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A reconceptualization of depression as a psychic autoimmune disease
Statement of the Problem: The attack against the self and massive self-destruction that we see in depressive individuals elicits the 
question, why do people (i.e., the Self) allow it to happen? Researchers have linked individual depressive symptoms to immune 
activation biomarkers; others found evidence that many genes identified as risk alleles for depression were also associated with 
immune factors related to pathogen host defense. The “infection-defense" hypothesis proposes that immune vulnerability to 
infection elicits depressed mood. Autoimmune diseases and infections are risk factors for subsequent mood disorder diagnosis. 
In autoimmune disease, the body’s defense system attacks healthy tissues rather than threatening invaders. Freud's Project for 
a Scientific Psychology attempted to define mental processes in neurological terms. Solan compared the process of the healthy 
narcissistic immune system in the self to the activity of the biological immune system. 

Purpose & Method: The purpose of this study is to focus on the role of the psychic immunological system as related to the 
unbearable emotional pain inflicted by the acknowledgement of reality, disappointment, guilt, anxiety or aggression. A comparison 
is made between a healthy process versus clinical depression. Moreover, the defense mechanisms underlying depression including 
their processing and links to the psychic immune system, are examined. Furthermore, the study has elaborated their goals and 
their primary and secondary gains for the individual as they relate to the destruction of the self. 

Conclusion & Significance: Theoretically, there is a wide spectrum or continuum between how the healthy psychic immune 
system copes with loss (e.g., sadness, sorrow, grief) and depressive phenomena (in its various forms). Depression is understood as 
functioning like a psychic autoimmune disease against the self. 

Recommendation: This reconceptualization of depression as autoimmune disease can explain the process of attack against the 
self and self-destructive behavior. It may provide an important metaphor to work-through in treatment.
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