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Is the Social Model of Disability a Philosophy of Liberation?
Difficulties in Understanding Mental Disorders

SHIRATA Kouji

Abstract:

The social model of disability argues that people with impairments can be liberated from disabilities and
hardships in their lives by changing society. The same social model is said to be relevant to people with mental
disorders, but this paper points out that this view has a limitation, in that it is fundamentally based on the idea
of physical impairments. Before it was advocated, there were other theoretical frameworks that focused on the
role of society in causing mental disorders. This paper calls these other frameworks, which include the
sociological approach and anti-psychiatry, the societal model of mental disorder. This paper clarifies the scope of
this model by comparing its approach with those of the medical model, the social model of disability and
feminist studies of disability. In conclusion, this paper argues that the societal model of mental disorder cannot
escape from the accusation that it is an elitist theory advocated by medical experts and peer leaders, who
cannot deny the existence of illness and the necessity of medical care. Ultimately, the societal model of mental

disorder lacks any perspective for liberating actual people with mental disorders in their actual lives.

Keywords: mental disorder, anti-psychiatry, social model, medical model, feminist disability studies
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