Lecture Title: Nosography in Psychological Disorders

Target Audience: 3rd Year Clinical Psychology Students

1. Introduction and Definition

Nosography (or psychiatric nosology) is the systematic description and classification of
diseases. In clinical psychology, it serves as an essential tool to guide the practitioner's work
by categorizing mental phenomena into specific classes. The primary goal is to establish a
shared language among clinicians and researchers, which is vital for communicating about
diagnoses, understanding etiology (causes), and determining treatment efficacy.

2. Historical Evolution

The classification of mental illness has evolved through several stages:

e Ancient Times: Hippocrates and his followers classified mental disorders (like mania and
melancholia) based on an imbalance in the four humors.

e The Enlightenment (18th Century): Figures like William Cullen coined the term "neurosis,"
while Philippe Pinel (the father of modern psychiatry) introduced "moral treatment" and
categorized illnesses based on clinical observation and the organs affected.

e The 19th and 20th Centuries: Emil Kraepelin revolutionized the field by grouping symptoms
into stable categories, notably distinguishing between dementia praecox (schizophrenia) and
manic-depressive insanity. This paved the way for modern systems like the DSM and ICD.

3. Major Approaches to Nosography
Clinicians use different models to classify disorders:

e Categorical Approach: Considers a disorder as either present or absent. It is based on the
similarity of a case to a "prototype" description.

e Dimensional Approach: Views symptoms on a continuum from normal to severe. For example,
sadness is measured on a scale (like the Hamilton Rating Scale) rather than just being "present™ or
"not".

e Hybrid Approach: A combination of both. It uses categories for broad diagnostic groups (e.g.,
Major Depressive Disorder) and dimensions to measure severity (e.g., mild, moderate, severe).
This is currently the most preferred approach in widespread usage.

e Etiological Approach: Focuses on the "reason™ or cause of the symptoms, whether biological,
psychological, or social.

4. Modern Classification Systems
Two main systems dominate the field today:

1. DSM-5 (Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders): Published by the APA, it
relies heavily on explicit diagnostic criteria.

2. ICD-11 (International Classification of Diseases): Published by the WHO, it is used globally for
clinical and statistical purposes.

5. Challenges and Limitations
Despite its importance, nosography faces several challenges:

e Stigmatization: Diagnostic labels can lead to "labeling"” and social stigma.
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Nosographic Muddle/Blur: In transcultural contexts, Western diagnostic criteria may not
accurately capture symptoms in non-Western populations, leading to diagnostic delays.
The Role of Psychoanalysis: While systems like the DSM are descriptive and symptomatic,
psychoanalysis is needed to illuminate the psychic mechanisms behind clinical signs.
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