
Uncovering the Truth: How Creating Mental
Illness Became a Real Phenomenon
Have you ever wondered how certain mental illnesses are diagnosed and
categorized? The field of psychology has been continually evolving, and one
person who truly left a mark in the world of mental health is Allan Horwitz. His
groundbreaking research has shed light on the way society perceives and creates
mental illness, raising important questions about the validity of these diagnoses
and their impact on individuals.

The Merits of Mental Illness Classification

Mental illnesses have traditionally been classified and categorized based on
specific diagnostic criteria, with the aim of providing effective treatment and
support. However, Allan Horwitz's research challenges this conventional
approach by highlighting the role of cultural and societal factors in shaping mental
illness.

Horwitz argues that the classification and diagnosis of mental disorders are not
as objective as we might believe. He suggests that our cultural context heavily
influences what we perceive as normal or abnormal behavior, leading to the
creation of certain mental illnesses.
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Alteration of Social Norms

In his book "Creating Mental Illness," co-authored with Jerome Wakefield, Horwitz
explores how society's changing norms and values contribute to the creation of
new mental disorders. They highlight how shifts in societal expectations and
behaviors lead to the redefinition of acceptable conduct, thus influencing the
perception of mental health.

For instance, in recent decades, we have witnessed the emergence of disorders
related to technology addiction or social media dependence. These newly coined
disorders were not prevalent in the past but have gained recognition due to
societal shifts in our digital age and the rise of technology's influence in our lives.

The Role of Medicalization

Medicalization refers to the process by which non-medical issues are transformed
into medical problems, necessitating professional intervention. Horwitz argues
that medicalization plays a significant role in the creation of mental illnesses. He
examines how societal problems and challenges are often labeled as
psychological disorders, thus requiring medical treatment.

One prime example of medicalization, as discussed by Horwitz, is the
categorization of bereavement as major depression. Previously considered a
normal grieving process, experiencing intense grief after the loss of a loved one is
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now often diagnosed as a mental disorder, potentially leading to unnecessary
medical prescriptions and interventions.

Unraveling the Stigma

By questioning the creation and classification of mental illnesses, Horwitz aims to
destigmatize and normalize certain behaviors that society might pathologize. He
believes that understanding the social construction of mental disorders can help
shift the narrative, removing the heavy stigma associated with these conditions.

Horwitz's research emphasizes the importance of acknowledging the significant
role society plays in creating mental illness. It invites us to question the current
diagnostic criteria and challenge the notion of what constitutes a mental disorder.

Implications for Treatment and Support

Horwitz's work has substantial implications for the mental health field in terms of
treatment and support systems. By recognizing the societal influence on mental
illness creation, we can better tailor interventions and support structures to
address the underlying social causes.

Mental health professionals can benefit from Horwitz's research by taking a more
holistic approach to treatment, considering the individual within their cultural and
social context. This could lead to a more personalized and effective treatment
plan, addressing the root causes rather than relying solely on symptom
management.

The Way Forward

Allan Horwitz's research challenges our understanding of mental illness and
pushes us to reevaluate the diagnostic criteria we rely upon. He highlights the



cultural and societal forces that shape our perception of mental health, urging us
to question and revise our assumptions.

By understanding the process of creating mental illness, we can work towards a
future where mental health is destigmatized and treatments are tailored to the
unique needs of individuals. Allan Horwitz's contributions offer valuable insights
that will undoubtedly continue to shape the field of psychology for years to come.
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In this surprising book, Allan V. Horwitz argues that our current conceptions of
mental illness as a disease fit only a small number of serious psychological
conditions and that most conditions currently regarded as mental illness are
cultural constructions, normal reactions to stressful social circumstances, or
simply forms of deviant behavior.

"Thought-provoking and important. . .Drawing on and consolidating the ideas of a
range of authors, Horwitz challenges the existing use of the term mental illness
and the psychiatric ideas and practices on which this usage is based. . . . Horwitz
enters this controversial territory with confidence, conviction, and clarity."—Joan
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Busfield, American Journal of Sociology

"Horwitz properly identifies the financial incentives that urge therapists and drug
companies to proliferate psychiatric diagnostic categories. He correctly identifies
the stranglehold that psychiatric diagnosis has on research funding in mental
health. Above all, he provides a sorely needed counterpoint to the most strident
advocates of disease-model psychiatry."—Mark Sullivan, Journal of the American
Medical Association

"Horwitz makes at least two major contributions to our understanding of mental
disorders. First, he eloquently draws on evidence from the biological and social
sciences to create a balanced, integrative approach to the study of mental
disorders. Second, in accomplishing the first contribution, he provides a
fascinating history of the study and treatment of mental disorders. . . from early
asylum work to the rise of modern biological psychiatry."—Debra Umberson,
Quarterly Review of Biology
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