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Abstract

Background: Experiences of psychosis are often assumed to
be strange, bizarre, or incomprehensible. The aim of this ar-
ticle is to offer a new step towards a better understanding of
how the psychotic process affects a prereflective back-
ground. Methods: We use concepts from the philosophy of
Ludwig Wittgenstein to clarify the first-person perspective
on psychosis of one of the authors. Results: We describe the
early psychotic process as breaking down the “nest of prop-
ositions,” shaking the scaffolds of our language games. Here-
by, the prereflective background that forms our existential
orientation in the world is fundamentally altered. We iden-
tify different aspects of this process: a dialectic of aha and
anti-aha experiences, the experience of groundlessness, and
blind spots. Acknowledging and exploring the depth and
impact of this process on a person’s world may be afirst step
towards resolving their isolation and suffering. Philosophy
canfacilitate such an exploration, while interpersonal activa-
tion may offer structure and trust in the world, helping the

patient to find solid ground in action and interaction. Con-
clusion: This article combines a philosophical approach with
afirst-person perspective on psychosis to illuminate aspects
of psychosis that have not been described or elaborated on
before. We argue that psychosis entails an experience of ex-
istential groundlessness. Our view has implications for treat-
ment of and recovery from psychosis.

© 2018 S. Karger AG, Basel

“The reasonable man does not have certain doubts.”
[§220in 1]

Introduction: The Incomprehensibility of Psychosis

Delusions, hallucinations, disorganized thought, dis-
organized psychomotor action, and negative symptoms
are all clustered under the diagnostic concept of psychosis
[2]. The presence of one or more of these psychotic symp-
toms can be an indication of one of the psychotic disor-
ders, with schizophrenia considered the most severe. Al-
though psychotic symptoms may seem strange and bi-
zarre, research has shown that the prevalence of these
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symptoms in the general population may be remarkably
high [3-6]. In one large-scale research project, up to 16%
of the general population reported having experienced
phenomena that clinicians would describe as psychotic
[7], and a recent review reports that more than 30% of the
general population claims to have had experiences that
can be described as psychotic [8].

Although it has been argued that the nature of such
experiences in nonclinical populations are generally dif-
ferent from those in psychotic clinical populations [9],
the high incidence of psychotic phenomena did lead to
reformulation of the “continuity hypothesis.” This hy-
pothesis states that there is continuity between normal
and psychotic phenomena rather than a discrete and dis-
tinct entity of psychosis [10]. This is remarkable, firstly
because of the well-known stigma concerning psychosis
in the general population [11], and secondly because the
conceptual history of psychosis, and particularly of
schizophrenia, has emphasized the incomprehensibility
and bizarreness of these phenomena [12, 13]. Karl Jaspers
[14] argued that delusion-like ideas, like preoccupations
and real delusions, can be distinguished objectively by 3
criteria: the presence of absolute certainty, incorrigibility,
and the lack of concordance with reality. He further ar-
gued that failure to understand the delusional experience
is in fact the hallmark of real delusions [14]. This idea in-
fluenced current views that emphasize the need for an
“explanation from the outside,” in the words of Jaspers
[14], instead of an empathic or phenomenological ap-
proach “from the inside”, which would focus on grasping
the lived experience itself. Despite the difficulty of under-
standing psychotic phenomena or symptoms, certain
therapeutic approaches do favor a more comprehensible
attitude. Indeed, movements like “open dialogue,” as de-
veloped by Seikkula and Olsen [15] in Finland, particu-
larly claim that psychosis should be treated firstly by dia-
logue and attempts at understanding. It thus seems that
there is tension between the assumption of incomprehen-
sibility and consequently the necessity for more explana-
tory approaches, e.g., neurobiology, on the one hand, and
the idea that understanding is not only possible but that
it may even contribute to treatment, on the other.

Phenomenological psychopathology could play a cru-
cial role in this debate, as phenomenological authors have
already shown how certain aspects of psychosis can in-
deed be made more comprehensible. Examples thereof
are the alteration in temporal experience in the psychotic
experience and schizophrenia [16, 17] and the change in
the sense of reality [18-20]. Phenomenology also offers
arguments for a different kind of understanding of these
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phenomena, e.g., by developing narrative or philosophi-
cal approaches to psychosis [21-23]. Nevertheless, phe-
nomenology has only clarified certain aspects of psycho-
sis and no one would claim to have understood psychosis
in its totality.

The aim of this article is therefore to offer a new step
towards a broader understanding of psychosis. The arti-
cle does so by combining two perspectives: the first is the
philosophy of language games as developed by Ludwig
Wittgenstein; the second is the first-person perspective
on psychosis of one of the authors. Wittgenstein’s work
has already been fruitfully used to investigate delusions
[24-26]. Rhodes and Gipps [27], e.g., argued for a Witt-
gensteinian approach to delusions and particularly to the
question how we are able to know whether someone is
deluded without first making decisions about the preva-
lence of the belief. They employ the concept of the “back-
ground,” to which we shall return further on. What we
focus on here, however, is the process that precedes and
outlasts the development of those delusions. In the fol-
lowing section, we will argue how Wittgenstein’s ideas
can help to disentangle this complex event. Then, in First-
Person Perspective on Psychosis, we offer insights from
the experience of psychosis of the second author and
show how Wittgenstein’s ideas can make these more un-
derstandable. Lastly, in Conclusion: Recovery and Cover-
ing the Blind Spots, it will become clear why these insights
can be relevant for therapy and recovery.

A Wittgensteinian Approach

In this section, we present some of the key notions in
the work of Wittgenstein, which will help to elucidate a
part of the psychotic experience. We discuss in particular
language games, forms of life, and the background, and
we pay special attention to the notions of doubt and cer-
tainty.

Wittgenstein introduced the concept of language
games to address problems concerning the meaning of
words, i.e., their unfixedness, the multiplicity of uses, and
their being relative to an activity [28]. This allowed for a
flexible and action-oriented perspective on language and
words. Although he did not explicitly define the concept
oflanguage game, we find preliminary indications for the
concept already in the Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus.
There, he considered language to be a structure of signs,
names, and propositions [§4.22 in 29]. Propositions are
built of more elementary propositions, which in turn are
constituted by names and signs that cannot be further
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“taken to pieces by definitions” [§4.221 in 29]. Those
most elementary parts only become meaningful in their
use and application [§3.262 in 29]. It is this practical and
action-oriented turn that he would further elaborate in
his later works.

In On Certainty [1], e.g., Wittgenstein described how
language games emerge from action. A language game is
a practically learned interconnection of propositions that
are coherently bound together through its use and appli-
cation. A language game is purpose relative and could be
considered as the set of words and phrases determined by
and determining adequate ways of dealing with a particu-
lar activity. If one were aiming to justify the propositions
within a language game, through empirical testing, e.g.,
justification of these propositions ultimately would come
to an end. Even at the foundation of well-founded belief
lies belief that is not founded [§253 in 1]. Logically, Witt-
genstein expresses it in the following way: “If the true is
what is grounded, then the ground is not true, not yet
false” [§205 in 1]. An attempt to justify or reduce once
firmly held propositions, even in an intersubjective con-
text, leads to the discovery of ungrounded belief. Our
judgments, e.g., about activities, are not based on a single
foundational proposition but rather on “a nest of propo-
sitions” [§225 in 1]. It is its interconnection from which
the language game derives its structure rather than from
a solid ground. Using the metaphor of a house, Wittgen-
stein indicated that the “foundation walls are carried by
the whole house” [§248, 1], thereby inverting our conven-
tional understanding of (architectural) foundations [30].
What holds the house together is the interconnection and
our practice: “The only end one could discover is not an
ungrounded presupposition: it is an ungrounded way of
acting” [§110, 1]. One could interpret the concept of com-
mon sense of the German psychiatrist Blankenburg [31]
in very much the same way, as the prereflective and pre-
predicative self-evident apprehension of the everyday
world that arises from interaction with others. Blanken-
burg [31] pointed out that it is exactly this self-evident
common sense which breaks down in schizophrenia.

We learn the rules of the language game “purely prac-
tically, without learning any explicit rules” [§95 in 1]. It
is, however, against a particular background that we are
able to learn these rules and meanings. This is the back-
ground of what Wittgenstein called our forms of life or
our world picture, i.e., our habits of doing things together
in common environments, which make meaning and
learning of meaning possible [32]. The ungrounded way
of acting to which Wittgenstein refers does offer a certain
ground. However, this ground is not the propositional
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certainty within a particular language game but rather a
certainty in action [33].

Language games are characterized by the exclusion of
particular doubts. According to Wittgenstein, our at-
tempts to enquire, e.g., in scientific research, are set upin
such a way that some propositions are exempted from
doubt, if they were ever formulated in the first place.
“They lie apart from the route travelled by enquiry” [$88
in 1]. We can certainly question the correspondence to
reality or the correctness of specific propositions, yet
there are some which we cannot even think of question-
ing because they are like “hinges” on which the whole
language game turns. Thus, it belongs to the logic of our
investigations “that certain things are in deed not doubt-
ed” [§342, 1]. This is not only the case for scientific re-
search but also for every kind of enquiry, idea, or belief
about the world. Even our concept of rationality itself de-
pends on the correct exclusion of certain doubts [§220,
1]. This is not to say that doubt is not possible within the
language game. However, the doubt within the language
game is doubt about a particular knowledge, e.g., a prop-
osition, while the doubt which is excluded from the lan-
guage game concerns those basic certainties that function
as conditions for the language game itself. They “enable
sense” instead of themselves having sense [p. 134 in 34].

These certainties in action build the background or
bedrock that allows for doubt to be possible in the first
place. In other words, “propositions evincing knowledge
claims belong to the language game, whereas certainty
grounds the language game and is a condition of its pos-
sibility” [p. 7 in 35]. A language game and the meanings
it carries emerge from a practical reality or community in
which activities take place. The basic certainties are in-
stinctively and immediately relied on. They constitute a
certain trust in the world, in the reality of things [32]. We
do not get our picture of the world by testing every prop-
ositional statement about the world, nor do we have to
satisfy ourselves about the correctness of our beliefs. “No:
it is the inherited background against which I distinguish
between true and false” [§94 in 1]. In their work on delu-
sions, Rhodes and Gipps [27] argue that it is this very pre-
predicative and prereflective background that allows us
to grasp a delusional belief as delusional.

Yet it is possible that forms of life or world pictures,
and therefore the language games that emerge from them,
change. Thus, language games are not universal or invari-
able. Wittgenstein compares these changes to a changing
riverbed: some elements are part of the river, of the ever
changing and instable stream, while others are firmly sed-
imented into the riverbed. Yet, even though there seems
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to be a strict distinction between the stream and the riv-
erbed, some sediments may shift into the stream, while
elements of the stream become part of the riverbed. This
means that certain beliefs we hold for undeniable certain-
ties may one day change and become obsolete or lose their
status as certainties. Certainly, there are empirical propo-
sitional truths we hold, and uncertainties and doubts we
may have, but the difference between the two, Wittgen-
stein argues, is not that strong [§97 in 1]. Our picture of
the world can change, and with it the meanings of the
propositions and names of language games change [$65
in 1]. A clear example thereof in the history of science is
the discovery of heliocentrism, or more recently the dis-
covery of genetic material [36, 37].

Thus, Wittgenstein claims that a language game is a
practically learned interconnection of propositions co-
herently bound together through their use and applica-
tion. They are not based on any final foundational justi-
fication. They rather emerge from a background that re-
flects forms of life or a world picture. Although the lack
of a foundational ground may indicate groundlessness,
there are certainties in action and shared forms of life.
The exclusion of the formulation of, and doubt about par-
ticular propositions enables a language game and the
meanings it holds. These propositions function “like
hinges” on which the language game turns. The language
game thus emerges as a given within a broader back-
ground of forms of life, which themselves may change.
Wittgenstein’s philosophy itself points to the “hinge
propositions,” the undoubted certainties and the inher-
ited background and forms of life. Philosophy practice
and writing itself include a multitude of language games.
Yet, they help us indicate the limitations, the blind spots,
and the uncertainties that are seldom acknowledged. One
could even feel unconformable reading about the ground-
lessness of one’s belief and start to doubt the “rules of the
game.” Indeed, as Wittgenstein acknowledges himself:
“The difficulty is to realize the groundlessness of our be-
lieving” [§166 in 1]. We will see now how this will help us
to understand a vital aspect of psychosis.

First-Person Perspective on Psychosis

In this section, we offer insight into psychosis as based
on the experience and descriptions of the second author
(hereafter R.S.). A first-person perspective is, however,
not entirely unproblematic. The language one uses to de-
scribe these experiences might sound banal or seem in-
comprehensible. Nevertheless, such descriptions may be
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attempts to express the breath-taking disorientation and
the terrifying confusion psychosis often implies. Philoso-
phy may play an important role here. It can help to exam-
ine aspects of reality that usually fall outside of our com-
mon-sense understanding and it can help to translate and
facilitate the expression of seemingly incommunicable
experiences. By applying Wittgenstein’s philosophy in
particular, we hope to illustrate aspects of the psychotic
process from the earliest predelusional alterations past
the well-developed delusions. A second problem related
to the first-person account is whether the results of our
phenomenological examination will be generalizable to
other people’s psychotic experiences. Although we find
indications thereof in our clinical experience, the aim
here is to firstly clarify this process based on one account,
and only secondarily will we search for generalizability
and extrapolation, in much the same way as phenomeno-
logical analyses work. To do so, we rely on the notes that
R.S. took during psychotic episodes, and we will show
how Wittgenstein’s vocabulary can be of help to increase
our understanding of psychosis. We will firstly encounter
the delusional mood, followed by the dialectic of aha and
anti-aha experiences, and lastly we will describe blind
spots. This will enable us to clarify, in Conclusion: Recov-
ery and Covering the Blind Spots, what the role of phi-
losophy could be in the process of recovery.

Delusional Mood

Delusional mood or delusional atmosphere is the state
preceding the development of delusions, in which pa-
tients describe experiential changes to the environment,
and in which it seems that, somehow, the world acquires
new meaning [19, 38]. Jaspers [14] first coined the term
to emphasize the uncanny and puzzling feeling that some-
thing indeterminate is happening. We will illustrate here
that this predelusional state concerns more than an al-
tered perception and that, indeed, the delusional mood
already illustrates the disconnection from a common lan-
guage game and from the background that Wittgenstein
described.

This predelusional state often has a revelatory charac-
ter, as Conrad [19] already noticed and defined as “apo-
phany.” During the onset of the first psychosis, R.S. de-
scribed it in the following way:

“...itis as if I am looking at reality with other eyes, it almost
seems as if [ am awakening.” (R.S.)

“Itis a super weird feeling. From one day to the next, even from
one moment to another, I can think and reason again clearly... It
sort of feels as if I have found a key to something that has been
locked for along while... Because my head is clear, and my process
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of reasoning seems to function better than ever before, I seem to
perceive much more and seem to be capable of much, much more.”
(R.S.)

To him, it felt as if the world showed itself anew. Al-
though it clearly involved an altered experience, it did not
concern or follow from a perceptual change, e.g., a halluci-
nation. There was an increasing subjective tension, accom-
panied by continuously recurring “insights.” These were
new ways of looking at things, of understanding problems
and situations one has to deal with, that usually seem self-
evident. The recurrent insights during the first delusional
mood mostly concerned his personal and relational life,
while afterwards the new perspectives included more exis-
tential and transcendental matters. One’s world picture
that enables one to meaningfully experience the worlds,
others, and one’s self was fundamentally altered. It felt like
he could suddenly see things from completely new per-
spectives. These new perspectives weakened in R.S. the bias
through which we consider our own perception, thoughts,
and beliefs as objective [p. 43 in 40]. The rigidity of the lan-
guage game that normally pervades our lives became ques-
tionable [p. 59 in 40]. While the new perspectives on the
world were overwhelming and frightening, there were no
easy answers to be found. Although the beginning of the
delusional mood mostly entailed questions and perspec-
tives on his personal life, later on everythingbecame doubt-
ful and everything seemed different.

“I suddenly question everything, and look for confirmation of
the multitude of insights that come to mind, just because I liter-
ally question everything... The question of The One, the all-en-

compassing... I can’t explain what this feels like. My whole world
is upside down.” (R.S.)

He felt urged to question everything, from personal
motivations to philosophical themes like the principle of
unity and temporality. These themes are often found in
first-person accounts on psychosis, but they also play an
important role in mystic philosophy [41]. In the following
quote, one recognizes the need to question what once
seemed self-evident.

“The entire world runs on a time that people have invented.
They did this by seeing a certain logic in things (day, night, morn-
ing, evening, midday — half of a day). There is a recurrent logic in
the way we reason about time... To really realize what time is, you
arrive at the eternal questions, namely why does it become dark
and light... In this you can go further again. Why does the sun move
in front of the moon... And then (I think) you arrive at gravity.
Then you can ask, why is there gravity, and then you can try to ex-
plain gravity... Like this, you can keep going on until you’re not
able to grasp things anymore, or someone else sees the logical con-
nections and you are able to understand them. Pi in mathematics?
How far can one contain pi, or the absolute truth?” (R.S.)

The Blind Spots of Psychosis

In striking similarity to these descriptions of the onset
of the first psychotic episode, Wittgenstein describes the
stream of thoughts of “the man who is philosophically
puzzled.”

“The man who is philosophically puzzled sees a law in the way
aword is used, and, trying to apply this law consistently, comes up
against cases where it leads to paradoxical results. Very often the
way the discussion of such a puzzle runs is this: First the question
is asked, ‘What is time?’. This question makes it appear that what
we want is a definition. We mistakenly think that a definition is
what will remove the trouble (as in certain states of indigestion we
feel a kind of hunger, which cannot be removed by eating). The
question is then answered by a wrong definition; say: “Time is the
motion of the celestial bodies.” The next step is to see that this def-
inition is unsatisfactory. But this only means that we don’t use the
word ‘time’ synonymously with ‘motion of the celestial bodies.’
However in saying that we must replace it by a different one, the
correct one. If we are ready to give any explanation, in most cases
we aren’t. Many words in this sense don’t have strict meaning.” [p.
27 in 40]

Both the psychotic questions in the first quote and the
philosophical reflections of Wittgenstein’s example reach
the limitations of our language games. They stumble
upon the background beliefs that seem valid because of
their application rather than because of a certain ground
or foundation. The concept of time is indeed a clear ex-
ample of such a background notion. Everyone uses it dai-
ly, while at a closer glance few are able to give a satisfying
final answer to the question on the nature of time. And
for R.S., the common-sense notion of time did not suffice
and kept urging further questioning without offering sol-
id ground for answers.

However, the example of time does not suffice to grasp
the whole puzzling experience of the delusional mood and
of the onset of psychosis. This equally implies losing grip
of “the right manner” of seeing things. The language
games and the background beliefs constitute social reality
as well, and they structure our perception of and interac-
tion with others. The habitual ways we have learned from
others and which we have incorporated into our own most
personal ideas, convictions, and behaviors may suddenly
lose their self-evidence [42]. A simple thing like cooking
dinner thus becomes an impossible task, irrelevant in light
of a changing reality. We consider it crucial that one as-
pect that determines the devastating experience of psy-
chosis is this fundamental alteration of a framework of
meaning and significance, which Wittgenstein called the
background. To clarify how the pre-delusional state of
confusion, questioning, and insights further evolves into
a psychotic breakdown, we introduce what R.S. called the
dialectic of the aha and anti-aha experiences.
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The Dialectic of Aha and Anti-Aha Experiences

What are the recurrent insights we claim are an essen-
tial part of the early psychotic experience? To understand
this, Sips [43] revisited the notion of the aha experience
and introduced the anti-aha experience to denote the psy-
chotic process as dialectical. The former involves a sud-
den insight, understanding, or realization of a previously
incomprehensible or even undetected problem.! In case
descriptions of the predelusional state one can find many
examples of the sudden and unexpected aha experience
(38, 39, 41, 44-46]. The aha experience can have both a
perceptive and a cognitive dimension. An example of the
former would be the shift we experience in the famous
“duck-rabbit” image, where one first and only perceives
either a duck or a rabbit, and suddenly one sees the other
one [47]. A cognitive example would be solving a riddle
after a phase of incubation, where one suddenly under-
stands the clue. Another example would be a game of
chess, where one can suddenly “see” a possible move or a
strategy. This insight is not rationally devised or argued
for, but it presents itself to the player. Suddenly the game
is seen from a new perspective. Without one piece on the
board being moved, the game acquires a new meaning for
the player. The aha experience in psychosis equally in-
volves a sudden feeling of clarity and, as the first quote in
this article illustrates, R.S. experienced it as an “awaken-
ing.”

There is, however, also an antithetical variation of the
aha experience. Sips [43] defined this anti-aha experience
as an experience of sudden insight that does not fit with-
in one’s framework, convictions, or worldview. Like the
aha experience, it involves a clear and sudden insight, but
instead of contributing to one’s personal worldview it
breaks it down and disconfirms the previous standpoint
or convictions. To return to the game of chess, one could
have a particular move or strategy in mind that would
clearly lead to victory. The feeling one has could then be
one of confidence, belief, and certainty about the out-
come of the game. Then, suddenly, the opponent makes
a move and, unexpectedly, one finds oneself in a check-
mate position. In a brief moment, one’s perspective on
the game is completely changed. The confidence and cer-
tainty about the victory are replaced by feelings of disbe-
lief, shock, and defeat. In very similar ways, the anti-aha

1 The term “realization” is used to denote a subjective experience of clarity

and insight, without any reference to an objective or external truth.
2 See Sass [p. 24 in 24] where he writes that “it has not in fact been suf-
ficiently noted how often schizophrenic delusions involve not belief in the
unreal but disbelief in something that most people take to be true.”

6 Psychopathology
DOI: 10.1159/000490257

experience can suddenly devastate earlier beliefs, convic-
tions and a particular perspective that one held to be un-
doubtedly true. An example thereof is the sudden realiza-
tion R.S. had that his entire life before the psychotic epi-
sode was just as unreal as the experience of psychosis
itself. R.S. equally experienced how certain insights could
undermine the meaning of things, words, and concepts in
such a way that even the foundation of his moral views
seemed to become groundless.

We propose to think of the onset of a psychotic epi-
sode as involving a dialectal process of aha and anti-aha
experiences that dismantle the “nest of propositions”
[§225in 1] that forms the background of our existential
orientation [48] and motivates our actions, percep-
tions, and beliefs. The anti-aha experiences are “in-
sights” that cause shifts in the character of language
games and urge reinterpretations of reality or world
pictures, possibly resulting from an invalidation of pre-
viously held and mostly prereflective convictions or be-
liefs. Even though a world picture, as we have seen, is
an interpersonally constituted framework, it does de-
termine one’s most subjective or personal relation with
the world [p. 306 in 27]. Therefore, an alteration in this
framework, as we suggest happens in psychosis, equally
leads to a drastic change in the totality of one’s person-
al experience and view of the world, as the example of
the undermining of the meaning of things, words, and
concepts illustrated earlier.

We describe the dialectic between the aha and the an-
ti-aha experience as a process rather than a single event.
It is the repeating and recurring character of these oppo-
sitional and undermining insights that leads to a feeling
of groundlessness. If every new insight shows a different
perspective, which perspective is the right one? If a new
insight is invalidated by a following one, what is there to
be certain about? In contrast to the lack of multiperspec-
tivity within the delusion [49], the predelusional state
may thus include an overwhelming multiperspectivity
[50]. The sequence of questions and answers ultimately
leads, as Wittgenstein already indicated, to a lack of foun-
dation. This, in turn, induces the frightening experience
of groundlessness, and a “certain uncertainty” [p. 45 in
51].2 Within the natural attitude of everyday life, we sel-
dom arrive at this conclusion. It even seems that we have
a certain resistance against this perspective on reality. Yet,
where Wittgenstein describes that the difficulty “is to re-
alize the groundlessness of our believing” [§166 in 1], the
early psychotic process seems to show the difficulty to
deal with this groundlessness without finding any appro-
priate answer.
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Blind Spots

One way to understand the realization of groundless-
ness is to focus on “blind spots.” Blind spots are those el-
ements that determine a language game and that we are
(or can be) blind to in our everyday interactions. To reit-
erate the game of chess, a blind spot could be a possible
move on the board that one just did not see. Yet, our
blindness to the craftsmanship with which the pieces and
the board are created, while we only see the game unfold
itself, even more so indicates what we describe with the
concept of blind spot. Similarly, in order to properly func-
tion within a language game we must (at least partially or
temporally) be blind to a lot of its possibilities. To ade-
quately drive a car in traffic, we immediately need to
grasp the signalization on the street instead of contem-
plating the color of a particular signpost, questioning the
material of the car in front, or focusing on the license
plates of the cars passing by. This exclusion is helpful and
necessary, and insight into these other possibilities is not
necessarily problematic. However, the blind spots may
also include the “hinge propositions” [§342 in 1] on which
a whole language game turns and which are excluded
from doubt, like the self-referential spiral that is inherent
in human self-consciousness [52].

As we now know, these blind spots are seldom per-
ceived or acknowledged in our self-evident and common-
sense relation to the world. In fact, it is impossible to re-
main within a particular language game and nevertheless
perceive and describe these blind spots. Furthermore, ap-
proaching a blind spot, or suddenly becoming aware of
one, leads to resistance or even anxiety, urging one to ig-
nore or forget it. William Byers [52] described this as
“shocking and disturbing.” In psychosis, the dialectical
process of aha and anti-aha experiences and the ground-
lessness resulting therefrom can lead to a realization of
blind spots. This is an experience which is described to be
disorienting and it implies a particular loosening of the
ties with others and with the everyday world. What used
to give direction to one’s life can get lost in the psychotic
process. In the earlier example, the groundlessness of
words, concepts, and morality which R.S. experienced
urged an existential crisis, devaluating his personal con-
victions and paralyzing him to make concrete decisions
in everyday life.

The experience of blind spots is thus not some mystical
insight into the absolute truth. It rather concerns essential
structures of the language game, the world picture, and
the background. The psychotic process entails a particu-
lar step out of the closed language game. The blind spots
show how a personal familiarity one has acquired with the

The Blind Spots of Psychosis

world may be based on only one perspective, but that this
particular perspective equally excludes other ways of see-
ing, living, being, and thinking. The being-at-home in the
world, or the life form, suddenly changes through this
realization. If this changes, the whole meaningful and
personal life narrative one has constructed becomes ques-
tionable. Every process of growth into adulthood, and
certainly further on, includes these changes as well, but it
firstly does so in a less intense and less devastating way,
and secondly it does so while offering a new framework
that is shared with others. In psychosis, however, the re-
alization of certain blind spots through the experience of
groundlessness leaves a person devastated and alone to
deal with it.

One historical nonpathological example that may help
to grasp this idea of the blind spot, and the impact its re-
alization may have, is found in the famous letter Bertrand
Russel [53] wrote to Gottlob Frege on his discovery of the
paradox which would show that the axioms Frege was us-
ing to formalize logic were, in fact, inconsistent [53, 54].
The whole system Frege had constructed as a foundation
for mathematical and thus scientific knowledge collapsed.
In a time when many considered logic and mathematics
to be the only scientific way to knowledge and truth, the
discovery of the blind spot in Frege’s work led to pure
consternation and Frege long after attempted in vain to
undo the damage to his system of certainty [55]. Another
example is solipsism, or the idea that only one’s own mind
or selfis real, while the reality of others is questioned. This
idea is reported to be often present in psychotic experi-
ences [24, 56]. It is difficult for anyone to defy solipsism
purely on the basis of rational arguments instead of using
one’s “basic trust” that, in the end, the world and the oth-
ers do exist independently. It becomes that much harder
when this “insight” is accompanied by actual feelings of
disconnection from others and the once undoubtable
trust becomes fragile [57]. Our self-evident world picture,
however, mostly ignores such ideas. These are insights
which we would rather not have and which we may even
deliberately attempt to forget.

The uncovering of the blind spots, urged by the aha-
and anti-aha dialectic and driven by the tension of the
delusional mood, may then give rise to the formation of
delusional certainties. In a way, delusions may be ways of
idiosyncratically making sense of the chaos that this pre-
delusional state is causing [58-60]. In this process, the
alterations that shake the scaffolds of the language games
and world picture serve as a matrix for the crystallization
of delusional certainties — certainties that are, however,
intrinsically unshareable.
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Conclusion: Recovery and Covering the Blind Spots

By combining Wittgenstein’s ideas with a first-person
account of psychosis, it has become clear that the early
psychotic process can break the “nest of propositions”
[§225 in 1] that forms the background of our existential
orientation [48] and motivates our actions, perceptions,
and beliefs. We argued that the dialectic of aha and anti-
aha experiences transgresses the boundaries of language
games, imposing a multiplicity of perspectives on reality
which leads to the experience of groundlessness and blind
spots. A consequence of this process is that it is an isolat-
ing experience, where one is left alone to face these dev-
astating insights. While the doubts and uncertainties of
other people generally remain within the commonsensi-
cal language game, the early psychotic uncertainty can
question and undermine this commonsensical language
game and the world picture in which it is embedded itself.

We consider the delusional mood, the dialectic of aha-
and anti-aha experiences, and the uncovering of blind
spots to be intertwined moments of the predelusional state.
This means that we cannot distinguish a clear chronology
or etiology and, consequentially, we find no arguments to
support any of the prominent 2-step models of delusion
formation that either claim that perceptual disturbances
lead to cognitive disturbances or the other way around. In
our account the perceptual, the cognitive, the prereflective,
and the reflective aspects of psychosis are tightly interwo-
ven. What all of these alterations together entail is a radical
reorientation in the lived world. We will now focus on pos-
sible consequences of this account for recovery.

The treatment of psychosis mainly focuses on the
acute positive symptoms, like hallucinations and delu-
sions [61], and thereby mostly overlooks possible preced-
ing psychotic alterations that may outlast the positive
symptoms. The experience of groundlessness and of blind
spots is in our view, however, an essential aspect of the
early psychotic process, which can remain present long
after the delusions have dissolved. One reason why this
may be the case is that these insights are often so idiosyn-
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