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Abstract:
Although some literature exists on the existential view of neurosis, very little has been written on
depression. The purpose of this paper is to offer a conceptualization of depression based on existential
philosophy. A description of psychoanalytic and behavioristic theories of depression as well as relevant
aspects of existential philosophy and specific existential statements on neurosis are included in the
review portion of this paper. An explanation of the author's theory of depression is then offered.

The psychoanalytic view states that depression occurs in persons predisposed to the condition because
of fixation in infancy at the oral aggressive stage of development. The major precipitating factor is a
severe blow to the person's self-esteem as a result of a loss of loved object or the equivalent. The
depressed person introjects the lost object for the purpose of working through unfinished business and
attempts to resolve a love/hate conflict with the lost object. The dynamics of this process of introjection
are based on past infantile attempts to cope with contradictory aspects of the original loved object,
usually the infant's mother.

Behaviorists view depression as due to a lack of social reinforcement. The depressed person either
failed to learn or forgot through an extinction process how to elicit positive, reinforcing responses from
others. His behavior repertoire is deficient, and it is likely to remain deficient because his ineffective
and maladaptive behavior is reinforced and sustained by the pity and concern of others. Behaviorists
agree with psychoanalysts that depression is a response to a loss of loved object or the equivalent,
resulting in lowered selfesteem. They explain it, however, in terms of the loss of a significant source of
reinforcement.

Existentialists view emotional disorder as a response to the difficulties of coping with freedom. This
freedom necessitates that a person is responsible for the choices that he makes which govern the quality
of his life. Man can obstruct an awareness of his freedom and his resultant responsibility only through a
process of self-denial that results in personal alienation and loss of self.

The writer views depression as the culmination point of a chain of actions which are taken to avoid the
recognition that one has choice and is therefore responsible for the quality of his life. Depression
occurs at the point in this chain where one can no longer avoid the realization that his life is without
significance. It is an attempt to obstruct from awareness the fact that he is responsible for this lack of
significance. 
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