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Are Mental Disorders Brain
Disorders?

The question of whether mental disorders are disorders of the brain
has led to a long-running and controversial dispute within psychiatry,
psychology and philosophy of mind and psychology. While recent work
in neuroscience frequently tries to identify underlying brain dysfunc-
tion in mental disorders, detractors argue that labelling mental disorders
as brain disorders is reductive and can result in harmful social effects.

This book brings a much-needed philosophical perspective to bear
on this important question. Anneli Jefferson argues that while there is
widespread agreement on paradigmatic cases of brain disorder such as
brain cancer, Parkinson's or Alzheimer’s dementia, there is far less clar-
ity on what the general, defining characteristics of brain disorders are.
She identifies influential notions of brain disorder and shows why these
are problematic. On her own, alternative, account, what counts as dys-
functional at the level of the brain frequently depends on what counts
as dysfunctional at the psychological level. On this notion of brain dis-
order, she argues, many of the consequences people often associate with
the brain disorder label do not follow. She also explores the important
practical question of how to deal with the fact that many people do
draw unlicensed inferences about treatment, personal responsibility or
etiology from the information that a condition is a brain disorder or
involves brain dysfunction.

Anneli Jefferson is Lecturer in Philosophy, Cardiff University, UK.
Her main research areas are moral philosophy and philosophy of psy-
chology and psychiatry. She is especially interested in the intersection
of these areas, for example in questions relating to moral psychology or
the relationship between mental illness and moral responsibility.
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1 Introduction

1 The controversy surrounding ‘brain disorder’
labels

We often hear that specific mental health conditions are brain disorders
or diseases. For example, the American Psychiatric Association char-
acterizes schizophrenia as a chronic brain disorder (APA 2020). The
authors of the Research Domain Criteria (RDoC), which is a system
for classiftying domains of psychological and brain function proposed
by the United States’ National Institute of Mental Health, also work on
the assumption that mental disorders generally are brain disorders. We
often hear statements like ‘depression is a chemical imbalance in the
brain’. At the same time, many scientists and philosophers strongly op-
pose characterizing conditions like depression, schizophrenia or bipolar
as brain disorders. In a recent opinion piece in Nature, neuroscientist
Carl Hart argued that categorizing addiction as a brain disease is both
inaccurate and harmful to people suffering from addiction (Hart 2017).
Psychologist Richard Bentall argues that viewing mental disorders as
brain disorders gives us a skewed view of these conditions that does not
take into account people’s life history and the experiences that precipi-
tated their mental distress.

We find ourselves in a strange stand-off: on the one hand, we have
people saying that viewing mental disorders as brain disorders is the
way forward in understanding and treating psychiatric conditions and
applying this label will lead to more empathy towards people affected.
On the other hand, many object that this view of psychiatric illness
is both incorrect and harmful. According to both sides of the debate,
there is a lot at stake in how we characterize these disorders, so we need
to get this right.

Most people in the debate endorse a broadly materialist world-
view, according to which mental processes depend on the brain, so
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2 Introduction

the disagreement does not rely on fundamentally different assumptions
about the mind-brain relationship such as, for example, Cartesian du-
alism.! So why do researchers, clinicians and philosophers disagree so
violently as to whether conditions such as addiction, schizophrenia, bi-
polar disorder or depression are brain disorders? In a recent piece de-
fending the brain disorder view, neuroscientist Camilla Nord states:
“I suspect the heart of the disagreement originates from people’s vastly
different ideas of what it means to say that something is a ‘brain dis-
order’”” (Nord 2021). This is the correct diagnosis, the main source of
disagreement is a conceptual one, regarding the question what a brain
disorder is. But, as with many stubborn disagreements, it isn’t the case
that we have clearly articulated conceptual differences — most of us
aren’t even sure what we mean by ‘brain disorder’, even if we have
strong views on what isn’t a brain disorder. While we agree about estab-
lished cases of brain disorder such as neurosyphilis or Chorea Hunting-
ton, we lack good criteria for deciding how to categorize controversial
cases such as addiction. Put differently, we may agree that a condition is
a brain disorder when there is something wrong with the brain, but we
don’t agree on what differences from normal functioning count as there
being something wrong with the brain.

The problem with discussions about brain disorders is that there are
a number of ill-articulated presuppositions at play which lead to un-
helptul confusion and disagreement. The two interconnected questions
that will be running through this book are “What is a brain disorder?’
and “What is the relationship between mental disorders and brain dis-
orders?”. One important result from this book is that we have made so
little progress on the second question because we don’t have a clear an-
swer to the first. So, I will propose criteria for dysfunction in the brain.
On my account, mental disorders are brain disorders if they involve
brain dysfunction, but they need not be caused by a preceding defect
in the brain.

2 Methodology

Which mental disorders are brain disorders is an empirical question,
but it requires a theory of what makes something a brain disorder. My
aim is to answer this theoretical question. My approach to these issues
is not an empirical but a philosophical one, clarifying the models that
are used in the debate and their implications. The primary focus will
be on what theoretical presuppositions underlie disagreements about
brain disorders, and how these could be resolved. To illustrate the con-
trast to the empirical project, one could argue about whether addiction



