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ABSTRACT:

Looking at the human mind, there is a simple truth: its different levels of consciousness 

are  no simple  representations  of  the outside world,  but  joint  creations  (Gestalten) 

between the categorical pattern of the evolving subject and its social field. What turns 

out to be even more crucial: the entities both correspondents are dealing with are not 

empirical sense data but symbols throughout.

In general science no one doubts that human nature, our language, mathematics and 

our progressing tools of work-specification are based on and experienced as symbolic 

constructs. Here, the quote of philosopher Ernst Cassirer, that man is not the ‘animal 

rationale’ but the ‘animal symbolicum’ has found its true confirmation.

Entering clinical psychiatry you would expect symbolic formation to play a major role – 

as in mental crisis our symbolic matrix brakes down, our pattern-based construct of 

reality gets lost and our symbolic language is severely affected. But, strange as it is, 

the symbolic message has not hit home. 

The breakdown of ‘symbolic formation’  in our patients continues to be ignored. As 

transcultural  invariants  of  experience  and  building-stones  of  a  universal  model  of 

psychopathology they remain unused. Thus valuable opportunities towards a new and 

different  approach  to  the  healing  potential  in  mental  crisis  are  lost.  What  makes 

matters worse: psychiatry lingers on using an outdated descriptive model of illness, 

which every other science, be it biology, mathematics or physics would not dare to 

present to its members or to the public as a beacon of progress.

It is eighty years ago that Philosopher Ernst Cassirer published his remarkable studies 

on  the  theory  of  symbolic  forms  and  on  the  psychopathology  of  symbolic 

consciousness. They were based on his studies about mathematical paradigms and 
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his work on Symbol- and Gestalt-theory but took their strongest emphasis from an 

intense  clinical  and  theoretical  cooperation  with  neurologists,  psychiatrists  and 

psychologists.  Cassirer  emphasized the permanent  change of  symbolically created 

'frames of reference' and their impact on the make-up of consciousness and on mental 

dysfunction. Yet his idea about the spectacular unfolding of human possibilities was 

based on a limited system of trans-cultural 'symbolic forms' and the even more basic 

pattern they are made of.

Cassirer mentions Spinoza’s praise of the philosophical character of mathematics. It is 

only  due  to  their  trajectories  that  thoughts  can  escape  from all  concrete  sensual 

relatedness;  thus  enabling  mankind  in  freeing  itself  from the  dependency  of  their 

narrow purposes. Cassirer refers to transformation-groups in mathematics to clarify the 

way in which levels of world making – based on their underlying invariant structures – 

can be connected to and be transformed into each other. Thus certain qualities, which 

appear  as  contradictory  in  the  first  place,  emerge  as  finally  being  compatible. 

Translated into clinical terms, it might finally lead the way to an understanding of (up to 

now unexplainable) symptom changes in the course of many serious mental illnesses.

This procedure requires – at least for a certain period of time – to get away from the 

sensual concreteness of clinical symptoms - a step too far for many doctors who defy 

any  idea  of  having  their  medical  approach,  or  their  patient’s  behavior  as  such, 

deconstructed into what looks like lifeless sequences of abstract patterns.

Yet this contradiction vanishes as soon as we know that carving out invariants  rigidly 

on  one  side  of  the  divide  brings  up  a  much  more  sophisticated  picture  of  the 

uniqueness of concrete personal elements in the opposite correspondent – and that it 

is  the  merger  of  both  these  aspects  which  finally  create  a  ‘symbolic  form’.  This 

openness to abstract thinking is no reductionism, but widens our focus on others as on 

ourselves and is a key for understanding the multiple layers and the metamorphosis on 

which our activities are based.

Research has revealed, that sense-perception even in animal physiology is divided into 

more  variable  versus  less  variable  components,  thus  differentiating  type-specific, 

characteristic patterns from those which are random or related to just a sole situation. 

This process emerges to an entirely new quality in humans using symbol formation 

while  creating  different  ‘ways  of  world  making’,  thus  anticipating  complementary 

patterns of subject and milieu.

In this presentation a 'Matrix of Mental Formation' is presented - linking the endless 

variety  of  clinical  symptoms  to  a  limited  number  of  basic  invariants  of  relational 



patterns, thus suggesting a trans-cultural model of consciousness. Time is ripe for a 

unifying concept proposing a new definition of mental health to be used alongside ICD 

and  DSM catalogues,  providing  some balance  to  their  inaccurate  and  judgmental 

descriptive approaches.


