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Abstract

Mental health stigma remains a pervasive social challenge 

that obstructs understanding, compassion, and appropriate 

care for those experiencing psychological suffering. Often 

reduced to stereotypes or dismissed altogether, mental 

illness is commonly denied the recognition it deserves as a 

form of legitimate human distress. This paper examined 

Edith Stein’s phenomenology of empathy as a philosophical 

framework for recognizing the interior life of others, 

especially those affected by mental health conditions Stein’s 

concept of empathy (Einfühlung) is not merely emotional 

resonance or sympathy, but a structured process of 

perceiving and affirming another’s lived experience without 

subsuming or objectifying it. Through her three-stage 

model—percetual awareness, imaginative transposition, and 

experiential fulfillment—Stein provides a way to access and 

affirm the reality of another’s suffering. This 

phenomenological approach counters the epistemic and 

moral ailings that underlie mental health stigma, fostering a 

mode of ethical recognition that can dismantle social 

exclusion. By grounding empathy in intersubjective 

encounter, Stein’s philosophy offers a powerful resource for 

reframing mental health discourse and cultivating a more 

inclusive, humane society. 
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Reduction 

Introduction 

Mental health stigmatization is a pervasive and deeply embedded societal issue that continues to affect millions of individuals 

worldwide. It shapes how people perceive, interact with, and respond to those who experience psychological distress or mental 

illness. Stigma often manifests in stereotypes, prejudice, discrimination, and social exclusion, deterring affected individuals 

from seeking help and exacerbating their suffering (Stein, 1989; Link & Phelan, 2001) [8, 4]. The harmful effects of 

stigmatization extend beyond external discrimination; they penetrate deeply into the self-esteem, identity, and emotional well-

being of those affected, leading to feelings of isolation, inferiority, and alienation.  

Historically, mental illness has been misunderstood and misrepresented, often perceived through moralistic or supernatural 

lenses. Individuals with mental health conditions were once labeled as dangerous, sinful, or even possessed, leading to their 

confinement, punishment, or even exclusion from society (Rössler, 2016) [6]. Although contemporary societies have made 

progress toward recognizing mental health as a legitimate medical and psychological concern, social biases persist in sublet yet 

destructive ways. The enduring stigma surrounding mental illness continues to restrict opportunities for affected individuals 

and hinders broader societal understanding. 

In response to these challenges, scholars and practitioners have explored numerous approaches to counter stigmatization, 

ranging from public awareness campaigns to therapeutic interventions. However, many of these efforts fail to address the 

underlying issue: the lack of genuine human understanding and connection. In this context the philosophical insights of Edith 

Stein, a prominent phenomenologist and Saint, provide a valuable foundation for addressing mental health stigma. Stein’s 

concept of empathy (Einfülung) offers a sagacious means of understanding others by entering into their subjective experience 

without judgment or appropriation (Stein, 2000) [9]. Unlike sympathy or compassion, Stein’s empathy involves a deep 

phenomenological engagement with another’s lived reality, cultivating authentic recognition of their humanity. 

This Study proposes that Stein’s Phenomenological theory of empathy can serve as a transformative framework for 

dismantling—or, in phenomenological terms, ‘bracketing’—mental health stigmatization. By emphasizing the importance of 
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shared understanding and authentic intersubjectivity, 

empathy enables individuals and societies to transcend 

prejudice and inclusivity. The present paper, therefore, seeks 

to examine how Edith Stein’s philosophy of empathy can be 

applied to reduce the stigmatization of mental health. 

Specifically, this research addresses the following guiding 

questions: 

1. What are the primary causes of mental health 

stigmatization in society today? 

2. How does stigmatization affect individuals with mental 

health conditions both socially and psychologically 

3. What are the key elements of Edith Stein's concept of 

empathy, and how can these be applied to address 

mental health stigma? 

Through these questions, this study aims to contribute to the 

philosophical and psychological discourse on empathy and 

mental health, offering a phenomenological discourse on 

empathy and mental health, offering a phenomenological 

perspective that highlights the moral and humanizing power 

of understanding others as they are. 

 

Materials and Methods 

Research Design 

This Study employs a qualitative research design grounded 

in phenomenological philosophy. Its primary objective is to 

explore the relationship between mental health 

stigmatization and Edith Stein’s concept of empathy, 

examining how Stein’s phenomenological insights can 

inform strategies to reduce stigma. The research is 

interpretive in nature, integrating both philosophical analysis 

and qualitative inquiry to understand the subjective 

experiences associated with mental health stigma nad 

empathy.  

The research design focuses on four primary aims: 

1. To analyze the relationship between empathy and the 

reduction of mental health stigma. 

2. To explore Edith Stein’s phenomenological theory of 

empathy and its relevance to mental health. 

3. To identify how Stein’s concept of empathy can be 

applied in practical contexts to combat mental health 

stigmatization. 

4. To compare Stein’s phenomenological framework of 

empathy with other theoretical models of empathy in 

relation to mental health. 

This approach allows for a comprehensive understanding of 

how phenomenological theory can be translated into social 

and psychological practice, bridging the gap between 

abstract philosophy and applied mental health advocacy. 

 

Materials and Sources 

The materials for this study include a wide range of 

philosophical and empirical sources. These encompass Edith 

Stein’s original works on empathy—particularly On the 

Problem of Empathy (1917/1989)—alongside relevant 

commentaries and interpretation from contemporary 

phenomenologists. Additional materials include academic 

literature on mental health stigma, social psychology, and 

empathy theory from various interdisciplinary perspectives. 

Peer-reviewed journal articles, philosophical treatises, and 

scholarly analyses were carefully selected to ensure the 

validity and reliability of the conceptual discussion.  

All materials were analyzed for thematic relevance, 

philosophical depth, and their contribution to the central 

research objective: understanding the transformative role of 

empathy in ‘bracketing’ mental health stigma. 

 

Data Collection Procedure 

As a qualitative and interpretive inquiry, this study does not 

rely on experimental or quantitative data collection. Instead, 

it involves an extensive documentary and conceptual 

analysis of primary and secondary sources. 

The process includes: 

▪ Collecting relevant philosophical texts, journal articles, 

and empirical studies.  

▪ Extracting key themes related to empathy, stigma, and 

human experience. 

▪ Interpreting the material through the lens of Stein’s 

phenomenological methodology, focusing on lived 

experiences (Erlebnis) and intersubjectivity.  

The data collection process emphasizes reflective 

interpretation rather than measurement, consistent with 

phenomenological research traditions. 

 

Methods for Data Analysis 

The data analysis combines a thematic analysis and 

phenomenological analysis to capture the complex 

relationship between empathy and mental health 

stigmatization. Thematic analysis was used to identify 

recurring patterns, ideas, and categories across the 

literature—such as discrimination, isolation, and 

understanding—while phenomenological analysis delved 

into the essence of lived experiences and empathic 

engagement. 

Following Edith Stein’s phenomenological approach, the 

analysis involved three key stages: 

1. Description - Careful examination of textual evidence 

and accounts of stigma and empathy. 

2. reduction (Epoché) - Bracketing preconceived 

judgments to understand experiences as they appear. 

3. interpretation (Eidetic Analysis) - Deriving essential 

insights into how empathy functions as a transformative 

response to stigmatization.  

These complementary methods provided a rich, layered 

understanding of empathy’s philosophical and social 

significance in mental health contexts. The interpretative 

depth achieved through this dual analysis supports the 

study’s aim of grounding abstract phenomenological 

principles in practical, human-centered applications. 

 

Results and Discussions 

Mental health stigmatization has long been a deeply 

ingrained societal issue, tracing its roots to ancient and 

medieval conceptions of the human mind and moral 

behavior. Historically, individuals suffering from mental 

health disorder were labeled as deviant, dangerous, or 

morally corrupt. In ancient Greece, the term stigma—

meanign a “mark” or “brand”—was used to denote disgrace 

or punishment, symbolically identifying those deemed 

unworthy of inclusion (Rössler, 2016) [6]. During the Middle 

Ages, mental illness was often associated with divin 

retribution or demonic possession, and those who are 

afflicted were subjected to inhumane treatment, including 

imprisonment, torture and execution (Katajala-peltomaa & 

Niiranen, 2014) [3]. 

By the Enlightenment period, the rise of rationalism 

introduced a more humanitarian view of mental illness, yet 

stigmatization persisted. The Nazi regime, for instance, 

reintroduced extreme forms of discrimination, leading to 
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sterilization and mass killings of the mentally ill. Although 

modern societies have moved toward psychiatric care and 

mental health awareness, remnants of these historical 

prejudices continue to manifest in the form of social 

exclusion, stereotyping, and structural discrimination 

(Rössler, 2020) [7]. 

 

The Persistence and Effects of Mental Health Stigma 

In the contemporary era, mental health stigma remains a 

significant barrier to psychological well-being and social 

inclusion. Public misconception about mental disorders 

often leads to fear, avoidance, and prejudice against those 

affected. Corringan and Watson (2002) [1] argue that self-

stigma—where individuals internalize negative societal 

attitudes—can result in diminished self-worth and 

reluctance to seek help. The effects of stigmatization are 

multifaceted: they not only shape interpersonal relationships 

but also influence access to healthcare, employment, and 

education.  

The persistence of stigma underscores the need for paradigm 

shift in how society perceives and engages with mental 

health. This transformation cannot be achieved solely 

through policy or education; it requires a deeper, human-

centered approach that reawakens compassion and 

understanding—precisely the domain that phenomenology, 

and particularly Edith Stein’s philosophy of empathy, seeks 

to address. 

 

Edith Stein’s Phenomenology of Empathy 

Edith Stein’s theory of empathy (Einfülung) offers a 

profound philosophical foundation for understanding human 

connection. For Stein (1989) [8], empathy is not merely an 

emotional reaction but a unique mode of consciousness that 

allows one person to access the lived experience of another. 

Unlike sympathy or compassion, empathy involves 

recognizing another's experience as theirs, without 

appropriating or distorting it. It is a cognitive, affective, and 

moral engagement that bridges the subjective gap between 

self and other.  

Stein’s Phenomenology identifies two essential dimensions 

of empathy: low-level empathy, which involves immediate, 

automatic emotional attunement, and high-level empathy, 

which requires reflective engagement and understanding of 

another’s inner life (Hawkins, 2002) [2]. Through this 

process empathy transforms from simple emotional 

resonance into a deeper recognition of another's 

personhood—a transformation crucial in deconstructing 

mental health stigma. 

By emphasizing the non-originary nature of empathy—that 

is, the ability to experience another’s emotions without 

directly feeling them as one’s own—Stein redefines 

understanding as an act of participation rather than 

possession. This concept challenges the distancing 

tendencies of stigma by nurturing genuine recognition of the 

mentally ill as subject of their own lived experiences, not as 

objects of pity or judgment. 

 

Empathy as a Transformative Framework For Reducing 

Stigma 

Applying Stein’s Framework to mental heath stigmatization 

provides a pathway for transforming social attitudes and 

interpersonal dynamics. Empathy facilitates what Stein calls 

the object-object relation, in which individuals engage each 

other as conscious beings with equal validity of experience. 

This relational model opposes the dehumanization inherent 

in stigma, which often reduces individuals to diagnostic 

labels or moral categories. 

Through empathic understanding, society can shift from 

seeing individuals with mental illness as “other” to 

acknowledging them as integral participants and 

compassion. Moreover, empathy encourages dialogue—a 

reciprocal process that Stein views as essential for genuine 

understanding. In the context of mental health, sustained 

empathic contract can erode prejudice, normalize difference, 

and promote environments conducive to healing and mutual 

respect (Louden, 2011) [5].  

Empathy thus serves both an epistemological and ethical 

function: it expands one’s understanding of reality through 

another’s perspective while simultaneously affirming the 

moral worth of the other person. This dual role makes 

empathy not only a philosophical concept but also a 

practical strategy for cultivating mental health awareness 

and reducing stigma. 

 

Phenomenological Implications 

From a phenomenological standpoint, the act of empathy 

allows individuals to suspend judgment (epoché) and 

perceive others in their pur subjectivity. This approach 

cultivates an awareness of the “lived world” (lebenswelt)—

the shared space of human existence where meaning arises 

through intersubjective experience. By entering this space, 

one becomes capable of understanding the emotional 

realities of those with mental health conditions beyond 

stereotypes or medicalized narratives.  

Therefore, Phenomenological empathy offers a method for 

bridging the existential divide created by stigma. It invites a 

reorientation of consciousness—away from objectifying 

attitudes and toward authentic encounters characterized by 

openness, humility, and moral sensitivity. In doing so, it 

aligns with modern mental health advocacy that emphasizes 

recovery, dignity, and person-centered care. 

 

Synthesis 

The analysis reveals that empathy, as conceptualized by 

Edith Stein, possessed a transformative potential in 

addressing mental health stigmatization. Historical and 

contemporary evidence demonstrates that stigma thrives on 

misunderstanding, fear, and the failure to recognize shared 

humanity. Stein’s phenomenology directly confronts this 

failure by offering a philosophical model rooted in relational 

understanding. 

In applying empathy as both a theoretical and practical 

framework, individuals and communities can cultivate 

deeper awareness of mental health realities and create 

inclusive social structures. This human-centered approach 

redefines the discourse on mental illness from one of 

exclusion to one of connection, underscoring that the path to 

overcoming stigma lies in the phenomenological act of 

seeing through the eyes of the other. 

 

Conclusion 

This study demonstrates that Edith Stein’s 

phenomenological theory of empathy offers a transformative 

and humanizing framework for dismantling mental health 

stigmatization. Through empathy, as Stein defines it, 

individuals are invited to perceive others not as objects of 

diagnosis or judgement but as subjects of their own lived 

experiences. This philosophical lens encourages a deeper, 
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more authentic understanding of persons with mental health 

conditions—one that transcends social prejudice and fosters 

moral recognition and inclusion.  

Historically, Stigmatization has persisted because of 

humanity's failure to comprehend the inner life of the other. 

Stein’s conception of empathy directly addresses this failure 

by emphasizing intersubjectivity—the shared space of 

human consciousness where understanding, respect, and 

compassion can emerge. By adopting this framework, 

mental health advocacy and education can transcend from 

superficial awareness campaigns toward meaningful 

relational engagement that promotes dignity and equality.  

The findings of this study suggest that empathy must not 

only be cultivated at an individual level but also integrated 

into institutional, clinical and educational settings. Mental 

health practitioners, educators, and policymakers should 

consider empathy as a foundational principle in shaping 

inclusive practices and policies. In doing so, they contribute 

to the broader project of rehumanizing the discourse on 

mental health.  

Ultimately, Stein’s phenomenological empathy reminds us 

that healing begins when we truly see and understand the 

other as they are. The construction of stigma is not merely a 

social or clinical task—it is a moral and philosophical 

endeavor that calls for genuine openness, reflection, and 

shared humanity. 

 

Recommendations 

Based on the findings and philosophical analysis of thai 

study, the following recommendations are proposed to 

promote empathy-driven approaches in addressing mental 

health stigmatization: 

1. Integration of empathy in mental health education. 

Educational institutions should incorporate 

philosophical and psychological discussions of 

empathy—particularly Edith Stein's phenomenological 

framework—onto curricula related to psychology, 

philosophy, and social sciences. Doing so will deepen 

students’ understanding of mental health beyond 

diagnostic categories and foster appreciation for lived 

experiences. 

2. Empathy based training for mental health practitioners. 

Training programs for psychiatrists, psychologists, 

counselors, and social workers should include empathy-

centered modules that encourage reflective practice and 

relational engagement. Stein’s concept of empathy can 

guide professionals in establishing authentic therapeutic 

relationships grounded in respect, understanding, and 

openness. 

3. Public awareness campaigns grounded in human 

connection. Mental health advocacy initiatives should 

move beyond information dissemination to emphasize 

empathy as a core social value. Campaigns can use 

narrative storytelling, personal testimonies, and 

community dialogues to promote understanding and 

reduce fear-based stereotypes.  

4. Institutional application of empathy in policy and 

practice. Healthcare institutions and policymakers 

should embed empathy as a guiding principle on their 

programs, ensuring that systems of care promote 

dignity, equality, and inclusions for persons with mental 

health conditions. 

5. Further interdisciplinary research. Future studies should 

explore the practical application of Stein’s 

phenomenological empathy within various cultural and 

social contexts. Comparative studies involving 

psychology, philosophy and sociology could provide 

deeper insight into how empath -based frameworks 

influence attitudes and behaviors toward mental health. 
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