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42 LUDWIG VON BERTALANFFY

what more questionable in diseases such as rheumatism or arthritis,
where the name is little more than a label attached to disturbances
whose etiology is obscure, symptoms vary, and specific therapy is un-
developed. ) )

In the light of the criteria mentioned, apparently schnzf)phrema does
not qualify as a disease entity. Its etiology is unknown; its symptoma-
tology offers a spectrum of aberrations from the normal, which is not
only most multifarious but largely different in individual cases; and
no general typical course or specific therapy is known.

Thus I hardly need to say that, from my biological viewpoint, I em-
brace the unitary concept of mental illness advanced by Dr. Karl Men-
ninger and his group.'® The unitary concept in psychiatry is closely
related to the so-called organismic viewpoint in biology (cf. Berta-
lanffy’) which, as opposed to the mechanistic view and approach, em-
phasizes the organism as a whole and its dynamic organization.

A simile taken from the field of organic disease may be helpful in
evaluating the unitary concept of mental illness. Speaking of “cancer,”
it is obvious that there are many kinds of cancer of the various organs.
Histologically there is a great difference between, say, a squamous cell
carcinoma, an adenocarcinoma, or a hepatoma. Different therapies—
surgery, radiation—may be indicated. The borderline between benign
tumors and malignant growth is not clear-cut, and in some cases a
benign tumor appears to develop into a cancer. However, even though
“cancer” is a multifarious disease, its different kinds are not considered
separate “disease entities” although, of course, different terms are used
in diagnosis. Rather, it is generally agreed that there is some cyto-
chemical and physiological aberration—by no means clearly understood
at present—that underlies the various forms of malignant growth, so
much indeed that it is unnecessary to speak of a “unitary concept of
cancer.”

In a similar way, a unitary concept of mental illness will not deny
patent differences, or contend that mental disorders differ only in degree
or quantity. The idea is rather that there is some basic disturbance
which may be manifest in different ways. The contrary—the reifica-
tion of psychiatric terminology into separate disease entities—is as if
we were to consider lung cancer, skin cancer, uterine cancer, or liver
cancer as separate diseases, instead of different forms of malignant
growth,

It deserves mentioning that Eugen Bleuler, creator of the term
“schizophrenia,” did not commit the fallacy of reification of psychiatric
terms. This is apparent even from the title of his classic,’ referring to
the “group of schizophrenias” (i.e. a number of frequently encountered
syndromes) rather than to one entity bearing this name.
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On the other hand, recent biochemical hypotheses imply that some
metabolic disturbance—an abetration of epinephrin metabolism, de-
ficiency or excess of cerebral serotonin, taraxein as a plasma protein
causing schizophrenia, increased ceruloplasmin level—is the “cause of
schizophrenia.” Although none of these claims s well established at
present (cf. Bertalanffy,® and the recent survey of the National Insti-
tute of Mental Health: McDonald4), probably a “biochemical lesion”
(Minz'") is a predisposing factor of psychosis. However, a one-sided
biochemical approach presupposing a uniform disease entity called
“schizophrenia” and a simple cause-effect relationship between an
alleged toxic agent and mental disease (similar to some infection caus-
ing pneumonia) is apt to lead to disregarding the variety of etiological
factors, and the diverse course and prognosis of mental illness.

I believe the unitary concept of mental illness—propounding that
mental disorder is a systemic disease rather than a number of separate
disease entities—represents in psychiatty a major break-through which
may lead to a basic reorientation in theory and clinical practice. If the
search for separate entities of mental disease s replaced by the concept
that the delicate mental apparatus can be disturbed in various of its
parts and to a varying degree; that the so-called schizophrenic is not
2 monster to be buried in a closed ward but rather the victim of a dis-
organization of psychological processes; and that the goal of therapy
is re-establishment of normal organismic order by the healing power
of nature and with the doctor’s assistance—then not only can otherwise
paradoxical facts be intelligently arranged, but we may also concentrate
on etiological research and therapy which is comprehensive and not
one-sided, and thus more promising than previous efforts.

A biological, as distinguished from a biochemical, approach will
have to be more broad-minded to include the many-sidedness of mental
illness. A convenient starting point is a question the biologist is bound
to ask and in some way to answer: What js characteristic of human as
compared to animal behavior? As the psychiatrist is concerned with
disturbances of human experience and behavior, this question ob-
viously is a basic one.

New Concepts in Human Behavior

Two concepts I wish to offer in this respect are, first, man as an
intrinsically active, psychophysical organism; and second, man as an
animal symbolicum.

The first concept is intimately connected with a basic reorientation
in biology and behavioral science. The classical model of behavior was
the stimulus-response scheme: that is, an organism (man included)
functions by way of answering stimuli coming from outside; hehavior
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is essentially directed toward re-establishment of an equilibrium dis-
turbed by external factors, and hence it is essentially governed by
economic principles, that is, behavior is essentially a sum total of re-
actions tending to re-establish, at minimum costs, a supposed “equi-
librium” which was disturbed by outside stimuli. ;

Similar considerations apply to psychological and psychoanalytic
theory. ‘The stimulus-response scheme underlies Freud’s “principle of
stability,” according to which the supreme tendency of the organism,
biological and mental, is to get rid of stimuli and come to rest in a
state of “equilibrium.” The same applies to the more recent model of
feedback and cybernetics which still adheres to the stimulus-response
scheme, only the circular feedback loop being added. The principle of
economy is expressed by the statement that behavior, infantile and
adult, essentially means a “coping” with reality—i.e., dealing with en-
vironmental demands and challenges at minimum expense.

Although these principles have proved useful in psychological and
psychoanalytic theory and practice, it appears time to expand them.
This writer believes that a more basic reorientation is necessary—which,
as a matter of fact, can be supported by any amount of biological,
neurophysiological, behavioral, psychological, and psychiatric evidence.

The essentially new idea (new, however, only with respect to the
conventional stimulus-response scheme) is that of the primacy of
immanent activity of the psychophysical organism—which, in turn, is
related to the theory of the organism as an open system in physiology
and biophysics. Even without external stimuli, the living organism is
not a resting but an intrinsically active system—as evidenced, for ex-
ample, by the fact that active behavior phylogenetically and ontoge-
netically precedes reactive (reflex) mechanisms which are superimpose
as a secondary regulatory apparatus. '

Furthermore, the living organism does more than “maintain its
equilibrium.” As long as it lives, it maintains a disequilibrium called
the “steady state” of an open system; and it even advances, ontoge-
netically and phylogenetically, to higher forms of order and organiza-
tion (that is, states more distant from equilibrium). Similarly, behavior
is not only reaction to outside stimuli and exigencies at minimum costs;
the activity of the organism includes what may loosely be called a
creative element, where, besides gratification of needs and “equilibra-
tion” with the environmental situation, function pleasure—as described
by Karl Buehler—accompanying the activity, is its own reward.*

*The author takes great pleasure to note the close parallelism of the above
considerations which are derived from biological or even zoological facts, with
the analysis of human psychology and emphasis on spontaneous creativity as
given by Gardner Murphy.18
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These thoughts have direct bearing on problems of psychopathology;
but before applying them, the second concept previously mentioned
deserves brief explanation.

The idea that man’s unique position in nature is based upon the
predominance of symbols in his life, is b{' no means new. Suffice it to
refer to Susanne Langer’s inspired book!! which, in different context
and terminology, develops ideas closely related to those offered in the
present paper. However, the implications for psychopathology appear
by no means generally recognized or exhausted.

Apart from the gratification of biological needs—hunger and sex—

man lives in a universe not of things but of symbols for things. A coin
or bank note is a symbol for a certain amount of work done or utilities
available; all of our thinking involves a handling of concepts—that is,
symbols of things, actions, or relations; words are symbols for things
or relationships; a book is a fantastic pile of accumulated symbols
(Bertalanffy?).
. Although a satisfactory definition of symbolism is by no means easy,
it may—for purposes of the present discussion—be considered as that
activity which distinguishes human and subhuman behavior. Animals
may have signals (e.g.,, in the conditioned reflex); innate signs for
things (e.g., the “schemata” in instinctual behavior); even an inherited
language (e.g., bees). However, they do not have those freely created,
representative, and tradition-bound signs that are called “symbols” and
form the nucleus of human civilization—manifest in thought, language,
art, science, religion, social organization and any other field. Conse-
quently, human values (cf. Bertalanffy,® Dobshansky®) are distin-
guished from universal biological values—pleasure of the individual
and survival of the species—by the fact that they are essentially needs
and gratifications within a symbolic system, that of a civilization in a
certain time and space. Similarly, psychopathology means disturbances
not only at the biological and physiological but above all at the symbolic
level.

Application to Psychopathology

The consequences of the above conceptions appear to offer answers
to problems of psychopathology which are baffling when considered in
the orthodox view.

First of all, it appears that it is not conditions of biological stress
but rather of stress at the symbolic level (“quasi needs” Lewin,!?
Hacker??) that lead to increase in mental disorders. It has repeatedly
been noted that World War 11, a period almost unparalleled in physio-
logical hardship (a daily ration of often 1,000 calories or less per day)
as well as psychological stress (combat, daily bombing), did not bring
about an increase either in neuroses (Opler!’?) or. in psychoses

-
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66 H. G. WHITTINGTON

Conclusions

The fullest understanding of episodic mental disturbance, at our
present level of knowledge, is afforded by Karl Menninger’s concepts
of psychological homeostasis, schematized as a hierarchy of regulatory
devices employed in the face of mounting stress or continuing unte-
solved stress.

Study of this five year follow-up of a case raises questions concerning
the concept of periodic psychosis as an intermittent disease. In fact,
this patient displayed even in her integrative periods clear evidences of
psychotic processes, so that the disintegrative phases represented only
episodic worsening. Perhaps the entire concept of a person falling
victim periodically to a mental disturbance, and then recovering from
it a concept rooted in the medical tradition of disease specificity—
had best be abandoned.

In this patient, at least, it was more productive to examine her illness
from the standpoint of psychological homeostasis, in which context
questions were raised concerning the possibility of fluctuations in drive
strength or in control capacity (based on endocrine-metabolic changes),
changes in the environment, dyscontrol as an ego exhaustion phenome-
non, and dyscontrol as due to exceeding of a tension threshold.

This frame of reference offers a productive approach to the study
of episodic mental disturbance. However, it is emphasized that a study
of the illness consists just as much in gaining an understanding of the
person during his periods of relative integration, as during the dis-
organized phases. The more obviously psychotic periods should be
viewed as periodic worsenings in which more desperate orders of dys-
function are resorted to. It is perhaps preferable to speak of a cyclic
course or a periodic course of illness, and abandon the terms periodic
psychosis and cyclic psychosis entirely, since they imply a definiteness
of onset and abruptness of termination of psychotic phases which, it
would seem, are more illusory than real.
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