


Phenomenological-
Hermeneutical 

Approach to Borderline 
Personality Disorder



Studies on Phenomenological Mind

Series Editor: Pablo Fossa

The focus of this book series, Studies on Phenomenological Mind, is the 
publication of books related to phenomenological research on human 
consciousness. This series seeks to establish a dialog between psychology 
and phenomenology to explore the mysteries of consciousness. This series 
publishes theoretical and empirical contributions coming mainly from 
philosophy and psychology, integrating research from the philosophy of 
mind, phenomenology, and theoretical psychology. The purpose of this 
new series is the publication of contributions of frontier works between psy-
chology and philosophy, with a theoretical and empirical orientation, that 
account for the contribution of phenomenology to psychological research 
on consciousness. This new series seeks to fill the gap in the links between 
phenomenological philosophy and psychology, in relation to the problems 
of human consciousness. In this sense, this series is positioned in the bor-
der zone between phenomenology, philosophy of mind and theoretical 
psychology, to deepen the understanding of the human psyche and to chal-
lenge and question the empirical methodologies to investigate it. In short, 
this publication space seeks to provide interdisciplinary theoretical and 
empirical contributions through a dialog about the human mind between 
phenomenologists and psychologists.



Phenomenological-
Hermeneutical 
Approach to  
Borderline 

Personality Disorder

By

Cristóbal Pacheco
University of British Columbia, Canada

And

Pablo Fossa
Universidad del Desarrollo, Chile

United Kingdom – North America – Japan  
India – Malaysia – China



Emerald Publishing Limited
Emerald Publishing, Floor 5, Northspring, 21-23 Wellington Street, Leeds LS1 4DL

First edition 2026

Copyright © 2026 by Emerald Publishing Limited. 
All rights of reproduction in any form reserved.

Cover photo: iStock and Natallia Yatskova

Reprints and permissions service
Contact: www.copyright.com

No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, transmitted in any 
form or by any means electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise 
without either the prior written permission of the publisher or a licence permitting 
restricted copying issued in the UK by The Copyright Licensing Agency and in the USA 
by The Copyright Clearance Center. Any opinions expressed in the chapters are those 
of the authors. Whilst Emerald makes every effort to ensure the quality and accuracy of 
its content, Emerald makes no representation implied or otherwise, as to the chapters’ 
suitability and application and disclaims any warranties, express or implied, to their use.

British Library Cataloguing in Publication Data
A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library

ISBN: 978-1-80592-282-7 (Print hardback) 
ISBN: 978-1-80592-284-1 (Print paperback) 
ISBN: 978-1-80592-281-0 (Ebook)
ISBN: 978-1-80592-283-4 (EPUBbook)

Typeset by TNQ Tech 
Cover design by TNQ Tech



 v

CONTENTS

About the Authors .............................................................................. vii

 1 Introduction ........................................................................................... 1

 2 Instability as a Principle—Diving Into Borderline Personality 
Disorder .................................................................................................. 5

 3 Unprejudiced as Full Consciousness in the Encounter  
With Another: Phenomenology as an Approach to the 
Phenomenon Itself ................................................................................ 9

 4 Hermeneutics: The Beginning of the Path Toward 
Understanding. Understand the Author Better Than He 
Himself Would Have Understood ...................................................... 21

 5 Unprejudice as an Approach to Subjective Reality. The 
Hermeneutic Phenomenological Methodology ................................ 37

 6 My Life Is a Roller Coaster: The Subjective Experience of 
Borderline Personality Disorder ......................................................... 57

 7 Moments of Chaos. A Temporo-Spatial Observation of 
Emotional Instability From a Microphenomenological  
Analysis ................................................................................................. 83

 8 A Step Further in the Understanding of Subjectivity.  
The Integration Between Interpretative Phenomenological 
Analysis and Microphenomenological Analysis .............................. 151



vi ▪  Contents 

 9 Toward a Horizon of Meanings and Comprehensive 
Possibilities. Contributions and Challenges in the 
Phenomenological Hermeneutic Approach .................................... 161

 10 Conclusion ......................................................................................... 171

References ................................................................................................... 177



 vii

ABOUT THE AUTHORS

Cristóbal Pacheco is a clinical psychologist, researcher, and professor at the 
University of British Columbia and St. Mary’s University. He holds a PhD in 
Psychology from the Pontifical Catholic University of Argentina, where his 
doctoral research focused on “Understanding the particular experience of 
individuals with borderline personality disorder from a phenomenological-
hermeneutic perspective.” He is an active member of the Phenomenology 
and Mental Health Network (PMH) at the University of Oxford. Along-
side other researchers, his interests center on understanding the subjective 
experience associated with various pathologies and enhancing psychothera-
peutic interventions through phenomenological approaches. His research 
fields include phenomenology, hermeneutics, clinical epistemology, and 
borderline personality disorder, with an emphasis on developing strategies 
for understanding and intervention at the psychotherapeutic level, drawing 
from philosophy and epistemology.

Pablo Fossa is a professor and researcher at the Faculty of Psychology of the 
Universidad del Desarrollo, Chile. He received a PhD degree in Psychology 
from the Pontifical Catholic University of Chile. His doctoral thesis dealt 
with the expressive dimension of inner speech in human experience from a 
microgenetic perspective. He did a postdoctoral fellowship financed by the 
National Commission for Scientific and Technological Research (CONI-
CYT) of Chile, with a research project on trajectories of thought from a 
microgenetic orientation. His lines of research are related to Cognition, 
Cultural Psychology and Phenomenology. Specifically, his interest has been 
in exploring human consciousness by focusing theoretically and empirically 
on the border between psychology and phenomenology. He is an active 
member of the Society for Historical Cultural Activity Research (ISCAR), 
the International Society for Dialogical Self (ISDS), and the International 
Society for Theoretical Psychology (ISTP). He is the author of several 
academic articles published in important international journals, such as 



viii ▪  About the Authors 

Integrative Psychological & Behavioral Science, Culture & Psychology, Current Psy-
chology, International Journal of Psychoanalysis, Human Arenas, Culture & Edu-
cation, among others. He is the editor of the book Latin American Advances 
in Subjectivity and Development: Through Vygotsky Route (Springer, 2021), New 
Perspectives on Inner Speech (Springer, 2022), Inner Speech, Culture & Education 
(Springer, 2022), Affectivity & Learning (Springer, 2023) and Collected Papers 
on Inner Speech (IAP, 2024). He is currently a PhD candidate in Philosophy 
at the University of Navarra, Spain, context in which he is conducting phe-
nomenological research on the inner consciousness of time.



Phenomenological-Hermeneutical Approach to Borderline Personality Disorder, pages 1–3 
Copyright © 2025 by Emerald Publishing Limited
All rights of reproduction in any form reserved. 
doi:10.1108/978-1-80592-281-020251001 1

CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

  

Borderline Personality Disorder (BPD) is a severe psychiatric condition 
that profoundly affects both individuals and their close social environment 
(APA, 2013). With a prevalence rate fluctuating between 10% and 13% of 
the population, BPD can occur either as an isolated condition or comor-
bidly with other mental disorders (Mosquera, 2004). The complexity of its 
nosology and resistance to treatment poses significant challenges, with 
improvements in prognosis often remaining elusive (Skodol et al., 2002). 
This difficulty underscores the high research interest in BPD, especially in 
developing more effective treatment approaches.

BPD is typically characterized by a pervasive pattern of instability in inter-
personal relationships, self-image, affect, and marked impulsivity (APA, 
2013). Common symptoms include chronic feelings of emptiness, impul-
sive behaviors in at least two areas, frantic efforts to avoid real or imag-
ined abandonment, and unstable interpersonal relationships that oscillate 
between extremes of idealization and devaluation (APA, 2013).

In terms of clinical treatment, a combination of pharmacological and 
psychotherapeutic approaches has traditionally been employed to achieve 
the best possible outcomes (Álvarez, 2001). Pharmacologically, antidepres-
sants, anticonvulsants, antipsychotics, and benzodiazepines are commonly 
used to manage emotional and behavioral disturbances (Chávez-León  
et al., 2006).

On the psychotherapeutic front, four primary models have emerged: 
two rooted in Psychodynamic theory and two in Cognitive-Behavioral the-
ory (Zanarini, 2009). The Psychodynamic models include Mentalization-
Based Therapy by Bateman and Fonagy (2006) and Transference-Focused 
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Therapy by Otto Kernberg (Clarkin et al., 2006). On the Cognitive-Behav-
ioral side, Dialectical Behavioral Therapy by Linehan (1993) and Schema 
Therapy by Jeffrey Young (Young et al., 2003) are widely applied.

While BPD has been well-documented regarding its symptoms, treat-
ments, and prognosis, experiential aspects of the disorder—particularly 
from a comprehensive, phenomenological perspective—remain underex-
plored. This highlights the need for a deeper understanding of the lived 
experience of individuals with BPD, which could inform more empathetic 
and effective intervention strategies.

Karl Jaspers, a key figure in psychopathology, emphasized the impor-
tance of understanding mental phenomena comprehensively, advocating 
for an unprejudiced immersion into the facts of psychic life without rushing 
to conclusions (Jaspers, 1965). According to Jaspers, the clinical approach 
should balance explanation, akin to how a physicist studies matter, with 
understanding, which allows access to the inner world of meaning rather 
than relying solely on quantitative analysis (Jaspers, 1959).

In recent years, there has been growing interest in considering herme-
neutic and phenomenological traditions as alternatives to the natural-sci-
ence-driven models that dominate current psychotherapy and diagnostic 
approaches (Mook, 2010). These approaches emphasize understanding 
individuals within the context of their language, history, and culture. Phi-
losophers such as Heidegger (2020), Gadamer (1982), Merleau-Ponty 
(1945), and Ricoeur (1981) have laid the groundwork for this interpreta-
tive focus, where “interpreting” the lived experience takes precedence over 
merely “explaining” it.

A phenomenological approach to understanding BPD could yield new 
insights into the subjective experiences of those diagnosed with the disor-
der. The field of phenomenological psychiatry, as pioneered by figures such 
as Stanghellini and Lysaker (2007), has already demonstrated the value of 
exploring first-person experiences in conditions such as schizophrenia 
(Irarrázaval, 2015) and bipolar disorder (Doerr-Zegers, 2011).

At an international level, institutions such as the Center for Subjectivity 
Studies at the University of Copenhagen have contributed significantly to 
understanding subjective psychiatric experiences through phenomenologi-
cal lenses. Their research includes studies like “The Ontology and Episte-
mology of Symptoms” (Parnas & Urfer-Parnas, 2017) and “Empathy in the 
Phenomenological Tradition” (Jardine & Szanto, 2017). One particularly 
notable contribution is the Examination of Anomalous Self-Experience, 
developed by Parnas et al. (2013), which offers a structured approach to 
examining the lived experience of psychiatric disorders.

However, despite some promising research, clear methodological guide-
lines for applying hermeneutic phenomenology to BPD remains scarce. 
For example, Camille Abettan (2015) has reflected on the limitations of 
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phenomenological psychiatry in diagnosing BPD, suggesting that the role 
of phenomenology is not to determine who is ill but rather to explore the 
existential threats revealed in an “uncovered existence.”

Other studies, such as those by Paul Cammell (2016) and Houben et al. 
(2015), have explored emotional instability and self-destructive behaviors 
in individuals with BPD, while Marlene Dor’s (2015) doctoral thesis offers a 
phenomenological analysis of the lived experience of BPD patients in New 
Zealand. Yet, many of these studies, while insightful, lack clear phenom-
enological and hermeneutic methodologies, making it difficult to replicate 
their findings or apply their insights more broadly.

In summary, while the theoretical groundwork for a hermeneutic phe-
nomenological approach to BPD has been laid, there remains a critical 
need for methodological clarity and consistency. Such an approach would 
not only deepen our understanding of the subjective experiences of indi-
viduals with BPD but also challenge the stigmatizing assumptions often 
made by both the general public and mental health professionals.

The aim of this study is to develop a structured hermeneutic phenom-
enological methodology for understanding the lived experiences of peo-
ple with BPD. This approach will focus on narratives related to emotional, 
relational, cognitive, and self-image experiences, contributing to a holistic 
understanding of the disorder. The anticipated outcomes will offer valu-
able insights for psychotherapists and mental health professionals, foster-
ing more empathetic, individualized care.

The research objectives are as follows:

• To develop a structured methodology for exploring the lived expe-
rience of individuals with BPD from a hermeneutic phenomeno-
logical perspective.

• To identify and analyze the experiential narratives of individuals 
with BPD, focusing on emotional, relational, cognitive, and self-
image dimensions.

• To evaluate the effectiveness of a hermeneutic phenomenological 
approach in capturing the depth of BPD’s subjective experience.

  
This study aims to generate a significant scientific contribution by offer-

ing a comprehensive framework that can be applied not only to BPD but 
also to other mental health conditions. Through this framework, clinicians 
will gain a clearer understanding of which experiential elements are essen-
tial in therapeutic work and which should be carefully considered to ensure 
holistic patient care.
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CHAPTER 2

INSTABILITY AS A 
PRINCIPLE—DIVING INTO 

BORDERLINE PERSONALITY 
DISORDER

  

Borderline Personality Disorder (BPD) is a complex mental health condi-
tion that deeply affects the lives of those who suffer from it. Its prevalence 
is estimated at 1–2% of the general population (Grant et al., 2008). BPD 
is characterized by a wide array of symptoms that impact emotional regu-
lation, interpersonal relationships, and cognitive functioning (APA, 2013; 
Gunderson & Links, 2008; Paris, 2019).

The diagnosis and management of BPD present significant challenges 
for mental health professionals due to the variability in symptom presenta-
tion and the complexity of the disorder (Paris, 2019). Furthermore, societal 
stigma and misunderstandings about BPD often prevent affected individuals 
from receiving proper treatment and support (Sansone & Sansone, 2015). 

According to the American Psychiatric Association (2013), the key symp-
toms associated with BPD include:

• Intense efforts to avoid real or imagined abandonment.
• Unstable and intense personal relationships, characterized by alter-

nating between idealization and devaluation.
• Emotional instability due to heightened reactivity to mood states.
• Chronic feelings of emptiness.

http://doi:10.1108/978-1-80592-281-020251002


6 ▪  Phenomenological-Hermeneutical Approach to Borderline Personality Disorder

• Intense and inappropriate anger, with difficulty controlling it.
• Transient stress-related paranoid ideation or severe dissociative 

symptoms.
  

The etiology of BPD is multifactorial, involving genetic, biological, and 
environmental factors (Ruocco et al., 2019). Recent research has focused 
on brain function abnormalities, particularly in regions related to emo-
tional processing (Cremers et al., 2021). Childhood trauma, including 
emotional or physical abuse, has also been identified as a significant factor 
that may increase vulnerability to developing BPD (Zanarini et al., 2002). 

Treatment for BPD requires a comprehensive approach that addresses 
the disorder’s various dimensions. Dialectical Behavioral Therapy and Cog-
nitive Behavioral Therapy are widely regarded as effective therapeutic 
approaches for treating BPD (Bateman & Fonagy, 2009; Cristea et al., 2017; 
Linehan, 2018). These therapies focus on helping individuals manage 
intense emotions, regulate mood, improve interpersonal relationships, and 
challenge dysfunctional thought patterns.

Dialectical Behavioral Therapy, developed by Marsha Linehan (1993), 
has proven effective in reducing self-injurious behaviors, suicidality, and 
other symptoms of BPD. Cognitive Behavioral Therapy, on the other hand, 
helps individuals identify and change dysfunctional thoughts and behaviors 
associated with BPD, thereby improving overall functioning and quality of 
life (Young et al., 2006).

In addition to therapy, medication is sometimes recommended to con-
trol symptoms. Antidepressants, particularly selective serotonin reuptake 
inhibitors, can be helpful for managing depression and anxiety, while mood 
stabilizers, such as lithium or valproic acid, can help control impulsivity and 
mood swings (APA, 2013; Paris, 2019; Stoffers et al., 2012).

This integrated approach, combining therapy and medication, is tai-
lored to the unique needs of each individual, offering a solid foundation 
for managing BPD and improving the quality of life for those affected. 

BPD can significantly impact the social, occupational, and emotional 
functioning of individuals. Emotional instability, impulsivity, and difficul-
ties in emotional self-regulation often make it challenging for those with 
BPD to maintain stable, satisfying relationships (APA, 2013). Social stigma, 
discrimination, and isolation are common experiences for individuals with 
BPD, further exacerbating the challenges they face (Gunderson & Links, 
2008; Sansone & Sansone, 2012).

Stigma surrounding BPD can hinder access to appropriate care. Nega-
tive stereotypes and a lack of understanding about the disorder often lead 
to discrimination, making it difficult for individuals to seek help (Sheppard 
et al., 2023). This isolation can worsen BPD symptoms, making everyday 
functioning even more difficult (Borschmann et al., 2012).
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Continued research into BPD is essential for improving our understand-
ing of its underlying causes and treatment options (Choi-Kain et al., 2017). 
BPD is a complex disorder involving a dynamic interaction between bio-
logical, psychological, and environmental factors (Gunderson & Links, 
2008). Current research is focusing on potential biomarkers, neurobiologi-
cal abnormalities, and genetic factors that contribute to the development 
and persistence of BPD (Ruocco et al., 2012). Additionally, new therapeutic 
approaches, such as Acceptance and Commitment Therapy and Mental-
ization-Based Therapy, are showing promise in managing BPD symptoms 
(Bateman & Fonagy, 2009; Stoffers et al., 2012).

Public awareness and education about BPD are crucial for reducing 
stigma and promoting empathy and understanding. Individuals with BPD 
often face discrimination due to a lack of awareness about the nature of the 
disorder and the stereotypes associated with it (Bonnington & Rose, 2014). 
Educating the public can help dismantle these harmful stereotypes and fos-
ter greater understanding and support for those affected by BPD.

This research aims to contribute to the destigmatization and deeper 
understanding of BPD by focusing on the subjective experience of individu-
als with the disorder. By exploring BPD from a first-person perspective, this 
study hopes to promote a more holistic understanding of the condition. In 
doing so, it seeks to inform psychotherapeutic strategies that address the 
core issues faced by individuals with BPD, ultimately improving their qual-
ity of life.
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