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About this book

This book on schizophrenia is born out of the first-hand knowledge of 
the authors, one of whom has a broad range of experience of working 
with people suffering from schizophrenia in institutional settings and 
across cultures using psychodynamic as well as behavioral and psycho-
pharmacological modalities and the other in treating individuals with 
schizophrenia as a psychoanalyst.

Regardless of the variety of their experience, both authors ground 
their understanding of schizophrenia from a psychoanalytic view. Unlike 
other psychological understandings of schizophrenia, the psychoana-
lytic view is grounded in metapsychology. This is where the subjective 
view of the analyst or psychotherapist meets the objective scientific 
understanding of the researcher. Views of the emergent properties of 
the mind are intertwined with knowledge of neurobiology, evolution, 
and the structure of the brain. Unlike some Freudians, like George Klein 
(1976), who saw metapsychology and clinical theory as incompatible, or 
others who view it as something that is divorced from empirical reality 
and biology, we take the view postulated by Patricia Kitcher when she 
says, “… my thesis is that Freud’s enduring commitment to metapsy-
chology does not reflect any attachment to particular doctrines, but 
rather a vision of how various sciences can combine their results to tell 
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us everything we want to know about human mental life” (Kitcher & 
Wilkes, 1988, p. 102). 

This book is our attempt to accomplish this combination in a study 
of schizophrenia. We acknowledge that the task is difficult. Mainstream 
research reveals that the causes, prevalence, and treatment of schizo-
phrenia have greatly diverged from psychoanalytic thinking over the 
last seventy years to the point where there is little common ground. 
However, the emergence of the field of neuropsychoanalysis gives some 
hope that psychoanalytic metapsychology and clinical theory may once 
again provide valuable insight to the mainstream understanding of 
schizophrenia. We also take hope from the fact that there has always 
been a small number of clinicians and researchers who have sought to 
apply psychoanalytic theory and practice to help those suffering from 
schizophrenia. The sad irony is that this group has been declining just 
as psychoanalysis has evolved to better understand schizophrenia and 
provide new possibilities for treating this disorder. Using psychotherapy 
to treat schizophrenia has become somewhat of a “lost art,” at least in the 
United States. As we shall discuss, the use of psychoanalysis or psycho-
analytic psychotherapy is not appropriate for all individuals suffering 
from schizophrenia. 

Part of the problem is that psychoanalytic treatment may not be 
appropriate for many suffering from schizophrenia, and even for those 
who may benefit, it may be out of reach due to financial or logistic 
issues. The challenge for the future, then, is how to meld mainstream 
understandings of schizophrenia with psychoanalytic insights in order 
to both inform and improve non-psychoanalytic treatments and/or 
to produce effective psychoanalytic-based treatments that are more 
widely applicable to those who suffer the debilitating effects of schizo-
phrenia. Another potential impediment to treating schizophrenia is a 
lack of recognition about its cultural variants. Psychoanalytic theory 
can indicate much about what aspects of schizophrenia are common 
across cultures and where they present unique characteristics. More 
importantly, psychoanalysis can give an indication of how cultural 
variations of schizophrenia come about. For future improvement in 
understanding and treating schizophrenia it will be vitally important 
to understand the cultural underpinnings and expressions of schizo-
phrenic illness.
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While this book will not definitively answer the questions posed 
by the melding together of mainstream, psychoanalytic, and cultural 
viewpoints related to schizophrenia, it may provide some guide toward 
future solutions. For clinicians who currently treat people suffering 
from schizophrenia, it is our hope that this book will deepen insight 
into the disorder as well as promote the greater use of psychotherapy 
and integrated treatments, while increasing sensitivity to cultural 
variations in schizophrenic disease. Accordingly, this book is divided 
into four parts. 

The first part gives a brief overview and outline of the mainstream 
understanding of schizophrenia. This includes its epidemiology, possible 
contributing causes, and treatments. This part also includes discussion 
of some theories and treatments such as specific focal sepsis that 
have come and gone, as well as thoughts of alternative treatments 
and ideas around prevention. With regard to treatment this section 
also mentions predominating treatment modalities such as psycho-
pharmacology, brief and supportive non-analytic psychotherapy, and 
emerging surgical and neuromodulation treatments.

The second part drills down to focus on general psychoanalytic ideas 
about schizophrenia, culminating with a focus on problems with early 
object relations. As shall be noted in this part, this psychoanalytic 
approach to schizophrenia is not in conflict with mainstream concep-
tualizations of schizophrenia. Unlike past psychoanalytic conceptions of 
schizophrenia, we fully acknowledge that the object relations pathology 
found in individuals suffering from schizophrenia described here may 
be induced and/or influenced by biological, structural, and environ-
mental causes, as well as by psychological factors. 

In the third part we look at psychoanalytic treatment and speculate 
that some schizophrenia, especially unmedicated cases where there are 
strong psychogenic influences, can be successfully treated by psycho-
analysis or psychoanalytic psychotherapy. For cases not amenable to 
this type of intensive psychotherapy, we speculate that a psychoanalytic 
understanding of schizophrenia and possibly some types of psychoana-
lytic therapy could be helpful as a form of adjunct treatment.

In the fourth part we take a broad look at schizophrenia and how 
views of the disorder and the disorder itself are affected by culture. 
We shall review research on how symptoms of schizophrenia can 
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vary across cultures and how schizophrenia is related to immigration. 
We will examine how cultural variations can lead to different types of 
object relations.

It is our hope that the combination of the ideas presented in the four 
parts of this book will generate insight and understanding of schizo-
phrenic disorders that represent “out of the box” thinking. Hopefully, 
this will yield new approaches to treating and possibly preventing 
schizophrenia.

Before beginning, a few notes on terminology and organization are 
in order. This book is the result of a collaboration between individuals 
who view schizophrenia from different but overlapping professional 
viewpoints. This is seen by us as a strength, but we realize that it may 
cause some confusion in regard to terminology. Although the authors 
are related (son and father) and have career similarities (both are 
professors), we carry the viewpoints of the fields we have trained 
in—psychology and psychiatry, as well as psychoanalytic therapy 
versus psychoanalysis respectively. These fields overlap to some 
degree but also have unique viewpoints. 

Kevin Volkan is a psychologist, trained in psychoanalytic psycho-
therapy, but who has practiced using many modalities besides 
psychoanalysis. He has worked with severe psychopathology but also 
with people seeking a better understanding of themselves. He has 
expertise and experience in academic psychology and medicine, using 
clinical case studies as well as formal statistical hypothesis testing to 
conduct research in these areas. On the other hand, Vamık Volkan is 
a psychiatrist and psychoanalyst who has spent his career interacting 
with patients within the strict milieu of traditional psychoanalytic 
practice. He has conducted much of his research work using case 
studies. In writing this book, we have tried to combine and triangulate 
these different approaches in order to present a richer understanding 
of schizophrenia. 

Nevertheless, some questions related to our different approaches 
may confuse the reader. For instance, when we refer to psychoanalysis 
does this include not only traditional psychoanalytic treatment but 
also psychoanalytic psychotherapy, or even psychotherapy informed 
by psychoanalysis? The problem is that there is not uniform agreement 
on the relationship between traditional psychoanalytic treatment and 
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psychoanalytic psychotherapy. For some, psychoanalytic psychotherapy 
is just psychoanalysis that occurs for fewer sessions in a given week. 
For  others, psychoanalytic psychotherapy forgoes traditional aspects 
such as the use of the couch and may possibly be more supportive in 
nature. Add to this that there are varying opinions about how psycho-
analysis proper should be conducted, with there being many differences 
across schools and training centers. 

For this work our thought is to minimize the differences between 
psychiatry and psychology, between psychoanalysis proper and psycho-
analytic psychotherapy. We agree on the importance of transference in 
therapy and both see object relations dynamics at the core of schizo-
phrenic illness. While psychoanalytic psychotherapy may not be as 
intensive as psychoanalysis proper, it may hold more promise for 
treating greater numbers of people suffering from schizophrenia, 
who may not have the financial or emotional resources to engage in 
traditional psychoanalysis. Although many of the treatment insights 
put forward here are derived from intensive traditional psychoanalysis, 
it is hoped that many of these insights can be adapted to psychoana-
lytic psychotherapy. Likewise, psychoanalytic psychotherapists need 
to make sure they do not modify psychoanalytic technique to the point 
where it is no longer effective. 

It is realistic to expect that any sort of psychoanalytic therapy will 
need to be adapted to work with patients suffering schizophrenia who 
are medicated, or who may undergo some other type of treatment such 
as neuromodulation or even psychosurgery. It is too early to say what 
these adaptations will look like or how they will be implemented. It is 
hoped that this book will provide some impetus for developing such 
integrated treatments.


