are three important consequences:
1a) Man cannot be fully known through a unique, 
overarching and dominant point of view. On the 
contrary, many points of view, many different ap-
proaches, many methods of inquiry are needed. 
Every method has its own domain of application 
and its own results. But every method should be 
aware of its own limitations, thus avoiding to il-
licitly transcend them. This is Jaspers’ methodo-
logical pluralism, or perspectivism.
1b) We cannot avoid to carry with us our pre-
conceptions when approaching the study of psy-
chopathology. However, we must always try to 
enhance our insight on our preconceptions, thus 
transforming our prejudices (which operate tac-
itly, hence being at risk of introducing into the 
research unnoticed confl icting and contradictory 
assumptions) in presuppositions. The latter are 
the conscious methodological assumptions that 
guide and also constrain our empirical research.
1c) We must refuse all radical reductionisms, 
either neurobiological (that Jaspers, following 
Janet, calls “the mythologies of the brain”) or 
psychological (the assumption that every psy-
chopathological phenomenon can be understood 
psychologically). In Jaspers’ view reductionism 
is not contradictory per se, but it is not satisfy-
ing because it excludes from the fi eld of inquiry 
those features of the phenomena that do not fi t 
into the model. However, many excluded fea-
tures are relevant to psychopathology and thus 
a model that a priori leaves out them is not sat-
isfying.
2) The second, great contribution of Jaspers’ 
General Psychopathology is his phenomenol-
ogy. The relationship between Jaspers’ psycho-
pathology and the philosophical phenomenology 
has been extensively debated. Very shortly, it 
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can be asserted that Jaspers’ phenomenology dif-
fers from Husserl’s one because: a) While Hus-
serl’s phenomenology applies to every object of 
knowledge (his examples being often concrete 
objects seen from different perspectives), Jas-
pers’ phenomenology applies to a much more 
restricted domain, i.e. that of subjective symp-
toms (the lived experiences, or Erlebnisse); and 
b) Jaspers intends the phenomenological method 
as a rigorous form of descriptive psychology, 
rejecting Husserl’s eidetic research (as far as I 
know, at the beginning Jaspers believed he was 
following Husserl’s method; it is only later that 
he acknowledges the difference, but then he ex-
plicitly rejects eidetic phenomenology). Inde-
pendently from its heterodox use of the term, I 
want to suggest three key positive contributions 
of Jaspers’ phenomenology.
2a) First, the main function of Jaspers’ phenom-
enology is to stress the importance of subjective 
experiences in psychopathological research. It 
should be stressed that in the same years many 
psychologists abandoned the study of mental 
phenomena to self-confi ne their research on the 
analysis of behaviours. On the contrary, Jaspers 
claims that subjective experiences are essential 
and must be studied scientifi cally. What he calls 
phenomenology is an empathic rigorous descrip-
tion of the subjective psychopathological phe-
nomena. I think that subjective experiences are 
an essential part of the psychopathological in-
quiry, today as one century ago (Aragona, 2012).
2b) In order to be scientifi c, such an empathic 
assessment of the patient’s subjective experi-
ences must be grounded on what is effectively 
present in his/her communication. Accordingly, 
both neurobiological and psychoanalytic theo-
ries should be excluded from phenomenology. 
The neurobiological approaches (at least those 
of Jaspers’ time) are responsible of a prejudice 
in that they pretend to deduce from putative neu-
robiological mechanisms the consequent men-
tal phenomena; however, they fail because they 
postulate mental phenomena that the patients 
never report while they do not predict mental 
phenomena effectively complained by the pa-
tients. The psychoanalysis is responsible of a 
methodological mistake when mental phenom-
ena are explained by means of a mythological 

entity (the Unconscious) that cannot be studied 
scientifi cally. Indeed, only conscious phenome-
na are open to Jaspers’ phenomenological study.
2c) Finally, one of the most important contribu-
tions of Jaspers’ phenomenology is the very in-
sightful and rigorous description of the empathic 
act that Jaspers calls (using Dilthey’s term) the 
act of “understanding” (Verstehen). Jaspers calls 
static understanding the intuition of the other’s 
psychic experience obtained “from within” (that 
is, by internal transposition (Hineinversetzen) 
and re-experiencing (Nacherleben) of the oth-
er’s lived experience). When he goes from the 
appraisal of single phenomena to their relation-
ship, then the concept of genetic understanding 
is introduced to consider the connections be-
tween such psychic events from the viewpoint 
of the motivational chain (meaningful connec-
tions). I showed elsewhere (Aragona, 2013) 
that Jaspers conceives understanding as a self-
evident empathic intuition, and that this poses 
epistemological problems because it relies on 
an emotional ability to empathize which is id-
iosyncratic. Nevertheless, Jaspers’ understand-
ing probably remains the major column of the 
psychopathological reasoning and has demon-
strated its usefulness over a century of clinical 
practice. In particular, the following two points 
are still fundamental: a) the acknowledgment of 
the limits of understanding, which are not fi xed 
and depend on many reasons, including not only 
the intrinsic features of the studied phenomena 
but also many other characteristics related to the 
psychopathologist and the context; b) the refl ec-
tion on the “right distance” emerging from the 
interplay between emotional involvement and 
detached description, which are both necessary 
and useful and not mutually exclusive.

I conclude on this with a direct quotation from 
Jaspers:

“The most vital part of the psychopathologist’s 
knowledge is drawn from his contact with people. 
What he gains from this depends upon the particu-
lar way he gives himself and as therapist partakes in 
the events, whether he illuminates himself as well as 
his patients. The process is not only one of simple 
observation, like reading a measurement, but the ex-
ercise of a self-involving vision in which the psyche 
itself is glimpsed. […] Every psychopathologist de-
pends on his power to see and experience and on 
the range, receptivity and complexity of such power. 
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There is an immense difference between those who 
blunder about among the sick and those who take 
an unhesitating course in the light of their sensitive 
perceptions (Jaspers, 1946/1963, p.21-22).

F. Di Fabio: Jaspers tried to solve the diffi cult 
matter of arranging the psychopathology into a 
general theoretical frame. This represents a great 
innovative method in the history of psychiatry 
because in the previous period of time the theo-
retical conceptions funding and nourishing the 
approaches of different scientists were implicit 
and, in the majority, unaware. The Allgemeine 
Psychopathologie (Jaspers, 1913) is very impor-
tant also today, a book that must be studied by all 
clinicians in training. The main features justify-
ing this assertion are: its great epistemological 
effort; the awareness coming from the theoreti-
cal elements inside this work; the methodologi-
cal rigour; and the fact that it is a summa of all 
the psychiatric know-how built during the previ-
ous century.

But, at the same time, the work feels the ef-
fects both of the particular historical period in 
which it was written and of the peculiar position-
ing of the author.

The philosophical fundaments of the young 
Jaspers come from Wilhelm Dilthey and Max 
Weber’s thought, while the fundaments of Hei-
delberg’s psychiatric clinic is usually positivis-
tic and organicist; and from the latter come all 
the clinical knowledge of the author. Jaspers 
tries to combine opposite tendencies between 
“psychological” approaches – for example com-
ing from the expansion of psychoanalysis – and 
the “neurobiological” approaches which were 
the key element of the psychiatric tradition in 
which Jaspers fi nds himself at Heidelberg. Jas-
pers puts the psychopathology exactly as a way 
to link sciences of nature and sciences of spirit, 
inspiring his theories on the philosopher Dil-
they’s thought. The connection between these 
worlds is represented by Jaspers’ distinction be-
tween development and process, which severs 
the understandable phenomena from those that 
are un-understandable. The former is based on 
identifi cation mechanisms (and consequently 
by interpretation) and emerges, in the “genetic” 
way, through the knowledge of the individual, 
of his history and of his personality. The latter 

corresponds to the natural “disease entities” that 
Kraepelin tried (uselessly) to discover in the 
most serious psychic pathologies, above all in 
the dementia praecox/schizophrenia; the process 
assumes the presence of a processual element 
which cannot be derived psychologically, which 
interrupts an existential trajectory and produces 
a permanennt psichic weakening (Verblödung). 

In my opinion, Jaspers’ main limit consists 
of tracing an insurmountable boundary between 
these two incompatible worlds. In his book the 
author tries more than once to fi nd a possible 
mediation, a meeting point between the psychic 
and the organic. He makes often refi ned distinc-
tions, for example between delusions proper 
(primary delusions) and delusion-like ideas, in 
this way trying to deal with the most controver-
sial aspects of his theory, paying to his critics 
many compliments but criticizing them at the 
same time. In Jaspers’ General Psychopathology 
the reader can often fi nd controversial aspects 
about which the author remains ambiguous and 
does not solve many aspects. Nevertheless this 
is not the case for the distinction between de-
velopment and process, which represents the key 
point of his thought about psychopathology, an 
insurmountable concept. The most important pu-
pil of Jaspers as a psychopathologist, Kurt Sch-
neider, will confi rm this view, thus impeding any 
possible self-correction.

Jaspers’ general theoretical structure is ques-
tioned by Freud’s psychoanalytical theories. 
Idea such as unconscious confl ict and defense 
mechanisms are very far from Jaspers’ “meth-
od” from an epistemological point of view; 
moreover, because Freud himself considered 
psychoanalysis diffi cult to apply to the prob-
lems of psychosis, the two approaches (Jaspers’ 
psychopathology and Freud’s psychoanalysis) 
always remained very far from each other. On 
the contrary, it was Kretschmer’s position that 
much disturbed Jaspers. In his view, Kretschmer 
was a clear example of the main weak points of a 
theory implying a necessary continuous progress 
between psychic and organic. In Kretschmer’s 
(1918) sensitive delusion of reference the reader 
can fi nd the passages through which, during key 
events, a particular constitution of the charac-
ter can produce delusional reactions which can 
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turn into a chronic schizophrenic pathology. But 
the main attack against Jaspers’ theory was con-
tained in the work Körperbau und Charakter 
(1921); in this book Kretschmer describes a se-
ries of personality characteristics, that he defi nes 
“schizoidia”, which are interrelated with the de-
velopment of schizophrenia and largely present 
in psychotic patients’ relatives. At the end of the 
discussion about the psychosis fi eld, Kretschmer 
arrives at the conclusion that “psychologically 
speaking we cannot separate what is defi ned as 
a schizoid par excellence from a pre-psicotic, a 
psychotic, a post-psychotic, and a non-psychotic 
person. We can only obtain a correct idea of the 
whole while we see together all these confused 
aspects”. During the thirties the propositions by 
Kretschmer became very popular in the anglo-
saxon psychiatry thanks to authors like Sandor 
Rado, Paul Meehl, up to Hans Kohut and fi nally 
they merged into dimensional theories and theo-
ries about the continuum between norm and pa-
thology.

The reasons why Jaspers’ understanding is no 
more actual can be summarized in three points: 
1) the presence in the population of wrong un-
manageable certainties characterized by a high 
degree of subjective certainty but not meaning-
ful from a clinical point of view; 2) the presence 
of analogous procedures of reasoning during the 
prodromal phase of those people who only later 
will show delusional certainties; 3) the fact that 
many “un-understandable” and “bizarre” delu-
sions can be psychologically grasped after a 
deeper knowledge of the personal history and of 
the intrapsychic dynamics of the patient. Actual-
ly the distinction between process and develop-
ment is no more a matter of discussion in psychi-
atry, and there are no more distinctions between 
delusions proper and delusion-like ideas in the 
different editions of the DSM.

Another less obvious limit is the absolute faith 
on the psychology of Mental Faculties, on which 
all Jaspers’ phenomenological view and classi-
fi cation of psychopathological phenomena are 
funded. Even here Jaspers trusts the German ac-
ademic tradition by Wundt and his pupil Kraepe-
lin, using a working method already applied. The 
key concept is that all the phenomena having to 
do with the psychopathology should be derived 

from an alteration of a single specifi c mental 
function (thought, perception, intelligence, etc.). 
The result is that, for example, the delusion is 
considered as a disturbance in thought content, 
and the hallucinations as disturbances of percep-
tion. This kind of approach leads inevitably to a 
reductionist point of view, i.e. that the delusion 
can be connected to some anomaly of logical 
processing. This would level human experience 
to single pre-constituted functional domains. 
Jaspers himself warned against this reduction 
process in his famous defi nition of delusion, in 
which he stated that it would be false to consider 
delusion simply as a “wrong idea maintained 
despite any attempt of correction”, and that it 
is hopelessness to fi nd a rapid solution with a 
unique defi nition without taking into account 
that delusions are really primary phenomena. In 
spite of this clear point of view he did not eman-
cipated himself from the systematic positivist 
view of the Kraepelinian school, and persisted 
on the same path. In his work, he made a clear 
distinction between delusional perceptions, de-
lusional intuitions and delusional awarenesses, 
following rigidly what the psychology of Men-
tal Faculties imposed. This trend was continued 
by Schneider, with his fi rst rank symptoms, and 
then by the operational criteria of the Catego and 
of the Research Diagnostic Criteria. The defi ni-
tion of psychopathological phenomena in the 
different editions of the DSM, even if less re-
fi ned compared to Jaspers’ ones, strictly follows 
his planning. In these defi nitions there are no 
doubts about the affi nity between psychopatho-
logical phenomena and the disorders of peculiar 
psychic functions. Today the DSM-5 defi nes 
the delirium as a “false faith”, thus completely 
neglecting “primary phenomena”, which are to-
tally concealed.

Concluding, the heritage coming from Jaspers 
is complex and controversial. It contains several 
outdated elements, as the concept of understand-
ing and, in my opinion, the implicit reduction 
of psychopathological phenomena to dysfunc-
tions of single psychic faculties. Moreover we 
are still questioning today about the opportunity 
of a clear preclusion of the phenomenological 
psychopathology to everything has to do with 
metapsychology. In spite of this Jaspers’ Allge-
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meine Psychopathologie is a unique instrument 
for the training of all those people who want to 
“understand” the basics of the psychopathologi-
cal thought.

DISCUSSION
E. Rosini. I have an example of a contemporary 
debate that may show the importance of Jaspers’ 
epistemological stance. Some colleagues assert 
that the borderline personality disorder (BPD) 
is a sort of cyclothymia because the DSM cri-
teria for BPD can be interpreted as mood distur-
bances. When you reply that in BPD there are 
no free intervals, they reply that free intervals 
are absent also in cyclothymic disorders. If you 
try to direct their attention to Kernberg’s con-
struct of a borderline structure, they often reply 
that that structure is a normal way of functioning 
in the population. In short, there is total close-
ness to alternative points of view. I think that the 
most important thing in Jaspers is his openness 
to different hermeneutical stances. You can have 
your own ontological position, but openness to 
alternative perspectives is fundamental. I think 
this is the main legacy of Jaspers’ General Psy-
chopathology.
G. Kotzalidis. I was impressed by the fact that 
from your talk emerged a picture of Jaspers as if 
he was critical against everyone. In his life, he 
has been often disregarded, sometimes despised. 
Heidegger, for example … Can you say some-
thing about the relationship between Jaspers 
and Heidegger? Maybe the fact that Jaspers was 
critical against Kretschmer, the Daseinsanalysis 
and the psychodynamic approaches was due to 
personal motives. For example, if you do not 
admit that a projective identifi cation exists, how 
can you understand the other person? It seems 
to me that this refusal can hardly be explained 
on purely theoretical grounds, as if there were 
personal reasons.
M. Aragona. In my opinion it is true that Jas-
pers is very critical, but he is also self-critical; 
I mean, his criticism is part of his philosophi-
cal stance and applies to every theory, indepen-
dently from the person that formulates it. Con-
cerning the critiques you mentioned, I think it 
must be understood a methodological point. In 
the 1910s Jaspers fi nds himself in the middle of a 

neo-Kantian methodological debate arising from 
the encounter/dispute between positivism at one 
side, and romanticism and post-Hegelianism at 
the other side. In this context, the main arising 
idea is that of conscience; it is the fact that all we 
can study psychologically has to do with con-
science, with the way mental phenomena pres-
ent themselves in the consciousness fi eld. From 
here, Brentano’s concept of intentionality and 
its development in Husserl. This is an impor-
tant point for Jaspers’ psychopathology. Jaspers 
clearly asserts that psychopathology must con-
fi ne its enquiry on conscious and pathological 
phenomena. It is for this reason that the Uncon-
scious and all explanations based on transcen-
dental phenomena were not admissible for him. 
In his perspective, in order to say something 
methodologically grounded it was necessary to 
maintain the analysis on the way conscious phe-
nomena present themselves. It is on this point 
that the criticism regarding Freud is more clear. 
It is as if he reproaches Freud by saying: “You 
think you are understanding something passing 
in your patient’s mind; but you are not really un-
derstanding it, you are explaining it by using a 
hypothesized mechanism of unconscious forc-
es”. This is the methodological point. The other 
one, more general, is that he was against any to-
talizing system. In his opinion the Freudian use 
of the personal psychoanalytic sessions to select 
those allowed to join the school was the way to 
ensure sectarianism and uncritical orthodoxy.

Regarding the criticism to Binswanger … but 
Binswanger was not exactly the beloved fellow 
of Heidegger, because Heidegger was not very 
happy for Binswanger’s ontic use of his onto-
logical concepts. Again, I think that the main 
critique concerning Binswanger was a meth-
odological one. Something like: “You explain 
those things that you are not able to understand, 
and you explain them by means of the Dasein-
sanalyse. It can be done, but this is not under-
standing”.

Concerning Heidegger, they were friends, they 
respected each other, but due to their opposite 
position in the Nazi period their lives took differ-
ent directions. They tried to talk each other after 
the war, there are letters on this, but they never 
returned to their previous friendship. In Jaspers’ 
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opinion Heidegger never dealt in dept with his 
own guiltiness … As you probably remember, 
Jaspers believed that all Germans were guilty, 
although with different forms of guilt, and that 
acknowledging their own guiltiness was the nec-
essary preliminary step in order to go ahead with 
dignity and responsibility (Jaspers, 1947/2000).
E. Rosini. On the other side, Jaspers is very 
critical with Kretschmer, and this is because 
Kretschmer’s method is problematic. For in-
stance, in the sensitive delusion of reference … 
it is not clear at all if it is a delusion proper, or 
if it a case of delusion-like ideas, and this was 
not acceptable in Jaspers’ terms. Above all, in 
Kretschmer the diagnostic categories of the time 
were disrupted, there was such a confusion in 
the symptom’s description and in its diagnostic 
organization that Jaspers could not do anything 
else than criticizing it.
T. Fagioli. In my opinion the General Psycho-
pathology is very important also for psycho-
therapy. Indeed, it contributed to the birth of 
more integrated and pluralistic approaches and 
stressed the importance of a fi rst-person involve-
ment with the patient. This is surely a Jaspers’ 
legacy. On the other side, what is lacking in the 
General Psychopathology is that, while he gave 
an existential description of the pathological ex-
istence, he did not present a refl ection on man 
in non-existential terms. I mean, a refl ection on 
the conditions of existence of man; for example, 
he should have largely describe the conditions 
on which base consciousness has had the pos-
sibility to arise rather than confi ning the refl ec-
tion on consciousness on the description of the 
intentionality…
M. Aragona. I agree that many things are lack-
ing in the General Psychopathology, but we 
should consider that Jaspers was very young 
when he wrote it, and that he found in the Krae-
pelinian system the basis on which he edifi ed it. 
And the Kraepelinian system takes many things 
simply for granted: e.g., mental pathologies are 
disease entities, natural entities that are to be ob-
served in their development with time, etc. So, a 
naturalistic approach that takes for granted many 
assumptions that are philosophically problem-
atic. For example, the general psychopathology 
has to limit itself to the study of the pathological 
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mental phenomena. But what is normal and what 
is pathological? What is the consciousness and 
how does it emerge? It is clear that the young 
Jaspers does not pose such basic philosophical 
questions. In this sense, he is not particularly in-
novative, but despite this many signifi cant inno-
vations are present. For example, the introduc-
tion of the hermeneutical circle: he stresses that 
the structure of the General Psychopathology is 
not casual, it starts from single phenomena and 
progressively increases the level of complex-
ity (the relationships between phenomena, the 
phenomena within the diagnostic whole, the di-
agnosis in the context of the entire personality, 
the individual in his familial, social and cultural 
context …). But these levels are all part of a 
hermeneutical circle, they are in a circular rela-
tionship (the elements are seen as the part of a 
whole, and the whole is made of its parts).
F. Di Fabio. Obviously we have not discussed 
specifi c symptoms described by Jaspers. There 
is much to say on this and Jaspers signifi cantly 
contributed on the debate on mental symptoms. 
But we had to confi ne ourselves on the general 
views.
T. Fagioli. In your opinion, why the General 
Psychopathology had more success in Italy than 
in other countries like the USA.
M. Aragona. Everybody saw in the General 
Psychopathology those things that he liked to 
see much. For example, Anglo-Saxon psychiatry 
has often read it as a descriptive and atheoreti-
cal psychopathology, and for this reason Jaspers 
(and his fellow Schneider) are credited as pos-
sible forerunners of the DSM-III. In France the 
General Psychopathology was extensively read, 
often quoted and often criticized. Above all, in 
France Jaspers’ philosophy was very early im-
ported and studied. His psychopathology was 
considered important, but there was a strong 
French psychopathological tradition whose 
ideas only in part were in line with Jaspers ideas. 
You know, German psychiatry largely imported 
French concepts in its psychiatric debate, but 
there were also many other French ideas (for 
example those on consciousness disturbances 
in psychotics) that remained alive in France but 
were not included in the Kraepelinian Weltan-
schauung. The success of Jaspers psychopathol-
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ogy in Italy has many reasons. One is that there 
were many Italian psychiatrists that were speak-
ing German, and so they have been able to study 
and appreciate Jaspers’ ideas quite early. More-
over, the Italian academic psychiatry was deeply 
infl uenced by German psychiatry, largely before 
Jaspers …
T. Fagioli. But there was also a more similar 
ontological approach, i.e. Jaspers’ approach was 
more akin to the Italian sensibility which is by its 
nature intuitive and empathic.
E. Rosini. There is also another thing to say. 
Meyer, the founder of American psychiatry, 
was a man of the Burghölzli group, he was not 
a Kraepelin’s fellow. Indeed, until the end of the 
second world war American psychiatry speaks 
the language of Bleuler. Only later we have 
Kraepelin’s rediscovery.
L. Halfon.1 The premise is that, while natural 
sciences start from the search of the causes of 
phenomena, the human sciences (which in-
clude Jaspers’ psychopathology) mainly use 
the sensible intuition that makes it possible, in 
the relationship with the patient, empathy and 
understanding. The question is: What are the 
“philosophical” means that make the system of 
relationships plausible – and of objective/subjec-
tive references – taking place between subjects 
when they communicate? Is there a given mo-
ment when an individual who is communicating 
with another one realizes (consciously) that it is 
not possible to fi nd a particular - and unique - 
resolution of this being open to the other one? 
And the impossibility to go beyond this rational 
stage of perplexity, which is present in the “Jas-
persian defi nition” of communication itself - an 
act which is nevertheless necessary for human 
communication - How will these concepts infl u-
ence the future development of the relationship 
between “oneself” and the - constantly - “other 
one”?
M. Aragona. From Jaspers’ psychopathology 
perspective, the act understanding the other hu-
man being is emotional (not a mere rational infer-
ence), intuitive and self-evident. It is something 
that simply happens between human beings that, 
as human beings, meet each other. It seems that 
Jaspers conceives this act as something already 
at play, that has to be described in its features, 

but does not ask how this happens, about the 
“processes” or “mechanisms” that make it hap-
pen. I think that a contribution in this direction 
comes from psychoanalysis, e.g. the tentative to 
differentiate projective identifi cation and other 
mechanisms at play in this process. The psycho-
analytic view is also epistemological problem-
atic, but at least they pose the question.
Regarding the un-understandability, this topic 
is wide and complex, and often misinterpreted. 
First of all, the un-understandability does not de-
pend only on the other (the patient, or the kind of 
phenomenon he presents), but also from the ca-
pability of the psychopathologist to understand, 
and also from the context constraining it (e.g., the 
kind of setting, the amount of time available to 
talk with the patient, the deepness of the human 
relationship). Accordingly, the psychopatholo-
gist who does not understand must ask himself 
what is at play in this un-understandability, how 
much this depends on his own diffi culties. More 
generally, the theme of the understanding and of 
the necessity to solve the problem of the un-un-
derstandability has been articulated in Heidegge-
rian terms by many phenomenological psycho-
pathologists. In their view, even if the psycho-
pathologists cannot understand intuitively the 
other person, they can nevertheless understand 
that the patient’s phenomena are coherent with 
his “Way of Being”. Recently Stanghellini (per-
sonal communication) talked about it as a form 
of “second order empathy”, which would not be 
an emotional understanding but a rational form 
of reconstruction starting from the analysis of 
the patient’s Dasein. I think such anthropo-phe-
nomenological contributions are useful because 
they rightly show the intrinsic complexity of this 
topic. However, in my view they do not resolve 
Jaspers’ problem, they simply by-pass it on the 
basis of Heidegger’s rejection of the distinction 
between subject and object of knowledge. It is 
what Ricoeur was used to call “the short way”. I 
am afraid that a purely philosophical resolution 
of the problem does not help psychopathologists 
in dealing with Jaspers’ problem of the possibili-
ties and failures of human beings understanding 
each other. To conclude, I think all this involves 
the general theme of the role of interpretation in 
human mutual understanding: i.e., the impor-
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tance and necessity of a hermeneutical approach 
to psychopathology, which should not necessar-
ily be confi ned to a single metaphysical theory.
1: Editor’s note. This question was received via email.
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