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Summary: Modern psychiatry has arguably been taken captive by the philoso-
phical presuppositions of modernity to the extent that its descriptions of mental
illness appear unstable and susceptible to misuse. Foucault pointed to Nicholas
Cusanus as a possible alternative, and this suggestion is here taken as the point
of departure for an investigation of how the understanding of the human as
informed by the encounter with the eternal points us in the direction of a differ-
ent understanding of reality. Kierkegaard stands in the same Neoplatonic tradi-
tion as Cusanus, but takes his approach one step further by investigating the
psychopathology of disbelief through his work with anxiety and despair. The
article argues that psychiatry has much to learn from a deeper engagement with
this tradition.
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Zusammenfassung: Diemoderne Psychiatrie ist von den philosophischen Voraus-
setzungen der Moderne insofern gefangen genommen, als ihre Beschreibungen
von Geisteskrankheiten instabil und anfällig für Missbrauch erscheinen. Foucault
wies auf Nicholas Cusanus als mögliche Alternative hin, und dieser Vorschlag
wird hier als Ausgangspunkt für die Untersuchung genommen. Die Untersuchung
versucht zu zeigen, wie das Verständnis des Menschen, wie es durch die Begeg-
nung mit dem Ewigen vermittelt wird, uns in Richtung eines anderen Verständ-
nisses der Realität weist. Kierkegaard steht in der gleichen neoplatonischen
Tradition wie Cusanus, geht aber noch einen Schritt weiter, indem er die Psycho-
pathologie des Unglaubens durch seine Arbeit mit Angst und Verzweiflung unter-
sucht. Der Artikel argumentiert, dass die Psychiatrie von einer tieferen Auseinan-
dersetzung mit dieser Tradition viel lernen kann.
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I. Introduction

From an epistemological and philosophical perspective, modern psychiatry is a
heavily contested area. Psychiatry established its place within modern medical
science by taking somatic medicine as its model, looking for the physiological
base of mental illness.1 Today, many consider this approach as unduly one-sided.2

The American psychiatrist Thomas Szasz maintained that the very idea of “mental
illness” is a contradiction.3 In his view, the concept of illness should be limited to
the area of the undisputedly physical, and psychiatry’s attempt at finding a simi-
lar foundation for itself has resulted in nothing but pseudoscience. A similar posi-
tion was represented by the Scottish psychiatrist R. D. Laing, who saw schizo-
phrenia as a form of super-sanity in a mad world.4 It has therefore been argued
that our understanding of health and normalcy is a social rather than a medical
category,5 and that psychiatry paves the way for a kind of “treatment” that in
reality is nothing but social control. This is the position held by Bonnie Burstow
from the University of Toronto, who in 2015 published a book6 where she argues
that the pharmaceutical industry provides us with “aggressive marketing of mind-
altering drugs for illnesses that do not in fact exist” (p. 60; italics in original). Not
all are as critical as Szasz, Laing and Burstow, but even among those who find the
idea of mental illness indispensable, there is a growing awareness that models
based on somatic medicine do not work. The steady stream of revised and en-
larged editions of The Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of the American Psychia-
trist Association is a point in case.7 What necessitates these revisions is not, as

1 Roy PPORTERORTER,Madness: A Brief History (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002), 200-207.
2 For abrief summaryof thediscussionof themind-bodyproblem in contemporarypsychiatry, see
Thomas SSCHRAMMECHRAMME and Johannes TTHOMEHOME, “Introduction: The Many Potentials for Philosophy of
Psychiatry”, in Philosophy and Psychiatry (ed. Scramme and Thome) (Berlin: De Gruyter, 2004),
1–23, 2–7.
3 Robert A. BBAKERAKER, “Psychiatry’s GentlemanAbolitionist”, Independent Review 7 (2003), 455–460,
gives a useful introduction to his work. Szasz’s most famous books are The Myth of Mental Illness
from 1961 and TheManufacture of Madness from 1970.
4 AndrewSSCULLCULL,Madness in Civilization:ACulturalHistory of Insanity, from theBible toFreud, from
the Madhouse to Modern Medicine (Princeton and Oxford: Princeton University Press, 2016),
373–374.
5 Similar views have been presented by, e. g., Dan GGOODLEYOODLEY,Disability studies: An interdisciplinary
introduction (Los Angeles: Sage, 2011), and D. GD. GOODLEYOODLEY, B., B.  HHUGHESUGHES,, and L. DDAVIESAVIES,, eds.,Disability
and Social Theory: New Developments and Directions (NewYork: PalgraveMacmillan, 2012).
6 Bonnie BBURSTOWURSTOW,, Psychiatry and the Business of Madness: An Ethical and Epistemological Ac-
counting (New York: PalgraveMacmilian, 2015).
7 PPORTERORTER, Madness: A Brief History, 213-214 (see above note 1). On the lack of precise diagnostic
tools in psychiatry, see further SSCHRAMMECHRAMME and TTHOMEHOME, “The Many Potentials”, 7–12 (see note 2);
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with somatic medicine, an improved understanding of aetiology and treatment,
but altered preferences concerning the relevance of the conceptual tools applied
for diagnosis. There is thus no doubt that mental illness is a concept that is heav-
ily dependent on the context in which it occurs.

The context in which psychiatry developed was the Cartesian, dualist and
anthropocentric concept of rationality that was anticipated by late medieval via
moderna nominalism and has dominated Western civilization since the Enlight-
enment.8 An understanding of rationality that is less anthropocentric and less
dependent on mind/matter-duality than is generally the case in modernity could
be highly relevant for the treatment of problems usually described as mental ill-
ness. Philosophers exploring other routes than those travelled by the moderns are
thus highly relevant. In his History of Madness, which was the first influential
attempt at investigating the concept of madness as a means of social control, Mi-
chael Foucault suggested the Renaissance Neoplatonism of Nicholas Cusanus as
an alternative to the modern attempt at defining a strict border between rational-
ity and madness.9 This introduces the idea of the divine and eternal and hence
unknown as the perspective from which human reason even at its best is nothing
but folly.10 Cusanus is not alone in this emphasis; the wisdom of the fool is an
important literary topic from the Renaissance to the Enlightenment.11 From then
on, it was marginalized, but it remained at the margins as a possibly subversive
power against socially sanctioned rationality. In the 19th century, Søren Kierke-
gaard, an important critic of modernity’s understanding of rationality and a Pla-
tonist like Cusanus, tried to regain the understanding of the folly of faith as the
only adequate rationality.12 From this perspective, he presented profound ana-

BBURSTOWURSTOW, Psychiatry and the Business of Madness, 73-100 (see note 6); SSCULLCULL,Madness in Civiliza-
tion, 383–392 (see note 4).
8 Thehistoryof this shift is described inAmosFFUNKENSTEINUNKENSTEIN,Theologyand the scientific imagination
from theMiddle Ages to the seventeenth century (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1986).
9 Michael FFOUCAULTOUCAULT, History of Madness (Jonathan Murphy and Jean Khalfa trans., London and
NewYork: Routledge, 2008), 31 (originally published 1961).
10 The entire tradition of Christian Neoplatonism is inspired by 1 Cor 1:20: “Has not God made
foolish the wisdom of the world?” On this tradition, see further Deirdre CCARABINEARABINE, The unknown
God: Negative theology in the Platonic tradition: Plato to Eriugena (Louvain theological & pastoral
monographs 19, Louvain: Peeters Press, 1995) and Knut AALFSVÅGLFSVÅG,What no mind has conceived: On
the significance of Christological apophaticism (Studies in philosophical theology 45, Leuven, Paris,
Walpole: Peeters, 2010).
11 PPORTERORTER,Madness: A Brief History, 62–75 (see note 1).
12 We have something similar in the works of Dostoevsky; cf. the wisdom of the fool as an impor-
tant topic in The Idiot (1869) and themoral rationality of themaddeningly guilty in Crime and Pun-
ishment (1866).
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lyses of the mental disorders of modern humans burdened by the inadequacy and
one-sidedness of Enlightenment rationality. The approaches of Cusanus and Kier-
kegaard may thus represent viable alternatives to the modern and reasonable dis-
course about madness. There has been a lot of interest in Kierkegaard’s studies of
the psychology of modern human beings among philosophers, theologians and
literary critics. However, psychiatrists do not seem to pay attention. This article
explores a path that suggests they should.

Taking my cue from Foucault’s remarks on Cusanus, I will start by looking
more closely at how the ideas of rationality, madness and irrationality plays out
in Cusanus’s thought. Mymain interest, however, is to explore how the location of
faith in the area indisputably beyond the merely rational by Kierkegaard’s pseu-
donyms results in an understanding of psychopathology that is profoundly differ-
ent from what has governed modern psychiatry.

II. Cusanus and the rejection of a privileged
perspective

In all his epistemologically relevant writings, the 15th century bishop and cardinal
Nicholas Cusanus is stating his difference from the late medieval nominalist via
moderna.13 This school of thought anticipated typically modern emphases by un-
derstanding knowledge as established by observation and the processing of ob-
servation by means of univocal conceptual representation. Over against this mod-
el, Cusanus reasserted the relevance of the Platonic difference between ratio and
intellectus, according to which ratio explores the difference between finite entities
and intellectus explores the relation to the infinite.14 The ultimate goal of knowl-
edge is thus participation in the infinite source of all reality, not the analysis of
reality performed by an ahistorical and omniscient subject.15

13 For a discussion of Cusan epistemology, see Knut AALFSVÅGLFSVÅG, “Unknowability and Incarnation:
Creation and Christology as Philosophy of Science in theWork of Nicholas Cusanus”, International
Journal of Systematic Theology 21 (2019), 141–156. His critique of latemedieval nominalism is parti-
cularly emphasized in Johannes HHOFFOFF, The Analogical Turn: Rethinking Modernity with Nicholas of
Cusa (Grand Rapids, Cambridge: Eerdmans, 2013).
14 The basic text for this division is the line parable in Plato’s Republic 509d-511e. See AALFSVÅGLFSVÅG,
What nomind has conceived, 11 (see above note 10).
15 On the significance of the idea of participation, see further Knut AALFSVÅGLFSVÅG, “Human liberty as
participation in the divine in thework ofNicholasCusanus”, inNicholas of Cusa on the Self and Self-
Consciousness (ed. Walter Andreas Euler, Ylva Gustafsson, and Iris Wikström) (Åbo: Åbo Akademi
University Press, 2010), 39–66.
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This has important implications for the understanding of the human, who is
thus located at the intersection between time and space on the one hand and
eternity on the other. Even more important from our perspective is, however, the
implication for the understanding of knowledge. As the ultimate goal of knowl-
edge, the capture of the presence of the infinite in the context of the finite,16 is
never reducible to conceptual univocity, the only infallible sign that one has
grasped it is the understanding that one has not. In this way, Cusanus develops
Augustine’s idea of docta ignorantia17 or informed ignorance by means of his own
exploration of the idea of coincidentia oppositorum:18 As the Creator is always dif-
ferent from everything created, one will only appreciate God’s presence in the
world by acknowledging his absence.

However, the most important implication of divine difference in the context of
the present investigation is that it subverts all attempts at establishing a privi-
leged perspective. Cusanus has clearly grasped the physical implication of this
principle; he understands that the omnipresence of the always different implies
that the universe has no physical centre. He is thus the first within the history of
European thought who in this way suggests a principle of relativity.19 Even more
interesting is his social application of this principle; there is for Cusanus no privi-
leged position from which to evaluate alleged knowledge. This is something Cu-

16 Both Plato andhis disciple Kierkegaard call this “the instant” (“Øieblikket”). For Kierkegaard’s
dependence on Plato in this respect, see Knut AALFSVÅGLFSVÅG, Christology as critique: On the relation be-
tween Christ, creation and epistemology (Eugene:Wipf and Stock, 2018), 111–112.
17 Dedocta ignorantia (1440) is the title ofCusanus’s first importantphilosophicalwork. The text is
found in Nicolaus CCUSANUSUSANUS, Opera omnia (ed. Heidelberger Akademie der Wissenschaften, Ham-
burg: Meiner, 1932ff), vol. 1. For an English translation, see Jasper HHOPKINSOPKINS, Nicholas of Cusa on
learned ignorance: a translation and an appraisal of De docta ignorantia (Minneapolis: Banning
Press, 1981). On Augustine’s understanding of docta ignorantia and its Platonic provenance, see
AALFSVÅGLFSVÅG,What nomind has conceived, 91-92 (see above note 10).
18 On the understanding of this key concept in Cusanus’s thought, see AALFSVÅGLFSVÅG, Christology as
critique, 13 (see above note 16).
19 De docta ignorantiaII,11,156‑159. See further Albert ZZIMMERMANNIMMERMANN, “‘Belehrte Unwissenheit’ als
Ziel der Naturforschung”, in Nikolaus von Kues (ed. Klaus Jacobi) (Freiburg: Verlag Karl Alber,
1979), 121–137, 129–134; Stefan SSCHNEIDERCHNEIDER, “Cusanus als Wegbereiter der neuzeitlichen Naturwis-
senschaft?”, inWeisheit undWissenschaft: Cusanus im Blick auf die Gegenwart (ed. Rudolf HHAUBSTAUBST

and Klaus KKREMERREMER) (Trier: Paulinus-Verlag, 1992), 182–220, 189–190; Regine KKATHERATHER, “‘The earth is
a noble star’: The arguments for the relativity of motion in the cosmology of Nicolaus Cusanus and
their transformation in Einstein’s theory of relativity”, in Cusanus: The legacy of learned ignorance
(ed. Peter J. CCASARELLAASARELLA) (Washington, DC: Catholic Univ of America Pr, 2006), 226–250; HHOFFOFF, The
Analogical Turn, 55–56.
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sanus particularly emphasizes in the Idiota-writings from 1450, and the most im-
portant of these for our purpose is the first one, Idiota de sapientia.20

This is a dialogue between a layman, an orator and a philosopher. The appli-
cation of the dialogue form is interesting, as it suggests a Socratic approach to
knowledge according to which the truth appears as the dialogue partners submit
themselves to what appears as they proceed. The idiota or layman is neither mad
nor stupid, but, differing from the orator and the philosopher, he has no formal
training in philosophy. He does not consider that a problem, though, as wisdom is
something that in his view must be obtained directly from the source, the life
itself, and cannot be learned by books. The reason is that wisdom is something
personal; in books, one will only find the knowledge of others and one is thus
enslaved by their authority.21 However, the thirst for personal knowledge is inher-
ent in every human being in the same way as the baby’s desire for milk.22 Just as
reading about love is a poor substitute for experiencing the real thing, reading
about knowledge cannot compare to experiencing it.23

By way of example, the layman directs his interlocutors’ attention to what is
going on where they are, which is in the marketplace. Its business consists in
numbering, measuring and weighing. These are all activities that are dependent
on a unit of measure that in this way is present in everything else without being
fully captured or defined by anything. The unit stands above the area of experi-
ence, but is still absolutely necessary for making sense of it.24 By meditating on
this, one may (or may not, as this is not for everybody) understand how the origin
of everything is in everything without being identical with anything. In this way is
introduced what Foucault describes as “the abysmal madness of the wisdom of

20 CCUSANUSUSANUS, Opera omnia, vol. V (see above note 17). For an English translation, see Nicolaus CCU-U-

SANUSSANUS,Completephilosophical and theological treatises (JasperHopkins trans., 2 vols.,Minneapolis:
Arthur J. Banning Press, 2001), vol. 1. For a discussion of the historical background of the Idiota-
writings, see K.M. ZZIEBARTIEBART,Nicolaus Cusanus on Faith and the Intellect: A Case Study in 15th-Century
Fides-Ratio Controversy (Brill’s Studies in Intellectual History, Boston: Brill NV, 2014), 105–108. A
summary of the argument of Idiota de sapientia is found in PaulineM.WWATTSATTS,Nicolaus Cusanus: A
Fifteenth-Century Vision of Man (Leiden: E J Brill, 1982), 120–131.
21 De sapientia I,2. This emphasis on the existential implication of divine difference arguably an-
ticipates a central Kierkegaardianmotive.
22 De sapientia I,15.
23 De sapientia I,19.
24 De sapientia I,5–6. This emphasis on the significanceof the omnipresenceandundefinability of
oneness is originally established by the ultimate source of all kinds of negative or apophatic theol-
ogy, Plato’s dialogue Parmenides. For a summary of the argument of this dialogue, see AALFSVÅGLFSVÅG,
What no mind has conceived, 12–20 (see above note 10); on its significance for Cusanus, see AALFS-LFS-

VÅGVÅG,What nomind has conceived, 151-152. Kierkegaard agreed that any serious reading of Platowill
have to begin with Parmenides (AALFSVÅGLFSVÅG, Christology as critique, 112; see above note 16).
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God”:25 “It is higher than all knowledge and is unknowable and is inexpressible
by any speech, incomprehensible by any intellect, unmeasurable by any measure,
unlimitable by any limit, unboundable by any bounds, disproportional in terms
of any proportion, incomparable in terms of any comparison.”26 This is according
to the layman what can be gained from meditation on life as one experiences it.

Foucault may not be quite in resonance with Cusanus’s argument when he
describes this as madness. For Cusanus, intellectus is not irrational; it is beyond
rationality, which is not quite the same. However, Cusanus explicitly rejects the
cornerstone of logic, the principle of non-contradiction, as far as intellectus is con-
cerned.27 Contradictory statements may then be true, as the principle of coinciden-
tia oppositorum indeed imply that they are. What is commonly conceived as mad-
ness might then not after all be too far away. What Foucault undoubtedly gets
right, though, is the relativizing of rationality and its power structures that is in-
herent in Cusanus’s apophaticism. The essence of wisdom, which is the apprecia-
tion of the presence of the infinite One “in, with and under” something as trivial
as the weighing of a pound of meat at the marketplace, is equally accessible to
everybody, and everybody’s experience is equally relevant as the starting point of
the ascent to the highest level. This emphasis on undifferentiated human equality
may be unexpected from a cardinal who at the pinnacle of his ecclesiastical career
acted as the pope’s stand-in.28 Still, it is there. The idiota may not be mad. How-
ever, he is certainly a representative of what we today like to call a perspective
from the margins.

25 See note 9 above.
26 De sapientia I,9; Jasper Hopkins’ translation. Foucault quotes a slightly different translation.
27 See Funkenstein, Theology and the scientific imagination, 65. On what is now called dialethism
(the view that somecontradictionsare true), see furtherGrahamPPRIESTRIEST, FrancescoBBERTOERTO, andZach
WWEBEREBER, Dialethism (2018, cited 28.12.2018); available from https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/fa
ll2018/entries/dialetheism.
28 Donald F. DDUCLOWUCLOW, “Life andWorks”, in IntroducingNicholas of Cusa: A Guide to a Renaissance
Man (ed. ChristopherM.BBELLITTOELLITTO, ThomasM. IIZBICKIZBICKI, andGeraldCCHRISTIANSONHRISTIANSON) (NewYork: Paulist
Press, 2004), 25–56, 44.
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III. Kierkegaard and the psychopathology of
disbelief

Without being aware of the work of Cusanus,29 Kierkegaard worked within the
same tradition of Christian Neoplatonism.30 He makes a couple of important mod-
ifications, though. Already in his first major philosophical work, Repetition (1843),
he questions the Platonic theory of knowledge as recollection; a real confronta-
tion with infinity is dependent on the possibility of newness.31 This is followed by
a discussion in Philosophical Fragments (1844) of the difference between Socrates,
who merely establishes the occasion for understanding the truth, and “the God in
time” (Christ) who in addition brings the condition for grasping truth.32 This thus
represents a radicalization of the Platonic idea of the instant.33

The implications of this radicalized Platonism are explored by Kierkegaard’s
pseudonym Johannes de silentio in Fear and Trembling (1843). For this purpose,
he uses the story of Abraham being asked to sacrifice his son Isaac (Gen 22) to
emphasize the difference between ratio and intellectus. Abraham’s challenge is
not reducible to a rationally defensible universality of morality; differing from
Jephtha34 and Agamemnon35, who are explicitly referred to in the text, Abraham
is not asked to sacrifice for the greater good.36 Abraham is asked to believe in the
reality of the promise while subverting it by sacrificing its content.

From the point of view of universal rationality, Abraham’s attitude towards
his son appears as nothing but hate and murder, and the text emphasizes this
aspect by referring to Jesus demanding of his followers that they hate their loved

29 There was no general scholarly awareness of the works of Cusanus until the so-called Cusanus
Renaissance in the beginning of the 20th century. See Andrea FFIAMMAIAMMA, “Richard Falckenberg and
themodernity of Nicholas Cusa”, Viator 47 (2016), 351–365, 351.
30 On the Platonic provenience of Kierkegaard’s thought, seeA. Freire AASHBAUGHSHBAUGH, “Platonism:An
essay on repetition and recollection”, in Kierkegaard and great traditions (ed. Niels TTHULSTRUPHULSTRUP and
M. MMIKULOVÁIKULOVÁ TTHULSTRUPHULSTRUP) (1981), 1–26.
31 AALFSVÅGLFSVÅG, Christology as critique, 111 (see above note 16).
32 AALFSVÅGLFSVÅG, Christology as critique, 124–125.
33 Cf. note 16 above.
34 Judg 11:30–40.
35 According to Greekmythology, he had to sacrifice his daughter Iphigenia to Artemis in order to
proceed to Troy.
36 Søren KKIERKEGAARDIERKEGAARD, Skrifter (ed. Niels Jørgen CCAPPELØRNAPPELØRN m. fl., 27 vols., København: Gad, 1997)
(SKS), vol. 4, 151–152. Kierkegaard’s contemporaries could hardly overlook the anti-Kantian fla-
vour of the argument.
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ones for his sake.37 The impossibility of hiding behind the universal induces anxi-
ety (“Angst”), which is thus presented as faith’s forecourt.38 We are all presented
with challenges that cannot be solved by referring to general rules. Beyond anxi-
ety is the attitude of Job, which is the realization without regret that all is lost;39

Johannes de silentio calls this “infinite resignation”. However, faith even leaves
resignation behind and believes in the reality of the absent in virtue of the ab-
surd.40 Faith is the realization of coincidentia oppositorum. Outwardly, it may ap-
pear as nothing but the unfounded conviction that what is there, will always be
there. However, faith has performed what is termed the double movement – res-
ignation and faith – and thus trusts the reality of what is promised in spite of its
apparent absence.

Faith and Trembling in this way advocates an approach to faith that is unre-
lated to all attempts at defending some kind of significance for religion and spiri-
tuality over against the critique from a more or less secularized modernity. For
Johannes de silentio, the challenge of relating to the infinite is as unavoidable as
its presence in literature and the experience of the human suggest, and to ap-
proach it on modern presumptions, i. e. through an attempt at verifying the cor-
rectness of one’s relating to the challenge, is nothing but a sign that one has not
understood it. However, Kierkegaard has retained the understanding of Cusanus’s
layman concerning the satisfaction in obtaining wisdom directly from the source.
This gives him the topic for some of his later works, where he explores the ab-
sence of this satisfaction through investigations of the symptoms that follows
from not facing the challenge of the infinite in an appropriate way. In The Concept
of Anxiety (1844), Kierkegaard’s pseudonym Vigilius Haufniensis (“Copenhagen’s
Watchman”) investigates anxiety as faith’s precondition, and in The Sickness to
Death (1849) his pseudonym Anti-Climacus studies despair (“Fortvivlelse”) as the
symptom of faith’s absence.

The Concept of Anxiety is an investigation of the psychology of the relation to
the infinite as it comes through as either faith or sin.41 Vigilius is critical of the

37 Luke 14:26; SKS 4,164–165. Interestingly, Jesus, too, was one-sided in his proclamation to the
extent that he was consideredmad (Joh 10:20).
38 SKS 4,124.
39 “The LORD gave, and the LORD has taken away; blessed be the name of the LORD” (Job 1:21
ESV). According to Repetition, this attitude does not represent faith; it is merely approaching its
border area (SKS 4,77).
40 SKS4,131–132. Faith thus appears as absurd for anon-believer like Johannesde silentio. For the
believer, it represents a different kind of rationality (the Cusan intellectus), which Kierkegaard pri-
marily explores inWorks of Love and Practice in Christianity.
41 SKS 4,309.
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idea of hereditary sin, which puts Adam in a special position.42 We are all sinners
in the same way, Vigilius maintains.43 Before becoming a sinner, Adam/the hu-
man is ignorant of the difference between good and evil.44 This ignorance places
the human before the abyss of infinite possibility from which all humans pull
back. This retraction, which establishes the human in his or her individuality, is
sin.45 Anxiety is neither good nor bad; it is a sign of the uncontrollable presence of
the infinite. It thus instantiates a challenge that no human is up to because hu-
mans are after all finite. One withdraws from the challenge, and in so doing, one
sets oneself as a human subject by becoming a sinner. Sin thus occurs through a
qualitative leap that in itself is inaccessible for psychology and indeed for any
kind of rational analysis; it has, like infinity, to be grasped as the condition of
existence.46 From this reality, there is no escape; Vigilius has therefore no respect
for the Pelagian understanding of salvation through mere self-determination.47

Faith grasps the instantiation of the infinite and thus leaves anxiety be-
hind.48 Apart from that it is always present; the attempt at liberating oneself
from the anxiety of existence that results in the human becoming a sinner does
not help.49 There are two kinds of anxiety, though. It may be directed toward the
evil outcome of sin, and thus recognize the goodness of the good. However, it
may also appear as anxiety towards the good. This is according to Vigilius what
characterizes the demonic.50 This results in a self-encapsulation (“det Indeslut-
tede”) that isolates the individual from the redeeming possibility of communica-
tion.51 On the individual level, this leads to what we today would call psychoso-
matic disorders.52 On the social level, it appears as a tendency to superficiality,
as no one has the courage to appropriate truth in freedom. Within the context of

42 Adamdiffers in the sense that the first sinful act determineswhat sin is; however, the process is
essentially repeated in all other humans.
43 SKS 4,333–334.
44 SKS 4,342–343.
45 David J. KKANGASANGAS,Kierkegaard’s Instant: OnBeginnings (Bloomington: IndianaUniversity Press,
2007), 167–169.
46 SKS 4,344.
47 Vigilius calls freewill “enTanke-Uting” (a non-entity of thought); itmaybe thought, but has no
purchase on reality (SKS 4,355).
48 SKS 4,419.
49 SKS 4,415.
50 SKS4,420–421. He therebydraws our attention to the fact that in theBible, the demonic primar-
ily shows itself as a rejection of Christ, the ultimatemanifestation of goodness.
51 SKS 4,430–432.
52 SKS 4,437–438. Vigilius’s own examples are over-sensibility, hyperirritability, hysteria and hy-
pochondria.
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the religious, this appears as orthodoxy without the power of appropriation (“In-
derlighed”). This is dogmatic correctness without a real relation to the manifes-
tation of the infinite. It is an attitude that according to Vigilius deserves the
mockery it so often attracts.53 The withdrawal from appropriation can also ap-
pear as disbelief or superstition, which according to Vigilius are flip sides of the
same coin.54

For Vigilius, the experience of anxiety is the insuppressible sign that we are
located at the crossroads between the infinite and the finite.55 It presents us with
the challenge of infinite possibility in a way that never goes away, and the at-
tempt at overlooking it merely lets is resurface in another shape. However, The
Concept of Anxiety only lets us look at the psychological precondition of faith and
sin. What we still lack is the analysis of disbelief as seen from the perspective of
faith. Disbelief then appears as despair, the investigation of which is the subject
of The Sickness unto Death. Its pseudonymous author, Anti-Climacus, is the anti-
pode of Johannes Climacus, the writer of Philosophical Fragments and Concluding
Unscientific Postscript, who as an unbeliever investigates the phenomenology of
faith.56 Anti-Climacus writes from the perspective of faith, but still for the benefit
of the unbeliever.

The starting point of the analysis of this book is the understanding of the hu-
man as “a synthesis of the infinite and the finite, or temporal and eternal, or free-
dom and necessity”. To be oneself is thus to find one’s self to be “transparently
grounded in the power that established it”. In this case, there is no despair. In all
other cases, despair is present as an illness in one’s self in one (or a combination)
of three different shapes: Not being aware that one has a self, despairingly not
wanting to be oneself, or despairingly wanting to be oneself.57 There are two ways
of analysing it, either according to the elements of the synthesis or according to
the degree of one’s awareness of it.58 Analysed according to the elements of the
synthesis, the despairing human either appears as an enthusiast lacking finitude
or a philistine who attaches ultimate significance to the trivial.59 Or one may be
locked into the perspective of the rationally necessary without understanding the

53 SKS 4,439–441).
54 SKS 4,444. Two other such pairs are hypocrisy and offense, and pride and cowardice.
55 SKS 4,460.
56 In addition to citingAnti-Climacus as the author, the title page of Sickness refers to Kierkegaard
as editor (SKS 11,115), thus hinting that the position of Anti-Climacus may be quite close to Kierek-
gaard’s own.
57 SKS 11,129–130.
58 SKS 11,145.
59 SKS 11,146–150.
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significance of infinite possibility.60 Analysed according the level of awareness,
one is either ignorant of having a self,61 desperately not wanting to be oneself (by
transforming the infinite to something one thinks one can handle),62 or despe-
rately wanting to be oneself (by realizing infinity through one’s own power).63 The
one closest to faith is the latter one, but he or she differs through the inability to
lose oneself.64 The person who despairs in this way, has grasped the infinite sig-
nificance of one’s self, but it will never be realized because of the self’s defiance
toward “the power that established it”.

After having analysed the despairing human as an unbeliever in the first half
of The Sickness unto Death, Anti-Climacus in the second half analyses him or her
as a sinner who will not accept the word of forgiveness. One may despair concern-
ing the promise of forgiveness either because one does not believe it (despair in
weakness), or because one does not accept that one is a sinner (despair in defi-
ance).65 The latter group is made up of those who have made themselves into gods
by reserving the right to decide what to believe and to reject.66 In both cases, the
proclamation of the gospel has resulted in offense. This is a sad reality, but still
important as it confirms the fact that the God relationship can never be reduced to
the level of a universal rationality.67 If everybody believed in the reality of divine
presence, it would presumably be untrue. This is another case of coincidentia op-
positorum: Statements concerning the infinite can only be true if disputed.

In the same way as Cusanus, Kierkegaard’s various pseudonyms concur in
locating faith firmly in the area beyond the rationally defensible. However, Kier-
kegaard is considerably more ambitious in describing the psychological implica-

60 SKS11,151–152. This is alsoprimarily intendedasacritiqueofKant,who inAnti-Climacus’s view
arbitrarily reduces reality to what is humanly thinkable. See Knut AALFSVÅGLFSVÅG, “‘With God all things
are possible’ – Luther and Kierkegaard on the relation between immutability, necessity and possi-
bility”,Neue Zeitschrift für Systematische Theologie und Religionsphilosophie 60 (2018), 44–57.
61 SKS 11,157–162. This is closely related towhatHeidegger in § 27 ofSeinundZeitanalysedas “das
Man”.
62 SKS 11,165–180. This is a description of the Pelagianism ofmodernity.
63 SKS 11,182. According to Merold WWESTPHALESTPHAL, Kierkegaard’s Concept of Faith (Kierkegaard as as
Christian Thinker, GrandRapids: Eerdmans, 2014), 246–247, Anti-Climacus is here anticipating the
thought of Nietzsche and Sartre. Karl Jaspers’s Allgemeine Psychopathologie (1913), which is one of
the few classical texts of psychiatry thatmentions Kierkegaard, usually does so in connection with
Nietzsche. See Christoph MMUNDTUNDT, “The Philosophical Roots of Karl Jaspers’ General Psychopathol-
ogy”, inTheOxfordHandbook of Philosophy andPsychiatry (ed. K.W.MFulford and others) (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2015), 68–84, 75.
64 Cf. Matt 10:39: “Whoever loses his life for my sake will find it” (ESV).
65 SKS 11,225.
66 SKS 11,232–236.
67 SKS 11,197.
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tions of faith’s absence. Anxiety, i. e. the basic feeling that something is wrong
without one being able to define its cause or cure, is by Vigilius Haufniensis inter-
preted as a sign of one being confronted by what is, and always will remain, be-
yond rational control. Anxiety is therefore not something to be suppressed;68 it is
something to be explored, lest it reappear as psychosomatic stress or cultural
superficiality. Lack of appreciation of one’s relation with the infinite results in
despair. For some, this despair is so deep that they are not even aware of it; for
those who know where to look, it is still observable as a consistent preference for
the trivial and insignificant.69 Others are aware of their despair. It may then ap-
pear in what Anti-Climacus calls its weak form, characterized by the reduction of
the infinite to the level of the universal and realizable; in this case, intellectus
disappears and ratio reigns alone.70 Or it may appear as defiance, through which
the despairing individual insists on realizing the ultimate and the infinite on its
own.71 One may then retain the understanding that the ultimate is after all not
realizable through universal reason. However, one will forever fall despairingly
short of reaching the goal.

IV. An integrated perspective on madness

Plato, Cusanus and Kierkegaard thus share an emphasis that the essentials of rea-
lity are not and will never be graspable by human reason; setting this as the norm
should thus be considered as the undisputed sign of folly. An implication of this
with particular relevance for the epistemology of psychiatry is that the precise un-
derstanding of mind/matter-duality will forever escape us. Psychiatry must thus
either livewith this as a fact or forever remain a pseudoscience haunted by a super-
stitious belief in the stability of its ontology. Another implication is that it empha-
sizes the epistemological relevance of the perspective of the allegedly mad; the
explicit rejection of the principle of non-contradiction as far as intellectus is con-
cerned suggests that the rationality of the mad may be closer to reality than the

68 According to BBURSTOWURSTOW, Psychiatry and the Business ofMadness, 2 (see above note 6), psychiatry
acts as “ametaphorical tranquilizer” of our “deep-seated angst”.
69 InALiterary Review (1846; SKS 8,7–106), Kierkegaard explored the sociological implications of
this observation. See Paul TTYSONYSON,Kierkegaard’s Theological Sociology: Prophetic Fire for the Present
Age (Eugene: Cascade Books, 2019).
70 This is the position of mainstreammodernity and its ecclesial offspring, classical liberal theol-
ogy, and of Pietism asmodernity’s counter-culture.
71 This is the position of existentially engaged atheism as represented by Nietzsche and Sartre.
According to Anti-Climacus, the defiant form of despair is much closer to faith than the weak form.
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strict logic of those in control of the socially sanctioned definitions. Madness is
thus not a problem to be solved, but an opportunity to be explored as a unique
possibility of wisdom and insight, which is something authors and artists always
have been aware of. Psychiatric “treatment” should thus be replaced by compe-
tence in listening to the presumably insane and learning from them.72 As a bonus,
it would then presumably experience the healing potential of including the alleg-
edlymadwithin a communicative fellowship characterized bymutual recognition.

Plato, Cusanus and Kierkegaard further agree that the ambiguity of reality is
best captured by understanding the possible presence of the infinite as the ulti-
mate challenge of the human condition. This results in an understanding of faith
as the realization of the truly human, and, particularly in Kierkegaard, in pene-
trating analyses of the psychopathology if its absence explored by means of the
experiences of anxiety and despair as unavoidable aspects of human existence.
The distinction between the spiritual and the secular then disappears as far as
mental sanity and insanity is concerned. The relation to the infinite is a challenge
that is common for all of humanity. Suppressing it may then result in symptoms
that are worse than what an allegedly religiously neutral, i. e. one-sidedly ra-
tional, care for the mentally ill is supposed to heal. This includes an understand-
ing of the demonic as characterized by a fear of the good that leads to the break-
down of human communication. Exorcism and inclusion in a communicative fel-
lowship thus appear as essentially the same thing. This is also repeatedly
emphasized in the gospel stories of the exorcisms of Jesus.73

Studied religious neutrality and fear of touching the spiritual, which largely is
what characterizes modern psychiatry, thus appear as nothing but psychological
repression mechanisms. This is presumably the outcome of psychiatry not want-
ing to enter the business of promoting one or other of the traditional religions
understood as competing bodies of doctrinal knowledge.74 This fear is under-
standable, but there are other ways of handling it. Taking one’s point of departure
in the apophaticism of Plato, Cusanus and Kierkegaard, one will have to maintain
that the significance of the faith perspective can only be confirmed by its lack of a
definite confirmation. It remains an open question and can never move into the
area of established rationality without being transformed into something differ-
ent. Psychiatry is thus for the sake of its own adequacy dependent on being
founded on an appreciation of the significance of the infinite and indefinable

72 Cf. the emphasis onmad literacy in the work of Bonnie Burstow referred to above (note 6).
73 Cf. Matt 9:33: “Andwhen the demon had been cast out, themuteman spoke” (ESV).
74 On the fascinating story of how “religion” and “science” changed from being understood as
virtues to being understood as bodies of knowledge, see Peter HHARRISONARRISON, The territories of science
and religion (Chicago and London: University of Chicago Press, 2015).
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while leaving its possible manifestations to the area beyond the rational, i. e. the
liturgical celebration of the narratives determining the identity of the worshipping
community. This is not religious neutrality; on the contrary, it is founded on a
deep appreciation of the significance of spirituality for the realization of the truly
human. It remains neutral, though, in not being committed to a specific religious
tradition.75

Any idea of illness, mental or bodily, consciously or unconsciously presumes
an idea of what the normal or ideal human life is. Modernity has favoured a
formal idea of rationality that essentially leaves it clueless when it comes to un-
derstanding the good life.76 Psychiatry, as a child of modernity with scientific am-
bitions, is badly in need of an improved philosophical foundation. Serious en-
gagement with the works of Plato, Cusanus and Kierkegaard could be a good
place to start.

75 This statement may need some qualification. Both Cusanus and Kierkegaard firmly belong in
theChristian tradition, and thatmaynotbebyaccident, as thedoctrineof the incarnationallows for
an untroubled combination of unknowability and definability that paves theway for epistemologi-
cal perspectives that presumably were decisive in the development of modern science. The discus-
sion of the implications of these perspectives must, however, be left for another occasion.
76 See, e. g.,AlasdairMMACACIINTYRENTYRE,AfterVirtue:A Study inMoral Theory (London:Duckworth, 1985),
for an already classic study of the failure of modernity in this respect.
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