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A Philosophy of Mental Health
What Is Mental Health? Defining and Characterising It

Mental health isn't just the absence of illness—it’s about the flourishing of the mind: the 
ability to think clearly, feel deeply, relate meaningfully, and act purposefully.

Philosophical traditions differ:

• Aristotle linked health to achieving eudaimonia (a flourishing life).

• Modern debates focus on objective (biological) vs. subjective (experiential) views.

• Key tension: Is mental health purely chemical, or about living meaningfully in a 
difficult world?

Ethics: How Should We Approach Working with Mental Health Issues?

Respect for Autonomy:

• Honour individuals' ability to make their own decisions, balancing care with freedom.

• Justice and Non-Discrimination:

• Uphold the equal moral worth of all individuals, regardless of diagnosis.

Compassion and Empathy:

• Emphasise solidarity and ethical care, not just technical treatment.

Balancing Risk and Rights:

• Ethical dilemmas around involuntary treatment and protecting both individuals and 
their rights.
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Historical Shifts in Understanding Mental Health

1. Ancient and Medieval Views: Mental distress seen as moral failing, sin, or possession; 
Plato emphasised inner harmony.

2. Enlightenment and Early Modern Period: Focus on rationality; early asylums opened, 
but stigma remained.

3. 19th and Early 20th Century: Medicalisation of mental illness; proliferation of 
asylums, often neglectful.

4. Mid to Late 20th Century: Psychiatric medications, critiques from thinkers like 
Foucault, and shifts to community care.

5. Today: Rights-based approaches, recovery models, trauma-informed care, and focus 
on social determinants of mental health.

Final Reflection
Mental health is not just a medical issue. It is a deeply human experience. Philosophy calls 
us to meet it with justice, compassion, and humility.
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