
     Chapter 8 

 Jaspers on explaining and 
understanding in psychiatry  

    Christoph   Hoerl    

   In one of the later editions of  General Psychopathology , Karl Jaspers writes that, when the 
book was fi rst published, his discussion of the distinction between explaining and under-
standing was ‘greeted as something radically new, although all I had done was to link psy-
chiatric reality with the traditional humanities’ (Jaspers 1997: 302). There is not a little 
tension between the apparent modesty of this remark and the somewhat grandiose picture 
of the psychiatrist that emerges from some of the other pages of the book, where we learn, 
for instance, that only ‘a lifelong study of poets such as Shakespeare, Goethe, the ancient 
dramatists and such moderns as Dostoevsky, Balzac, etc.’ (Jaspers 1997: 314) can furnish a 
person with the kinds of understanding abilities called upon in psychiatry. 

 Related to this tension within the book, there is an optimistic, but also a rather more 
cynical, take one might have on why the distinction between explaining and understand-
ing, as articulated by Jaspers, came to enjoy a great deal of infl uence on work in psychiatry. 
According to the optimistic take, that infl uence is due to the fact that Jaspers correctly iden-
tifi ed a key element of psychiatric practice, and for the fi rst time provided the conceptual 
resources required to give it a precise theoretical articulation. According to the cynical take, 
the infl uence is rather to be seen as a result of the fl attering picture Jaspers paints of the 
psychiatrist as a Renaissance man, whose insights are as much to do with a scientifi c under-
standing of brain physiology as with ‘a close association with poetry and human reality at 
its greatest’ (Jaspers 1997: 314). 

 In what follows, I will largely set aside Jaspers’ claims about how the understanding abili-
ties needed in psychiatry are acquired—which is where the cynical view takes its departure 
from—and focus instead on looking at how the optimistic view might be fl eshed out. That 
is to say, my aim is to get clearer about what exactly Jaspers has to say about the nature of 
understanding abilities, and their role within psychiatry. What I want to argue is that there 
is some more recent philosophical work, in particular work on causation, that might be 
used to shed light on how exactly Jaspers thought of the distinction, but that also brings out 
where some of the challenges to Jaspers’ position might lie.  

  Understanding versus explaining: the epistemic dimension  
 In a key passage, Jaspers characterizes the basic distinction between understanding and 
explaining as follows.  

  1.  We sink ourselves into the psychic situation and  understand genetically by empathy  how 
one psychic event emerges from another. 2. We fi nd by repeated experience that a number 
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of phenomena are regularly linked together, and on this basis  we explain causally . (Jaspers 
1997: 301)   

 As this passage indicates, at least part of the thought is that the understanding/explaining 
dichotomy marks a difference in epistemic method. Explaining, Jaspers thinks, requires 
repeated experience—it is achieved by ‘observation of events, by experiment and the col-
lection of numerous examples’ (Jaspers 1997: 302), which allow us to formulate general 
rules and theories. Understanding, by contrast, is achieved (if it is achieved) directly upon 
confrontation with a particular case. As Jaspers also puts it, ‘[p]sychological understand-
ing cannot be used mechanically as a sort of generalized knowledge but a fresh, personal 
intuition is needed on every occasion’ (Jaspers 1997: 313). We might thus say that Jaspers 
subscribes to a form of  epistemic particularism  regarding understanding. Understanding 
is not achieved by bringing certain facts under general laws established through repeated 
observation. Rather, the grasp it delivers of how one psychic event emerges from another 
in a particular case strikes us ‘as something self-evident which cannot be broken down any 
further’ (Jaspers 1997: 303). 

 Jaspers is careful, though, to distinguish between this self-evidence of understanding 
and epistemic certainty. The immediacy with which it strikes us as intelligible that certain 
psychic connections obtain in a particular case should not be mistaken for a proof that 
they do in fact obtain. He illustrates this with the example of Nietzsche’s  Genealogy of 
Morality  (Nietzsche 1994). Genealogy too, as used by Nietzsche, engages the faculty of 
understanding. As Jaspers writes, ‘[w]hen Nietzsche shows how an awareness of one’s 
weakness, wretchedness and suffering gives rise to moral demands and religions of 
redemption, [ … ] we experience the force of his argument and are convinced’ (Jaspers 
1997: 303). Yet, this is compatible with the possibility that the account Nietzsche provides 
of the ‘particular event of the origin of Christianity’ (Jaspers 1997: 303) is in fact false. 
Jaspers marks this point with a terminological distinction that can be seen to mirror the 
distinction between knowledge and belief: Just as there can be mere belief, falling short 
of knowledge, we can also fall short of genuine understanding, even though we may not 
realize that we are doing so.  1   In such cases, as Jaspers puts it, all we have is an  interpreta-
tion  of the circumstances. 

 The distinction between genuine understanding and mere interpretation, as Jaspers con-
ceives of it, plays a key role in the way in which he positions himself with respect to Freud. 
On Jaspers’ reading of Freud, the latter uses theoretical constructs modelled on under-
standable relationships to postulate unconscious mental states that are supposedly respon-
sible for the patient’s conscious beliefs, desires, and feelings. For Jaspers, there are at least 
two things wrong with this methodology. First, it blurs the epistemic distinction between 
understanding and explaining. Understanding is treated as though it yielded knowledge 
of general causal laws—in particular, laws that can also operate outside consciousness. 
Second, and as a consequence, this methodology can at best be said to yield ‘“as if” or 
pseudo-understanding’ (Jaspers 1997: 307, compare also 539). By Jaspers’ lights, Freud can 
at best be seen to be offering mere interpretations, rather than genuine understanding. We 
might also put the point here by saying that, from Jaspers’ perspective, Freud’s approach 

  1     See also Wiggins and Schwartz (Chapter 2, this volume).  
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ultimately involves a form of fi ctionalism.  2   Rather than making genuine assertions about 
his patients’ mental life, Freud in fact engages in a form of pretence. Doing so may not be 
completely without purpose: imagining that the patient has the kinds of propositional atti-
tudes Freud postulates may provide a useful tool in organizing observations and deriving 
predictions of their behaviour. However, this is insuffi cient reason for thinking that it is 
actually true that the patient in fact has those propositional attitudes, or that we are being 
provided with a genuine insight into what it actually is about the patient him- or herself in 
virtue of which they behave the way they do. 

 Conversely, a crucial aspect of Jaspers’ construal of understanding is that understand-
ing, when it is achieved, is factive: it does not just amount to a useful tool; it captures 
an objective fact of the matter about the patient’s mental life. As Jaspers puts it, its 
role is to ‘make[] something visible to our experience’ (Jaspers 1997: 312). Moreover, 
understanding, as Jaspers conceives of it, is capable of playing that role because it deals 
specifi cally with connections between elements of a person’s  conscious  life. What makes 
it possible to ‘sink ourselves into the psychic situation’ of the other is that, to put it in 
more recent terminology, there is  something it is like  to be in that situation. Grasping 
what it is like for the other, however, can also make intelligible how the psychic situation 
they fi nd themselves in may give rise to certain other psychological phenomena.  3   Or so 
the thought goes.  

  ‘Meaningful connections’: the ontological dimension  
 Jaspers also casts his disagreement with Freud in terms of the idea that ‘[t]he falseness of 
the Freudian claim lies in the mistaking of meaningful connections for causal connections’ 
(Jaspers 1997: 539). This points to a second dimension the distinction between understand-
ing and explaining has for Jaspers. We have already seen that this distinction, as Jaspers con-
ceives of it, is in part a distinction on the epistemic level. However, there is also, for him, an 
ontological dimension to the distinction. In other words, it is not just that understanding 
and explaining involve two different ways of gaining knowledge; what they provide us with 
knowledge of is also different.  Meaningful psychic connections  is the term Jaspers uses to 
describe that which understanding provides us with knowledge of. Explaining, by contrast, 
establishes  rules of causality  (Jaspers 1997: 304). 

 What exactly are meaningful connections, for Jaspers? As can be seen from the passage 
quoted at the beginning of this section, he sometimes writes as if they must, in some sense, 
be non-causal ones (see also, Jaspers 1997: 28). Yet this claim is quite diffi cult to make 
sense of. One problem here is that, if meaningful connections were really non-causal, it 
would make it quite obscure what genuine epistemic gain understanding could deliver. 
Adolf Gr ü nbaum makes this point by distinguishing between causal connections and mere 
‘thematic affi nities’ between psychic events. Thematic affi nities between two psychic events 

  2     See Yablo (2001) for a discussion of various forms of fi ctionalism.  
  3     Jaspers acknowledges that there may be factors of the patient’s psychic situation that are unno-

ticed by the patient himself, and that understanding may require realizing how such factors can be 
present in consciousness albeit being unnoticed. But he insists that being unnoticed, in this sense, 
needs to be clearly distinguished from being extra-conscious (Jaspers 1997: 306).  
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may make it possible for us to draw, in our  own  minds, a connection between them. Yet, this 
does little to establish the existence of an objective connection between them also within 
the mental life in which they occur. As Gr ü nbaum puts it:

  [N]arratives replete with mere hermeneutic elucidations of thematic affi nities are explanatorily 
sterile or bankrupt; at best, they have literary and reportorial value; at worst they are mere 
cock-and-bull stories. (Gr ü nbaum 1990: 575)  4     

 Thus, it seems that, if understanding is to yield any genuine epistemic gain, it must be con-
cerned with more than just thematic affi nities. It must be concerned with what is actually 
causally responsible for the specifi c psychic state that the patient is in.  5   

 There is also a second, exegetical, problem with the idea that meaningful connections, 
as Jaspers conceives of them, are non-causal ones. On the face of it, much of what Jaspers 
himself writes about them, and about understanding, seems incompatible with this idea. 
Consider, for instance, the following passage:

  Psychic events ‘emerge’ out of each other in a way which we understand. Attacked people become 
angry and spring to the defence, cheated persons grow suspicious. (Jaspers 1997: 302)   

 What Jaspers describes as ‘emergence’ here clearly goes beyond the mere idea of a thematic 
affi nity, as articulated by Gr ü nbaum. And, arguably, it does so precisely because the relevant 
notion of ‘emergence’ at issue here is a causal one. There are also other terms Jaspers uses 
when describing examples of meaningful connections—such as ‘reacting’, or ‘growing out 
of ’—which are diffi cult to understand as anything other than causal terms. 

 It therefore makes sense to see whether there is a way of construing what Jaspers is try-
ing to get at that is compatible with the thought that understanding, like explaining, deals 
with connections that are ultimately to be thought of in causal terms, even though the two 
don’t deal with exactly the same (type of) connections. I think we can see how this might 
be done if we look at a concrete example he uses to illustrate the idea of an understandable 
connection. He writes:

  [T]he frequency of the understandable connection between autumn and suicide is not con-
fi rmed by the suicide-curve, which shows a peak in the spring. This does not show that the 
understandable connection is wrong since one actual case can furnish us with the occasion to 
establish such a connection. (Jaspers 1997: 304)   

 The specifi c point Jaspers seems to be making here is that there can be an understandable 
connection, in a particular case, between one factor, A, and a certain event E, even if, in 
general, that type of event is less likely to occur in the context of A than it is in the con-
text of another factor, B. Straight off, it should be obvious that this point does nothing to 

  4     Gr ü nbaum takes himself to be criticizing Jaspers and his followers here, but I think it is arguable 
that Jaspers was in fact very much aware of the difference between a mere thematic affi nity and a 
genuine connection between aspects of a person’s psychic life. See, e.g. Jaspers (1913: 178), and also 
the discussion later in this chapter.  

  5     Compare also Jaspers’ distinction between understanding and mere interpretation, as discussed 
earlier.  
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undermine the idea that the relation between A and E is a causal one.  6   However, a point of 
this kind is sometimes made in the context of arguing for a distinction between two differ-
ent types of causal claims, viz. what are sometimes called  singular causal claims  (e.g. ‘David’s 
taking paracetamol caused him to have a headache’) and  general causal claims  (e.g. ‘Taking 
paracetamol causes headaches’), respectively.  7   How exactly this distinction is to be con-
strued is vigorously debated in the philosophical literature on causation, but there is one 
particular construal of it that in fact displays striking affi nities with some of the remarks 
Jaspers makes about the distinction between understanding and explaining. On this con-
strual, singular causal claims are in some sense more fundamental in capturing the real 
nature of the relation between causes and their effects, and general causal claims are mere 
generalizations over singular ones. This kind of view, sometimes referred to as singularism 
about causation, has been defended by Elizabeth Anscombe, who writes:

  [C]ausality consists in the derivativeness of an effect from its causes. This is the core, the com-
mon feature, of causality in its various kinds. Effects derive from, arise out of, come of, their 
causes. [A]nalysis in terms of necessity or universality does not tell us of this derivedness of the 
effect; rather, it forgets about that. (Anscombe 1981: 136)   

 Against the background of a view such as Anscombe’s, we might understand Jaspers’ view 
as follows. When he talks about (mere) causal explanation, what he has in mind are general 
causal claims linking types of events. Understanding, by contrast, is concerned with singular 
causation in the psychological domain—i.e. with the particular way in which one psychic 
event emerges from or arises out of another on a particular occasion. Furthermore, only 
understanding makes manifest what causation between one element of a person’s mental 
life and another ultimately consists in. Insofar as there are true generalizations or laws in 
psychology at all, these obtain in virtue of the kinds of singular causal connections that 
understanding makes manifest. The obtaining of such generalizations or laws is not what 
makes it the case that one psychic event causes another on any particular occasion. 

 Interpreting Jaspers in this way does make it possible to preserve his idea that there is a 
difference in kind between what understanding provides us with knowledge of and what 
explaining provides us with knowledge of, whilst allowing that there is nevertheless a sense 
in which they are both dealing with causal relationships. It also has the added virtue of help-
ing to bring into focus a particular challenge Jaspers faces. For there is considerable opposi-
tion in contemporary philosophical work on causation to the kind of approach advocated 
by Anscombe. I will discuss one expression of such opposition in the next section, and then 
consider the bearing it might have on how exactly we should understand Jaspers’ view.  

  The ‘level’ of understanding  
 That mental phenomena be amenable to understanding is important to Jaspers for a 
specifi c reason. For he thinks that it is in fact constitutive of mental phenomena that 

  6     For some material on the relationships between causation and probability that is relevant here see, 
e.g. Cartwright (1979), Hitchcock (1995).  

  7     See, e.g. Sober (1985).  
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they do stand in meaningful connections to each other, and it is understanding that 
uncovers such meaningful connections. Any attempt to approach the mental merely 
by bringing it under causal laws, by contrast, ends up ‘losing the object of the enquiry’  8   
(Jaspers 1997: 302). 

 The basic intuition here is familiar from other writers. It shows up, for instance, in the 
following passage, in which Christopher Frith (1992) argues that delusions such as thought 
insertion have to be accounted for ‘at the right level’:

  [C]onsider statements of the type ‘alien thoughts are caused by inappropriate fi ring of dopamine 
neurones.’ Let us assume that it is true that there is an association between alien thoughts and 
abnormal dopamine neurones. Nevertheless, the explanation is clearly inadequate. It says noth-
ing about the nature of the [delusion] and the processes that underlie [it]. (Frith 1992: 26)   

 The general idea in the background here is of a hierarchy of different possible levels of 
description, such as the physical, biological, and psychological, each featuring a specifi c set 
of variables. And the more specifi c claim is that accounting, e.g. for psychological phenom-
ena and their specifi c nature requires linking them to other variables on the same level, i.e. 
the psychological level. 

 A particularly infl uential version of this latter claim can be found to be at work in authors 
such as Davidson and Dennett, who claim that ascribing propositional attitudes such as 
beliefs, desires and intentions to a person is a matter of rationalization, i.e. of making 
rational sense of particular beliefs, desires or intentions in light of the person’s other propo-
sitional attitudes and the situation they fi nd themselves in.  9   Fleshed out in this way, though, 
the idea that psychological phenomena must be accounted for ‘on the psychological level’ 
might in fact be seen to have paradoxical consequences when it comes to psychopathology. 
For it seems to force upon us a choice between two ways of treating phenomena such as 
delusions, neither of which seems plausible. Either they would have to be seen as responses 
that, despite appearances, can in fact be made good rational sense of, say, given certain unu-
sual experiences. Or we would have to say that, despite appearances, the patient does not in 
fact hold the bizarre beliefs they seem to report. 

 Already from the point of view of common sense, this seems a false choice.  10   The pos-
sibility of an illness that befalls our rational endowment, whilst leaving intact the basic 
capacity to have beliefs and desires, seems all too real. Especially from the standpoint of 
the psychiatrist, though, it appears obvious that such cases actually exist. Led by consid-
erations such as this, John Campbell (2008) has argued against both the general idea of 
a ‘psychological level’ on which psychological phenomena have to be accounted for, and 
the more specifi c idea that ascription of propositional attitudes is necessarily a matter 
of rationalization. For Campbell, both ideas in fact rest on the same mistake, which lies 

  8     See Eilan (2000) for further discussion of this ingredient of Jaspers’ view, and also Sass (Chapter 7, 
this volume) for a connected critique of Jaspers’ characterization of ‘phenomenology’.  

  9     Cf. e.g. Davidson (1980) and Dennett (1987).  
  10     Which is not to say that there haven’t been attempts to argue that one of those two choices men-

tioned earlier is in fact correct. Thus, Maher (1988) adopts what is in effect a version of the former 
view, whereas Berrios (1991) opts for the latter. Compare also Evnine (1989).  
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in the thought that causal connections must possess a certain form of intelligibility. He 
writes:

  We naturally seek a certain kind of intelligibility in nature; we naturally try to fi nd explana-
tions that will show the world to conform to reason, to behave as it ought. Hume’s point is that 
there are no such intelligible connections to be found. This point has generally been accepted 
by philosophers thinking about causation. [ … ] Hume’s comments nonetheless do leave us 
in an uncomfortable position, because we do tend to look for explanations that make the 
phenomena intelligible to reason. We are prone to relapse, to think that after all we must be 
able to fi nd intelligibility in the world. This tendency survives, I suspect, in the idea of ‘levels of 
explanation.’ The idea is that within certain levels of explanation, we will fi nd a particular kind 
of intelligibility. [T]he lesson from Hume is that there is no more to causation than arbitrary 
connections between independent variables of cause and effect. We have to resist the demand 
for intelligibility. (Campbell 2008: 201)   

 The specifi c approach to causation Campbell himself subscribes to is often referred to 
as interventionism. One key idea behind interventionism is that causal relationships are 
relationships that are exploitable for the purposes of manipulation and control. Put very 
crudely, what it is for A to be a cause of E, according to the interventionist, is for there to be 
a way of manipulating E through manipulating A (see Woodward 2003, for a considerably 
more refi ned articulation of this basic idea). 

 What causes what, on this type of view, clearly has nothing to do with intelligibility. It is 
simply a matter of whether certain truths hold as to what would happen if we performed 
certain interventions. Campbell illustrates this point with the example of research carried 
out by Kendler and colleagues on depression following catastrophic life events (Kendler et 
al. 2003). This research suggests that the best predictors amongst catastrophic life events for 
a subsequent occurrence of major depression are episodes of humiliation, especially humil-
iation with some signifi cant social dimension. As Campbell points out, alongside this type 
of research also stands other research that assigns serotonin transporters a causal role in 
depression. Thus, the question arises how we are to think of the relationship between these 
two factors, that both seem to play a role in the genesis of major depression. Campbell’s 
suggestion is that we should simply see humiliation and serotonin function as two differ-
ent variables that can be ‘put together in a single causal account of the disorder’ (Campbell 
2008: 205). He goes on to say:

  Is there any reason why we should rule out such explanations a priori and say that they some-
how involve a confounding of variables of different types? On the interventionist approach, it is 
diffi cult to see why there should be any such prohibitions. [ … ] Intervene on the humiliation, 
and there will, in some cases at any rate, be a difference in the risk of depression. Intervene 
on serotonin function, and there will, in some cases at any rate, be a difference in the risk for 
depression. Do we need any more than this to establish the legitimacy of the many-sorted 
causal explanation? Isn’t it perfectly obvious that the many-sorted causal account is legitimate? 
(Campbell 2008: 205)   

 Just to make absolutely explicit what the issues at stake here are, note two implications 
of the view Campbell sketches here. First, whilst in the example Campbell uses there is 
both a psychological cause (the humiliation) and a biological one (the serotonin), there 
is in fact nothing in his view that guarantees that there must be at least some factors ‘on 
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the psychological level’ amongst the causes for any given psychological phenomenon. In 
interventionist terms, there may simply be no other psychological variable interventions on 
which would make any difference to a given aspect of a subject’s psychic life. Second, there 
is, on this view, also no reason to think that causal links  within  the psychological domain 
need to be intelligible. As long as the right kind of interventionist counterfactuals hold 
between two mental states, the fi rst one can causally explain the second one, irrespective of 
whether there are any intelligible connections between them. This is in fact what, according 
to Campbell, happens in psychosis. As an example, he uses the case of delusions of refer-
ence. He says: 

 [On my] analysis, for one belief to be the cause of another is for intervening on the fi rst belief to 
be a way of changing the second. Suppose you believe:

(1) that this man is stroking his chin, and 
 (2) that this man believes you need a shave. 

 [ … ] What is it for the fi rst belief to be a cause of the second? On the interventionist analysis, it 
is for intervention on the fi rst belief to be a way of changing whether you have the second belief. 
So if some external force changed your belief that this man is stroking his chin, you would no 
longer believe that he believes you need to shave. (Campbell 2009: 143)   

 What we have here, then, is a view of causation, and of causal explanation in psychology, 
that is radically at odds with the thought that, in order to spell out what it is for two psy-
chic events to be causally connected in the fi rst place, we have to appeal to the idea that 
such events ‘“emerge” out of each other in a way which we understand’ (Jaspers 1997: 
302). As such, it is also at odds with the reading of Jaspers’ distinction between explain-
ing and understanding that I have offered in the preceding section, which turned on this 
thought. On Campbell’s view, the idea of a ‘meaningful connection’ plays no essential role 
in accounting for causation between psychic events. Moreover, Campbell thinks that we 
have to abandon the thought that it does so precisely in order to do justice to the very 
idea of psychopathology—of a mental life marked by an impairment to one’s rational 
endowment.  

  A third position?  
 How might Jaspers respond to the kind of argument Campbell puts forward? Perhaps 
we can make a start on this issue by looking again at the two examples Campbell actu-
ally mentions. Arguably, in each of the two cases, there is in fact still a sense in which 
understanding can get some kind of grip. What they might not involve is a transition 
between mental states that can be fully explained in terms of rules of rationality. But 
it is also not true that we have no idea how humiliation might give rise to some of the 
patterns of thought and feeling characteristic of depression, or how one might read a 
message about one’s needing a shave into seeing someone else stroke his chin. What this 
shows is that our common sense notion of understanding encompasses more than the 
idea of rationalization. Common sense, in other words, finds a form of intelligibility 
in connections between mental phenomena that is not just a matter of rational intelli-
gibility. Indeed, for Jaspers, psychology, properly speaking, only starts when we engage 
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in a type of understanding that goes beyond a mere grasp of rational connections. He 
writes:

  Rational understanding always leads to a statement that the psychic content was simply a rational 
connection, understandable without the help of any psychology. Empathic understanding, on 
the other hand, always leads directly into the psychic connection itself. Rational understanding 
is merely an aid to psychology, empathic understanding brings us to psychology itself. (Jaspers 
1997: 304)   

 We can think of Jaspers’ position here as one that tries to establish an alternative to both 
the kind of view exemplifi ed by Davidson and Dennett, on the one hand, and Campbell’s 
view, on the other. Jaspers does subscribe to a ‘levels of explanation’ approach of the kind 
Campbell wants to abandon, insofar as he thinks that it is constitutive of psychic phe-
nomena that they stand in meaningful connections with each other, which can (at least 
to a certain extent) be uncovered through understanding. Giving up the idea that there 
is thus a specifi c way in which psychic phenomena can be made intelligible would mean 
‘losing the actual object of the enquiry’ (Jaspers 1997: 302). Yet, contrary to Davidson and 
Dennett, the relevant type of intelligibility here has to be distinguished from mere rational 
intelligibility. 

 This, however, gives us only an extremely schematic picture of Jaspers’ position, and it has 
to be said that some interpretative effort is required to extract from  General Psychopathology  
materials that might help to fl esh it out in more concrete terms. In the book, Jaspers’ initial 
theoretical characterization of the distinction between explaining and understanding is fol-
lowed by a number of examples of what Jaspers takes to be types of meaningful connec-
tions. In this context, he makes use, for instance, of a Nietzsche-inspired notion of drives, 
or the idea of opposing tendencies that psychic life is always subject to. But, even setting 
aside the question as to whether these constitute psychological categories in good standing, 
it is very diffi cult to distil a systematic picture out of Jaspers’ discussion that would help 
make clearer, e.g. how exactly he might respond to the type of argument put forward by 
Campbell. 

 Perhaps a better source for material that might help us fl esh out Jaspers’ position is an 
article, also published in 1913, which starts with close variants of the more programmatic 
remarks on the distinction between understanding and explaining that can be found in 
 General Psychopathology . In contrast to the book, however, the article follows up these 
remarks with two extremely detailed case studies, each including an ‘analysis’ containing 
subsections that are explicitly identifi ed as dealing with causal and meaningful connections, 
respectively. 

 What emerges from Jaspers’ discussion of the two cases as issues to be addressed as a 
matter of (mere) ‘causal explanation’ is whether (and to what extent) the psychosis was, 
for instance, caused by imprisonment or homesickness, or by an innate ‘hysterical con-
stitution’, or whether it refl ects a pathological process of the type that is characteristic of 
schizophrenia (Jaspers 1913: 203). Much of what Jaspers writes here in fact fi ts in quite well 
with an interventionist approach to causation, insofar as it involves identifying particular 
non-psychic variables in play in each case. Specifi cally, Jaspers seems to think that we can 
identify which particular kind of such variable is in play because they make a difference to 
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the particular form the psychosis takes. Thus, for instance, hysterical psychoses are charac-
terized by a clouding of consciousness and often have a theatrical aspect, whereas schizo-
phrenic psychoses don’t have these features. Yet, there is also a respect in which, even here, 
Jaspers’ interest can be seen to go beyond merely identifying particular causally relevant 
variables. What he also seems to be interested in is what we might refer to as the ontology 
of the non-psychic factors that made a particular psychotic episode possible: are they them-
selves episodic, do they exist in the form of something like a standing disposition, or in the 
form of an unfolding process? 

 Jaspers provides the most detailed discussion of what, by contrast, he regards as  mean-
ingful connections  in connection with the case of ‘Joseph Mendel’. In particular, one cen-
tral claim he puts forward is that Mendel’s psychosis can be understood, in part, against 
the background of a general sceptical disposition, understood as a lack of an ability to 
form fi rm opinions. This, Jaspers believes, leads to a preoccupation with philosophy—a 
‘metaphysical need’ (Jaspers 1913: 253) or ‘need for a system’ (Jaspers 1913: 253). Yet, once 
Mendel actually starts to study philosophy, prompted by this need, the study of philoso-
phers such as Kant, Brentano, and Husserl just reinforces the feeling that nothing can be 
asserted with any confi dence. 

 Can an example such as this help to clarify how exactly understanding, according to 
Jaspers, can lend intelligibility to psychoses, and what kind of intelligibility might be at 
issue? Jaspers does stress in connection with both of the case studies that understanding of 
meaningful connections in psychosis can only ever be achieved to a degree (Jaspers 1913: 
257). To the extent that it can be achieved, though, the kind of understanding Jaspers has in 
mind seems to be especially connected to notions such as ‘psychic upheaval’ or ‘psychic dis-
integration’, where these have mainly to do with aspects of the mental such as fears, wishes 
and motivation. Thus, for instance, Jaspers says of Mendel that he didn’t suffer from intel-
lectual defects, but that his psychoses rather have to be understood against the background 
of changes to the ‘life of the will’ ( Willensleben ) and his values (Jaspers 1913: 258). 

 On one possible reading, what Jaspers might be seen to be drawing attention to in these 
passages are features of human psychology that are simply left out by the idea of the mind 
as governed purely by principles of rationality, but that, in turn, have some bearing on the 
extent to which the subject can be rational. For instance, as Jon Elster (1985) has pointed 
out, whilst a given set of evidence may make it rational to form a certain belief, the question 
as to when he or she should stop collecting further evidence is not ultimately one a subject 
can answer purely by relying on principles of rationality. Whilst the subject ‘knows, from 
fi rst principles, that information is costly and that there is a trade-off between collecting 
information and using it, [ … ] he does not know what that trade-off is’ (Elster 1985: 69). 
As a consequence, even within the context of rational deliberation, the subject has to rely 
on ‘shadow decisions’ (Elster 1985: 69) as to when to stop collecting evidence, which cannot 
themselves be accounted for purely rationally. 

 So we might conjecture that understanding, for Jaspers, insofar as it is to be contrasted 
with or go beyond mere rationalizing, is in fact concerned with features of psychology of the 
latter type, that are in some sense preconditions for, and constraints on, rational thought. 
In this category we might further include, for instance, the conditions under which certain 
thoughts occur to us in the fi rst place, or come to occupy us, or indeed become diffi cult to 
shake off despite some evidence to the contrary. Intuitively, it does seem that we have at 
least some idea, from our own case, how other psychic factors can have an impact on these 
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features so that we become, for instance, more prone to jumping to conclusions or more 
prone to prevaricating. And if this is what Jaspers means by psychological understanding, 
we can see how it is indeed different from purely rational understanding, and perhaps also 
how it might be thought to have a special role to play in psychiatry. The thought, in short, 
would be that it is an understanding of this type that must be brought into play if we are to 
get at least some grip on what psychic illness actually consists in. 

 At the beginning of  General Psychopathology , Jaspers characterizes the concept of psy-
chic illness as being concerned with cases in which human beings’ distinctive ‘freedom and 
infi nite possibilities are themselves a cause of illness’ (Jaspers 1997: 8). If what I have been 
saying is along the right lines, we might see Jaspers as signalling here that, as long as we 
focus only on the idea of rationality, or of an absence of rationality, we will not get a proper 
grasp of what it is for someone to have a psychic illness. Rationality is impaired in psychic 
illness, but not every case of impaired rationality is a case of psychic illness. Rather, to get 
right the specifi c nature of psychic illness, we have to bring in the idea of a specifi c way in 
which rationality is affected in psychic illness. And what makes that idea available is the 
thought that rational thought is itself dependent on, and constrained by, other cognitive 
and volitional preconditions that are not themselves a matter of rational decision. In psy-
chic illness, particular features of the patient’s psychic situation affect these preconditions 
to such an extent that the very capacity for rational thought is impacted upon. However, 
even outside the context of psychic illness, the particular shape and content of a person’s 
psychic life is never dictated by purely rational considerations alone. And we can therefore 
have at least some insight, from our own case, into the general kind of ‘emergence’ of con-
straints on one’s mental life from features of one’s psychic situation that, in psychosis, leads 
to a pathology.  

  The un-understandable in schizophrenia  
 Having sketched one possible interpretation of Jaspers’ views on understanding and its role 
in psychiatry, I want to fi nish with a few remarks about a particular type of limit to under-
standing Jaspers talks about specifi cally in connection with schizophrenia. 

 Psychology will always come up against limits where understanding, as Jaspers conceives 
of it, is no longer possible. In most of  General Psychopathology , the understandable is set off 
against the un-understandable primarily in the guise of that which falls outside the contents 
of consciousness. As Jaspers says, ‘the act of understanding presupposes and implies some-
thing that cannot be understood’ (Jaspers 1997: 308). This is true, he thinks, in two quite 
different senses. First, our mental life is shaped by the particular nature of our embodied 
existence and our interactions with our environment. These condition the contents of our 
consciousness causally from outside. Secondly, the very existence of a conscious life itself 
is also something that falls outside the scope of possible understanding.  11   Understanding 
can only encompass meaningful connections within consciousness; it cannot illuminate the 
conditions of the possibility of its own existence. 

 In a small number of passages in the book, though, the un-understandable also appears in 
a further, somewhat different guise—in the context of the idea that, in schizophrenia, some 

  11     This, at any rate, is one way of understanding some of the more enigmatic remarks of Jaspers (1997: 
308).  
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aspects of the patient’s conscious mental life itself become in principle un-understandable. 
Jaspers writes:

  The most profound distinction in psychic life seems to be that between what is meaningful and 
 allows empathy  and what in its particular way is  ununderstandable , ‘mad’ in the literal sense, 
schizophrenic psychic life. (Jaspers 1997: 577)   

 The idea of the un-understandable, in the specifi c sense at issue here, is meant to capture a 
sense in which certain schizophrenic symptoms are particularly puzzling. For it is to be dis-
tinguished from the idea that, in any concrete situation, there will be limits to understand-
ing beyond which only interpretation is possible. The latter idea has to do with how much 
detailed information we possess about the patient. By contrast, Jaspers seems to think that 
there is something in principle un-understandable about schizophrenic psychic life. Yet, 
at the same time, schizophrenic un-understandability also has to be contrasted with cases 
in which, as we might say, there is really nothing left that calls for understanding. Jaspers 
makes this point by using the example of general paralysis and contrasting it with that of 
schizophrenia:

  In the one case, it is as if an axe had demolished a piece of clockwork—and crude destructions 
are of relatively little interest. In the other it is as if the clockwork keeps going wrong, stops and 
then runs again. In such a case we can look for specifi c, selective disturbances. But there is more 
than that; the schizophrenic life is peculiarly productive. (Jaspers 1997: 576)   

 What Jaspers seems to have in mind here is that there is a sense in which the schizophrenic 
un-understandable calls for understanding at the same time as precluding it. Schizophrenia, 
by contrast with general paralysis, is productive of genuine mental phenomena and—in line 
with Jaspers’ position as sketched in earlier sections—it is in fact constitutive of such men-
tal phenomena that they stand in meaningful psychological connections to other aspects 
of the patient’s mental life. But there is a particular feature of the mental phenomena pro-
duced in schizophrenia that, at the same time, stands in the way of us being able to uncover 
the relevant meaningful connections through understanding. 

 Is there a way of fl eshing out this line of thought in more concrete terms? I think the kind 
of interpretation of Jaspers I have offered might help us see a way to do so, especially once 
we note that there is one specifi c ‘productive’ aspect of schizophrenic life, in particular, that 
Jaspers seems to have in mind when he talks about the schizophrenic un-understandable. 
These are what he refers to as ‘made phenomena’, such as thought insertion. Against the 
background of the reading of Jaspers’ position I have offered, we can perhaps see why he 
would fi nd such phenomena particularly puzzling. For what is remarkable about them is 
that the patients in fact think of their own mental lives in the interventionist way suggested 
by Campbell: as being potentially manipulable by any variable whatsoever (even without 
any involvement of the rest of their own psyche). And this may be seen to make any attempt 
at understanding them a particularly paradoxical endeavour. On the one hand, to attempt 
to understand them, in the way envisaged by Jaspers, means that we must suppose that the 
patient’s attitude towards their own thoughts somehow emerges from other, prior, aspects 
of their psychic life. Yet, actually ‘sinking ourselves into the psychic situation’ of the patient 
in fact means giving up, within the project of trying to understand the patient, on this very 
conception of psychic states as emerging from in each in a meaningful way. Thus, in schizo-
phrenia, the content of the delusion that we are trying to understand—the idea of a ‘made’ 
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mental life—confl icts with the very conception of the mental that governs the project of 
emphatic understanding.  
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