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THE “FLOWER OF HAPPIN
PHENOMENOLOGY, PSYCHOPATHOLOGY,

AND CLINICAL PSYCHIATRY

ROBERTA GUCCINELLI

Around it grew numberless flowers of varied hue, filling the air
with the richest perfume. But he saw the blue flower alone [...]

Henry of Ofterdingen: A Romance
Novalis

I. HAPPINESS AND THE MEANING OF EXISTENCE

The question of what makes a life meaningful for 'the Z?etl‘gloci)l::s 01;
o L debate, wven Pioﬁfmt;: iiltéfélsls l(I)IE Anglo-American
phﬂoslcl)tp?ricjlelc(eir? ’c;/teea,lr:.v ;rrlo;&llparlir Ar%stotelian point of Viev&./,. the got(})l(;
ﬁlfce):ui described in terms of the exercise of human capag}gsi :Jrean

fection of human excellence; from a hedoglstlc d.pf e
ber tive, it concerns the amount of pleasufe experienced; fro .
Il?;frslgz; pérspective, it is related to achieving th§ hli}‘lfos;o g}i)icai
e o e auestion. In al cases there s 4 elear rference (0

' i in a _

ﬁgprci)igslse Saltl?i iléetl(ll: ersrﬂ)?:i life. For those who depart frorp If(lflntllia}fz
degﬁtology, put generally, the quest‘l‘op of what i\ (gly?;?:vrﬁk)l o
consists in hinges on establishing the “final purpose

3 - »9 (17 ER] d on the
! On the connection between “happiness”, “morality”, am.il fmzﬁiigiiz e,ba;rtle "
different philosophical positions in the contemporary philosop e e
meaning of life, see Metz (2013). On happiness and the meaning
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a person must realize in order to have a life that matters. On the
Kantian approach, by contrast, the question of the meaning of life is to
be answered not by adopting an ethics of goods and purposes but by
attending to what the good will, acting from duty, may postulate as the
natural end for human beings.

This conceptual background will form the backdrop (although in
many ways implicitly and as a contrast) of the following brief
investigation into the meaning of an existence such as ours - one that
in its very nature is inherently vulnerable. In conirast to past
investigations, however, the following will not examine the question
either in deontological terms or in those of «any ethics that intends to
establish a purpose — be it a purpose of the world or one of mankind,
one of human aspirations, or a so-called “final purpose” — against
which to measure the mora] value of the will» (Scheler, 1973a, p. 10)%

vocational ethics — a Schelerian-based focus on an objective order of
axiological priorities. It will focus on the emotional side of the matter,
on happiness, and, assuming the condition humaine in al] its complexity,

on abnormal or apparently abnormal manifestations of this feeling, which
continues to play a central role in ethics, psychology/psychopathology

makes us happy? Is happiness grounded in the meaningfulness of life
(life in its fullest sense), or is the meaningfulness of life grounded in
happiness and existence? Or are they both grounded in something else,
precisely co-original?

Understanding the connection between these two realities requires
clarifying, from a phenomenological point of view, a broader reality —
one that takes us beyond the two poles of happiness and the meaning of
life exclusively. The life that forms the basis of this broader
eXamination is complex to the extent that it incorporates opposites (e.g.
good and evil, health and illness, strength and fragility or suffering) and
is characterized by a dynamic transformational perspective: one that
tfranscends adaptive-competitive drives (e.g. comparing oneself to one’s
eénvironment, to other members of society, to a destiny, to a character)
and is thus inherently interpersonal. Such a perspective is not limited to

Bortolotti (2009). On happiness, from a phenomenological perspective, see
Heffernan (2014). On the phenomenology of feelings see Cusinato (2014, pp.
85-131). On emotions see Ben-Ze’ey (2000). On these topics, from a
Psychological point of view, see Seligman (2011 and 2013).

*Lhave slightly modified the English translation.
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a subject that directly aims at the object of its aspirations (happiness,
well-being, etc.) or that is sacrificed, in other ways, to the goodness of
an abstract will. It is instead extended to possible openings (or closures)
of the personal individual (or center of acts) to the world (or center of
objects), which is infinitely rich in experiences to be accomplished yet
individualized just as the individual is, constituting her specific
correlate. In the singular Schelerian monadology evoked here, every
possible world is one world, that is to say, a unitary, essential structure
bound «to the eidetic and structural relationships that subsist between
the essentialities of the res» (Scheler, 1973a, p. 393; see also 2013, p.
765)°. This world is equally the source of the experiences of the person
as a whole, who, by inhabiting and forming herself in 1t, without ever
becoming a part of it, in fact “forms” it at the same time: bringing to
light the world’s intrinsic unity according to her own personal style,
which is unique and irreducible. In other words, every world is
«concrete» and inexhaustible if and only if it is a person’s world
(Scheler, 1973a, p. 393). It is thus necessary, contrary to the ethical
models mentioned above, to broaden our gaze and to consider those
objects in the world that, arriving unexpectedly, nevertheless
correspond to the affective preferences of the individual, although they
may shake her life deeply — to what, like the “blue flower” of Novalis’s
memory, evades our grasp and is not illuminated by the rays of
volitional consciousness but which, precisely for this reason, can more
or less secretly accompany one’s existence and exert an influence on
one’s choices.

Even if meaningfulness and happiness are not grounded in each
other, the notion that they must be related in some way — and indeed
that the happiness relevant to a life’s meaningfulness comes in various
forms, as we will explore in the context of great classics of
psychopathology and phenomenological psychiatry (Riimke, Binswanger)
_ seems intuitive. Indeed, this relation perhaps emerges most clearly in
deeply negative experiences, which would seem to offer indirect
confirmation of it. Thus, in the unhappiness that tends to despair, in
which we sometimes sink apparently without reason, we experience a
signal (almost a warning) related to our entire existence, as if existence
were suddenly emptied of all meaning. It is not at all evident, however,
that the relationship, hints of which we experience at certain moments
of life, consists in a direct foundation relationship. It is possible that
profound despair does not depend ontologically on the absence of a
sense of life; it is not necessarily grounded, that is, in an a priori

3 I have slightly modified the English translation.
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Profound happiness thus has nothing of the excesses that characterize
certain states of excitement or euphoria which manifest themselves, for
example, in the manic phases of manic-depressive psychosis. Because
of its depth and irreducibility to other emotional experiences, such
happiness can be experienced, at the limit, even in conditions of

profound mental suffering.

II. PHENOMENOLOGY AND PSYCHOPATHOLOGY

In this section, drawing on work by the Dutch psychiatrist Henricus
Cornelius Riimke, I wish briefly to evaluate the fruitfulness and limits
of the phenomenological method, in particular the Schelerian version,
for clinical psychiatric research. The key text in this case is Zur
Phédnomenologie und Klinik des Gliicksgefiihls (1924), a classic of
phenomenological psychopathology which, while much less known
than the essay on “praecoxgefiihl” (Riimke and Neelemann, 1990, pp.
331-341), is absolutely worthy of attention, especially in the face of
growing widespread interest (not always supported by adequate
conceptual resources) in the topic of happiness. Although I cannot
explore them here, the important implications of Riimke’s results and
the delicate question of the clinical meaning of happiness are deserving
of further attention. The phenomenon of happiness in/as a psychiatric
disorder (Mayer-Gross, 1914; Bentall, 1992; Anderson, 1938) — which
we will only consider in part —, the occurrence of happiness (for
example in certain pathological experiences), and typical aspects of
abnormal happiness (such as expansion) are topics that must be
approached from various perspectives, including historical-philosophical,
systematic- theoretical and empirical-experimental points of view. On
the epistemological side, and in a scientific environment such as the
current one — in which, in the study of psychopathology, the models of
cognitive neuroscience, cognitive neuropsychiatry (Broome and
Bortolotti, 2009) and positive psychology dominate — this requires the
contribution of specific skills. Within the limits of this work, it is
sufficient to show, with reference to the object under examination, the
philosophical relevance of psychopathology and the possible synergy
that can be established between disciplines such as philosophy (of
feelings, in our case) and psychiatry when both are addressed primarily
to the person understood as a whole — even where she appears to be
split or eaten up by suffering — rather than to certain states considered
in the abstract, such as the pleasant and the unpleasant, or to a complex
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view primarily in the service of treatment and care. Nevertheless, the
study that lies at the center of our interest was explicitly meant to make
a «contribution to the knowledge of the feeling of happiness» (Riimke,
1924, Vorwort).

For Riimke, the value of phenomenology to psychiatric clinical work
consists mainly in putting the clinician in the position of being able to
distinguish more precisely state frameworks that, on a superficial level,
appear the same. Thus he adopts the phenomenological method «to
differentiate and analyze clinically perceived states in which a feeling
of happiness has been experienced» (Riimke, 1924, p. 1). This is
primarily a question of providing a description that is free, as far as
possible, of prejudices regarding the sentiment in question: of following
what the patient claims to experience. This is an indispensable
prerequisite for anyone who is trying directly to grasp — without the
influence of interpretative grids or pre-established knowledge — the
intrinsic “fabric” of the phenomenon. But what are the specific traits of
the feeling of happiness? Are they those traits that distinguish it
essentially from joy, for example, or from a certain emotional calm that
seems to be able to coexist with exaltation in ecstasy? Or perhaps those
that distinguish it from «intoxication» (Gliicksrausch) — intoxication
being, according to Mayer-Gross, one of the forms in which the feeling
of happiness «can be experienced in pathological states» (ivi, p. 11), the
other being «excitement» (Gliicksaffekt) —? What are the traits that
distinguish it from the euphoria (or even the excitement) that is
sometimes experienced by those suffering mania, for example? Even
with regard to happiness, including its possible duration and transience
(which brings it closer to sensory pleasure), a certain confusion
remains, in Riimke’s opinion. Scheler is thus an exception from this

point of view.

I1.1. On being “motivating”

We cannot — as I have said — delve into the details of this study here.
Nevertheless, it is worth considering the mode of manifestation of the
feeling of happiness, its possible motivation, and the question of its
origin in a psychopathological sense, as this allows us to emphasize
both one of its possible meanings and the philosophical relevance of
psychopathology in this context. To this end, it is necessary to keep in
mind, even if only vaguely, the Schelerian concept of a «motiv», the
«motivating» (Scheler, 1973a, pp. 247, 343, 344) or practica1~
axiological reason for a lived experience, which in this case i
emotional. Let us say at the outset that something is «motivating»
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i Scheler,
“feeling” is «a meaningful occurrence (ein sinnvolles [...] Geschehen)» (

1973a, p. 258).
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IL.1.1. Motivation and happiness, symptoms and Signs

What motivates feelings of happiness, and what are the possible
concatenations of experience in which they can be inserted, from a
practical perspective? This is a question that is posed by both Riimke
and Binswanger, albeit with different philosophical references, in their
investigations into the happiness syndrome and, in relation to the
phenomenon of the flight of ideas, into «festive Joy» (Binswanger,
1980, p. 143) in the form of manic existence. Our choice of leitmotiv
within the contemplated path therefore has an additional advantage: it
allows us to grasp the value of the method and the phenomenological
attitude, in the Schelerian version proposed here, for clinical-psychiatric
research. What aspects of happiness, or what forms in which it is
experienced pathologically, allow us to grasp abnormal variations?
What does the happiness syndrome consist in? Does the mode of
experiencing the happiness involved in this pathological state have a
predictive meaning for that state? What is the semiotic value of the
happiness syndrome from a clinical-psychiatric perspective? These are
the issues that Riimke raises.

In its medical-naturalistic meaning, a symptom is a linear index, a
“clue” of “disease”, psychiatric or otherwise, which exists as a disease
in the somatic sphere. From a perspective which can still be shared
here, one which provides a phenomenological foundation for
Griesingerian psychiatry and psychopathology, or rather, «of psychiatry
as a human science, and not only as a natural sciences (Borgna, 2019, P
7; Waldenfels, 2019), symptoms do not boil down to a solid structural
unity and are more like signs (Schneider, 2004, pp. 100~110; Borgna,
1995, pp. 24-28). By its Very nature, a sign refers to one or more
meanings, is endowed with sense, and is less univocally determined
than a natural kind. Tt appears as a distinctive, salient, frequently found
character. Consequently, it can reveal both a psychic disorder or
“disease” that is attributable, in a strictly medical sense, to certain
organic processes and a deviation of the psychic being that is not
necessarily attributable to an organic lesion, a “disease” or malformation.
A syndrome, in the same vein, is a complex of Symptoms or signs. As a
Syndrome, can abnormal (or apparently abnormal) happiness that is
nevertheless a form of happiness — neither pleasure, nor the sum of all
pleasures, nor ecstasy — have a prognostic function with regard to states
Or courses in a properly psychopathological sense? Our reflection
Presupposes these kinds of problems, even if we cannot deal with all of
them here. These problems are inevitably linked to the human
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condition, lived in its fragility and potential, not only to the somatically
conditioned nature of psychic functioning.

In order to consider abnormal variations and manifestations in
complexes of symptoms or psychopathological signs, I will focus on to
the so-called normal phenomenon of happiness, in its possible relation
to the life and existence (more or less significant) of its bearer, framing
it in a substantially Schelerian phenomenology. We will therefore dwell
on the Schelerian theory of emotional experiences in relation to feelings

in the proper sense.

III. “COSMOLOGICAL” HAPPINESS

What I propose, within the limits of this work, is a sketch of an
eco-phenomenology of affective experiences, in particular a
cosmos-phenomenology of happiness. I aim to provide a dynamic-
relational model of the experiences in question. The more profound the
experience, the more we open ourselves to the world, the less we sink
into ourselves. Recollection is not in this case a self-retreat. The deeper
and more central the experience, the more motivared (“understandable”
in the phenomenological lexicon) it will be — the less caused (less
needing of explanation) — and the more we will be motivated by it. The
deeper the lived experience, the deeper in the world (with others,
accomplishing certain positive values) our existence and knowledge of
our own freedom: the more meaningful our existence.

From this point of view, however, the deepest happiness or bliss
constitutes (with despair) an exception that reveals its being, we might
say its “transmotivational” nature. The deeper and more central a
feeling of happiness, the more it seems to melt away from the
intertwining of reasons (not causes), without becoming unmotivated.
To the extent that we experience it at all, we experience “eternity” (any
fragment of it, the sudden escape from the time of the before and after
of the practical life) in the metaphysical feelings or feelings of the
personality that, more than any other experiences, reveal the heights
and abysses of emotional life: bliss and despair. These are absolute
(absoluti): in themselves complete, never related to states of things
unrelated to the person — in which they find at most a (partial)
motivation that makes them different from what they are —, and at the
same time free-free, in a certain sense, from the urgencies that
characterize practical life and from the limits of mere subjectivity,
because each state of the self considered in the abstract (separate from
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It is good precisely in the sense of being “independent of my
knowledge”. For this includes the “good-in-itself”. Yet it is the
“good-in-itself” for “me” in the sense that there is an
experienced reference to me which is contained (descriptively
put) in the special nonformal content of this good-in-itself,
something that comes from this content and points too “me”,
something that whispers, “For you”. And precisely this content
places me in a unique position in the moral cosmos and obliges
me with respect to action, deed, and works, etc., which, when |

represent them, all call: “I am for you and you are for me”.
(Scheler, 1973a, p. 490; see also 1973b)

The core of happiness

Bliss and despair are feelings in which we implicitly experience our
own moral value, or a value that is intrinsic to our identity. In the
“object” correlated with bliss, we positively perceive the meaning of a
possible life and existence. The «flower of happiness (die Blume des
Gliickes)» (Scheler, 1986, p. 65), bliss, or the deepest happiness that
accompanies a good life, blossoms in the act of personal love, the most
individualized act, in which the whole of belonging comes to light: love
far from any possible state considered in the abstract. A meaningful life
and happiness thus understood are grounded in the whole and its own
moral value, which is precisely the most evident in “acts’” of personal
love. The deepest happiness is at the same time, however, the source of
that moral value on which it depends, nourishes and supports the person
who experiences it. Every act of wanting and tending therefore depends
not only on the value nucleus of the person who accomplishes it but on
the most central emotional fullness (plenitude),.in our case bliss, that
the person can experience at the most central level of her being
(Scheler, 1973a, p. 348). By permeating the person, bliss cannot
constitute an object or depend on other objects or states of affairs. In
the happiness that emerges from love we feel, in an instant of quasi
eternity, so to speak, our salvation — where everything happens and can
only happen if we furn our backs to our self, to its insatiable search for

happiness:

[...] the core of the happiness of love (Kern des Gliickes der Liebe)
corresponds precisely to getting lost, turning one’s gaze elsewhere
than one’s self [= turning one’s back on one’s self (das vom eigenen
ich abgewendete Verlorensein)), in the subject of a love capable of
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" Idem.
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Scheler’s description of the so-called normal (deepest) happiness,
condensed here in a crucial step, is present in Riimke — a step that hints,
in the “world” identified and “filled” entirely with happiness (or, in the
negative, with desperation), at a wider horizon than that of practical
reality, precisely revealing the “transmotivational” nature, such as we
have defined it, of the sentiment in question. Rather than being
unmotivated or senseless, bliss is “transmotivational”. Tt is in this
precise sense of the term that it transcends, in the whole of personal
existence, every single motive (and the corresponding state of affairs)
that could otherwise be experienced in some limited region of the life
of the person concerned, where life is an essential correlate of the
environment. This also means that, in all its peculiarities, happiness of
this type remains understandable in principle. The fact that «bliss in its
pregnant sense is present whenever there is no particular state of affairs
or values outside or inside us that could motivate us feelingly to this
fulfillment in bliss» (Scheler, 1973, p. 343) (that is, that could motivate
the agent, on the level of feeling, to realize it) does not necessarily
imply that bliss must be the object of a physical-causal explanation — if
it also manifests itself in “pathological” states.

Regarding the problem of the normality of the feeling of happiness
in pathological states, the results that Riimke arrives at in his
investigation allow him to draw a more general (for his patients) and
interesting conclusion. Abstracting from the cases that lie at the limit or
beyond what remains, which from his perspective are empathizable, he

can exclude, based specifically on the received comments, the
pathology of feeling:

The whole syndrome — the dominant feeling of happiness, the
modification of objective reality, the feeling that everything has a
profound meaning, extreme clarity and extreme depth — in itself
should not be defined as pathological, if it is empathizable and is
experienced at a normal or high level of the act These States,
identical in detail, are also known 10 healthy life. (Riimke, 1924, p. 62)

If we assert the rights of subjective experience with the same
psychiatrist and we take seriously, as far as possible, the patient’s
Statements, then certain questions and diagnostic doubts which arise
clearly in certain border cases are greatly simplified. From a
phenomenological point of view, Riimke is entirely right to say that,
Wherever the relationship of “sense” with previous experiences is
lacking, even in so - called “normal” situations, we are in the presence
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of endogenous (autocththonous) events: new events, we might say.
Moreover, even in situations considered to be completely normal,
similar or completely identical feelings of happiness can manifest
themselves, as Riimke observes, in clinical cases, in a state the
pathology or anomalousness of which is certain. In certain examples of
happiness (cited in this regard by the psychiatrist) in which the
“pathology” of the subject is excluded, the fact that we can speak of a
“syndrome” of happiness does not mean that it involves pathology of
feeling.

According to Riimke, in the Schelerian description we can clearly
recognized this peculiar way of manifesting deepest happiness: a way
that is autocththonous. The Dutch psychiatrist also individualizes this
way of manifesting the feeling experienced by a young man afflicted

with a strange form of psychosis:

Patient B. Under the influence of unrequited love, constant
restlessness and a feeling of fatigue due to intellectual work, the
following condition suddenly began: «One afternoon I was sitting
in my room, when I suddenly felt an impulse to get up and look
out the window; for a brief moment I saw a white pigeon fly past
the window above, standing out against the background of a dark
blue air field; I heard the flapping of its wings; it was as if one or
two organ tones sounded from high in the air. Overwhelmed, 1
wanted to sit down, but instead of sitting in my chair I
accidentally sat down on the floor next to it. After a while, 1
asked God not to ask me to testify to this experience and, with it,
the existence of God, since this task would have been too difficult
for me and I would immediately be considered insane
(geisteskrank). It did not occur to me to associate what happened
with my mental state (geistigen Zustande); so much did what was
perceived seem to me to be true. From that moment on, I was
surprised by the beauty of everything around me, especially
nature; what splendid lighting and moods; but most of all such
great peace, even inner peace (iiber allem so grofle Ruhe, auch
innerlich); completely confident in myself, aware of myself, even
just my walking, my movements, such a beautiful balance, no
sense of fatigue. I came to the conclusion that people were
beginning to increasingly notice the peculiarity of my
personality; that I was becoming more and more known, and that
I was drawing the attention of strangers in the street. On a train
Journey, the train was driven with particular care because I was
travelling on it, and on the morning I had to travel, measures
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S ‘ ‘ age of this
; g:loellltl%tr;im slense). the image of her valye core. This irl;?;: nwi(lllnba
hans ylc ear to Fhe extent that happiness is able to flourish on the
e jthove that is capable of nourishing it — a love that awakens th:
e s e R iy
“ ed in he i “ ” :
for her”, her own moral “salvationr’ ,f)WH good, in the good” in herself,
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