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Focus

Introduction

Vera Tripodi

This focus is the result of a selection of the papers presented at the col-
loquium “Philosophy and Medicine”, which took place in Turin in Janu-
ary 2016. The purpose of the workshop, organized by the University of
Turin and the Research Group LabOnt, was to discuss and explore some
of the major views about the relationship between philosophy and medi-
cine, and the ethical aspects of clinical practice. This volume collects the
contributions of Cristiana Amoretti, Maurizio Balistreri, Francesca Ervas,
Elisabetta Lalumera, Marcello Montibeller, Lucia Morra, Maria Grazia
Rossi, Pietro Salis, and Vera Tripodi, who were speakers at the confer-
ence. The papers are unified by a number of cross-cutting themes and
take their position within the different areas of the current theoreti-
cal-moral debate within the field termed “philosophy of medicine”.

Recently, there has been increased debate in philosophy over the na-
ture of the concepts of health and disease from the perspective of the phi-
losophy, as well as the character of medical explanation and medical prac-
tises. This on-going discussion raises the issues of what is meant by “dis-
ease” or “mental health”, how to philosophically define the notion of
“care” and “disability”, what constitutes a medical theory, which are the
philosophical aspects of “normality” and “pathology” in medicine. This
focus aims to provide to the reader with an overview of issues related to
illness by taking into the account the latest theoretical developments (with
particular attention to the ontological, methodological, epistemological,
and ethical questions) that animate this philosophical forum and by high-
lighting especially the most problematic aspects.

In The concept of mental disorder: between definitions and prototypes,
Cristiana Amoretti aims at clarifying the definition of mental disorder in-
cluded in the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of mental Disorders
(DSM-5), published by the American Psychiatric Association (APA) in
2013. According to this definition, a mental disorder is a behavioural or
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54 VERA TRIPODI

psychological syndrome, which reflects a psychobiological and biological
dysfunction and is associated with significant distress (painful symptom)
or disability (impairment in one or more important areas of functioning).
In her paper, Amoretti examines some limits of this definition and analy-
ses the alternative view according to which mental disorder is a prototypi-
cal concept, namely the idea that the general concept of mental disorder
can not be defined through necessary and sufficient conditions. By stress-
ing the limits of the two definitions, Amoretti proposes a minimal concep-
tually-clean definition of mental disorder.

Maurizio Balistreri’s paper, Hopes and limits of moral bioenbhancement,
focuses on the ethical aspects of moral bio-enhancement. In particular, on
the desirability of using biomedical (as opposed to such traditional means
as upbringing, socialization and education) to achieve moral betterment.
In his paper, Balistreri’s purpose is twofold: i) to show that employing
biochemical or genetic engineering does not make us automatically moral;
ii) to argue that morality “requires the capacity of learning to consider
things from a general point of view, of developing a sensitivity able to per-
ceive suffering and pleasure of other people”.

The paper written by Francesca Ervas, Marcello Montibeller, Maria
Grazia Rossi, and Pietro Salis (Expertise and metaphors in health commu-
nication) explores the question of what kind of expertise is required by
doctors in health communication. The authors maintain that doctors need
— in order to achieve compliance with patient — both epistemological and
communicative skills. In this picture, the former skill deals with diagnosis
and its problems, while the latter has to do with strategy in communicat-
ing the reasons of diagnosis and therapy. In addition, the paper illustrates
the case of diabetes metaphor and explains how the deliberate use of met-
aphors in health communication might be also a crucial educational tool.
According to the authors, in fact, metaphors play at least two roles in
healthcare. First, they help doctors “in explaining the disease in simpler
terms and to frame the experience of illness according to patient’s specific
needs”. Second, they “encourage a change in patient’s beliefs on their
own experience of illness, and enable them to reach a shared decision
making with doctors”.

The paper by Lucia Morra, Raising awareness of how AS persons per-
cetve their capacity to use metaphors, also focuses on the role of metaphors
in healthcare. More precisely, it concerns the way persons with Asperger
Syndrome perceive their capacity to understand metaphors and how their
understanding of metaphors can enrich the theoretical frame described in
psycholinguistic and neurocognitive studies. By presenting a selection of
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messages that were exchanged in threads on understanding metaphors in
a web community, Morra explains how we should consider the self-de-
scriptions AS persons give of their competence using metaphors.

Elisabetta Lalumera’s paper, Saving the DSM-5? Descriptive conceptions
and theoretical concepts of mental disorder, concerns the classification of
mental disorders and the question whether the Diagnostic and Statistical
Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-5) is still (or not) a viable approach in
psychiatric nosology or psychiatric taxonomy. As is known, the DSM of-
fers a descriptive symptom-based or phenomenological approach to men-
tal disorders as opposite to the theoretical perspective, namely the idea
that information about causes and mechanisms (at the genetic level for in-
stance) ought to be integrated in the characterization of a specific disor-
der. Lalumera concludes with a defence of descriptivism within DSM by
explaining the reason why this approach — even though it is a minority
view among philosophers of psychiatry and psychologists — is still the
more adequate approach to adopt.

In Epistemic injustice and medical diagnosis, Vera Tripodi offers a criti-
cal analysis of the way medical diagnosis can be affected by the manner
and style in which a patient describes symptoms and be connected to the
phenomenon of epistemic injustice. Namely, the author addresses the
common experience among women of not being heard by doctors and
gender differences in the patients’ symptoms description. The paper aims
at showing that: (i) an inaccurate medical diagnosis might be seen as a
form of silencing that precludes female patients from being able to effi-
ciently communicate knowledge; (ii) the reason why some doctors do not
recognize patients as trustworthy and competent with respect to their ill-
ness conditions has to do with the fact that health professionals only see a
certain style of articulating testimonies and certain forms of impersonal
third-person reports as corresponding to their expectations.

I would like to conclude this brief introduction thanking the authors of
the papers collected in this volume, for their willingness to cooperate dur-
ing the whole review process. Thanks are also due to all the participants
at the conference “Philosophy and Medicine” and the Organizing Com-
mittee. I am also grateful to the editorial committee of Medicina & Storia,
in particular to Alessandro Pagnini, for all the support given to the publi-
cation of this focus. Without their help, this special issue would not have
existed.
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