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Preface

The name of Karl Jaspers represents a particular constellation of thought which
characterized the cultural life in Germany at the beginning of the twentieth cen-
tury. Philosophy, humanities, social sciences, and medicine conjoined to enter into
a dialogue. In this intellectual environment, Karl Jaspers first studied medicine from
1906 to 1909, then worked as a psychiatrist at the Psychiatric Clinic of Heidelberg,
headed by Karl Wilmanns, until he took a chair for philosophical psychology in
1914. As early as 1913, at that time being a 29-year-old clinical assistant, he pub-
lished his “General Psychopathology”, a pioneering achievement in overcoming
the disciplinary boundaries. Although moving more towards philosophy later on,
Jaspers attempted to combine psychiatry, medicine, philosophy, and the humanities
throughout his life. Thus, he also supplemented his approach to psychopathology
by adding extensive parts of his existential philosophy to the original work, in par-
ticular in the 4th edition of 1942.

The central motive that connects Jaspers’ manifold works is the idea of hu-
man existence. He conceives it as the foundation of all scientific theories which
are based on the human being without being able to grasp it completely. Scien-
tific investigation should therefore be complemented by a permanent reflection on
prescientific human experience. This idea remains valid independently of Jaspers’
existential philosophical terminology. It may be reformulated as follows: Science is
based on the human life-world, i.e., on subjective and intersubjective experience. It
starts from this experience and gains its final destination from it. Only in constant
dialogue with the life-world is science able to attain relevant knowledge without
decoupling itself from human self-understanding. This is true in particular for the
sciences, whose subject matter is the suffering human being, i.e., medicine in gen-
eral, and psychopathology and psychiatry in particular.

When Jaspers published his “General Psychopathology”, the field of psychiatry
was characterized by a rapid expansion of the neurosciences, above all neuroanat-
omy and neurophysiology. Jaspers was aware of the risk that psychiatry could lose
its anchoring in the patients’ subjective experience by indulging in what he called
“brain mythologies”. In this situation, his main concern was to bring order into the
field by meticulous descriptions of subjective phenomena, concise definitions of
concepts, and systematic classifications of types of disorders, thus endowing psy-
chiatry with a valid and reliable method.
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With his psychiatric opus magnum, Jaspers became the uncontested founder of
psychopathology as a science with its own object and methodology. This estab-
lishment of psychopathology was essentially based on the rejection of scientific
reductionism, which claimed that all mental phenomena and disorders could be
sufficiently explained by their organic substrates in the brain. We find it to be par-
ticularly important in the current situation of academic discourse to remind our-
selves of the important contribution of Jaspers in trying to overcome simplistic
and reductionist programs in the human sciences and medicine. His work is still an
encouragement for us to “save the phenomena” and to connect psychiatry as a sci-
ence to the life-world of our patients.

It is for this reason that we compiled contributions for this volume which take
a close look at Jaspers’ method and the possibilities of integrating his key ideas in
current debates. The volume emerged from the International Conference “Towards
the Centennial of Karl Jaspers’ ‘General Psychopathology’”, which was held at the
University of Heidelberg in September 2011. We wish to express our gratitude to
Rixta Fambach and the members of the Section Phenomenology at the University
Clinic for General Psychiatry Heidelberg for their help in organizing the confer-
ence. We also thank Lukas Iwer for the editorial work on this volume.

August 2013 Thomas Fuchs
Heidelberg Thiemo Breyer
Christoph Mundt
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