
Observations from an open circle


[Editor’s note: the following observations were made by the author over a period of four months 

during a fortnightly philosophical reading group with patients in a psychiatric rehabilitation institu-
tion. Friedrich Nietzsche’s ‘On the Genealogy of Morality’ was read. To ensure anonymity certain 
facts have been altered, leaving a representative, but in no way replicable account.]


There were ten of us at the first meeting. I introduced myself and made clear that I am not there 
as a therapist, nor a teacher, but likewise as an individual interested in philosophical questions. 
After everyone else introduced themselves, we spoke about our prior knowledge of philosophy, 
which turned out to be very limited: only one participant had studied philosophical texts (mainly 
Nietzsche’s) in any depth. I asked what had moved them to join, and where their interests lie: the 
question was followed by a passivity that I had not expected. After all, they had shown up of their 
own accord. A sense of ‘open and interested to see what happens’ seemed to be the prevailing 
attitude, signalising to me they would not actively partake in shaping the reading group as I had 
hoped — a horizontal, democratic equalitarian structure. This would have involved collectively de-
ciding on the very essence of what our open circle should be (within the limits of time and date, 
for it was also an extra-curricular group for me): what to read; how to read it; how to discuss what 
we were reading; and so on.


This is not to say that I had not thought about what texts interested me and would work within an 
open circle. In the weeks building up to the first meeting I spoke at length with family and friends 
about what we could read. It turned out everyone had a great deal to say about this topic — with 
very differing opinions. To my surprise, uniting these differing opinions was a sense of adamancy 
generally uncommon for said individuals. It was a reminder of the perturbing potential of this un-
dertaking, resulting from emotional landscapes triggered by literature. The historical background 
is more uniform and can be summarised as the overarching category of reading primary literature 
of a philosophical nature. For example, participants at the Sozialistisches Patientenkollektiv in 
Heidelberg read the preface to Hegel’s Phenomenology of Spirit, parts of Laing’s The Divided Self 
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Dear patients,


I would like to warmly invite you to take part in a philosophical reading group. In an open 
circle we will discuss and explore basic questions of meaning and being, and the world in 
which we find ourselves, on the basis of articles, book excerpts, personal opinions…


Participants: to enable a lively debate, the number of participants is limited to 8 people


When: Wednesdays, every 14 days, 18:00 — 19:30


…


No prior knowledge required!



and essays by Marx; and in France at Saint-Alban and La Borde clinic, various texts were read in 
patient club settings, led or inspired by the likes of Guattari and Deleuze.


We decided to read Nietzsche’s On the Genealogy of Morality. Or rather, I suggested this to the 
group and it was quickly and gladly accepted. It seemed important to choose a text which was 
not too difficult, the construct too abstract or the topic too familiar. I thought these pitfalls would 
be alienating: it would be difficult to follow, slow, unsatisfying, and impossible to reconnect if one 
meeting was missed or certain pages not read. With this in mind, Hegel’s preface to Phenomenol-
ogy of Spirit, Binswanger’s essay Dream and Existence (along with Foucault’s preface to this text), 

and Kisker’s Dialogic of Madness: An Attempt at the Borders of Anthropology  were possibilities I 1

explored but consequently discarded. Nietzsche, on the contrary, seemed ideal. The provocative, 
polemic and largely metaphorical nature of his work would provide an accessible basis. Further, 
within the group’s minimal prior philosophical experience, Nietzsche was a pillar of comparable 
expertise.


The second meeting gave me a real sense of hope. We had agreed to read the nine-page preface 
and everybody seemed to have done so. Many had highlighted sections or questions for discus-
sion. Of the initial nine participants only one excused herself, and as one new person showed up 
there were ten of us once more. It quickly became apparent that many of the participants were far 
less interested in the application of the theory, not challenging Nietzsche’s ideas and views, but 
were instead concerned with a careful, literal examination of the text. We analysed individual 
words and sentences until the precise meaning, or a collective understanding as to what Niet-
zsche might mean, was distilled. Often this far surpassed my own reading of the sentence and 
enveloped a completely different framework of understanding. Whether this was more or less ac-
curate ceased to matter; it was astounding to see how far individual interpretations could diverge, 
whilst maintaining a unifying narrative. A wonderful moment unfolded with my closing question to 
the second meeting: ‘How far shall we read until next time?’ In unison the group agreed to read 
the first discourse, a total of 28 pages. One person exclaimed: ‘I’m slightly scared of my own 
courage, but I also think we should read all of it.’ Within a mere three hours this open circle had 
gained an optimistic perspective which was completely absent to begin with. Unfortunately, I had 
naively underestimated the impact of formalities.


While planning the appointments for the first months, I figured a fortnightly meeting would be 
most realistic to allow sufficient time to read the designated pages. However, by the third meeting 
the fortnightly rhythm was disturbed: I was away from the city for a few weeks and had therefore 
scheduled the third meeting not two, but three weeks later. Initially I did not think this would be a 
problem. The invitation with the dates for the first four months was pinned to the notice board, 
and I had discussed with the team that it would remain there for reference. I had also reminded 
everyone of this change at the end of our second meeting. Despite this, only one person turned 
up to discuss the text. Several others came to excuse themselves from the group, citing distress, 
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fatigue, and illness as reasons. So as to not leave everyone else behind I decided to cancel the 
meeting, postponing the content for two weeks. In the meantime, I was left to ponder: Were my 
colleagues correct in predicting an immense challenge ahead, that would make it almost impossi-
ble to maintain a reading group over a prolonged period of time? Were these sincere excuses? 
Was this lethargy a symptom of the varying conditions which necessitated the participants’ thera-
py? It felt strange to be treated as an authority whom the participants asked to be excused, not 
least because we were on an informal, first-name basis. A barbecue was taking place, and I had 
the feeling some of them did not want to cite this as their reason for missing the meeting. Out of 
pride I did not go down to check, but I did wonder to what extent this attempt was inherently 
flawed by professional boundaries, which might have been dispersed in my imagination but never 
completely within the walls of this particular institution, nor probably within the walls of many oth-
ers.


At the same time, it became apparent over the next weeks that there were difficulties not directly 
related to the group which complicated participation for some participants. One person was hav-
ing personal, emotional problems with another participant and wanted to avoid all contact be-
tween them. Another person was triggered by the group discussions, in effect struggling with 
thematic distance and metaphysical abstraction. Someone else was experiencing a crisis and 
could not concentrate on reading. Around this time I began questioning whether the whole thing 
had been a good idea. Had I forgotten, in the excitement of planning, that these are patients suf-
fering from psychological problems to the extent that they require a year-long, all-day therapy? 
Had I underestimated the challenges difficult moral problems can pose, and the sense of insecuri-
ty which these may arouse within ourselves — even more so in the provocative tone of Niet-
zsche? Had I wrongly disregarded my ‘therapeutic role’ and consequently ignored an ancient 
consensus on the psychoanalytic rule of abstinence?


About four of us continued reading. Each meeting began with several participants excusing them-
selves; often I thought I perceived a sense of defeat and disappointment in their expressions. In 
this smaller, intimate group the discussion became more personal; the prior reluctance of deviat-
ing from the text gave way to explorations of how Nietzsche’s thoughts relate to our own lives. 
Inspired at the end of one such debate, a participant expressed how the open circle had helped 
her gain a new perspective, especially as the reading group was ‘one of the only therapies offered 
where we discuss not our own individual problems, but universally relevant topics’. She explained 
there was only one other group therapy that went beyond exploring individual psychopathology — 
and this in a relatively progressive institution that has been around for 20 years.


Nonetheless, because of the evident problems I questioned the merit of utilising philosophy in a 
psychiatric setting. The fundamental idea of approaching therapy through philosophy is to situate 
individual experiences and problems in a new context. It is not about offering more explanations 
of psychological phenomena, nor is it about developing further treatment blueprints for individual 
execution. It is rather a heuristic method which considers the impact of society, and inevitably 
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capitalism, on mental health — what Deleuze and Guattari call the deterritorialisation of the so-
cius. It is about questioning the prevailing narrative which elides societal factors from psychiatric 

pathogenesis. Notably, this approach opposes the underlying psychotherapeutic stance that ther-
apy is about addressing individual crises; anxious and obsessive thoughts; depressive moods. 
Therapy is not about politics or how to change ‘the system’, it is an examination of one’s own life. 
How is that possible — to focus merely on one’s life, and not the context in which it unfolds?


Incorporating philosophical debate into psychiatric care engenders another potential. Many ‘pro-
gressive’ psychiatric institutions may have been built on solid foundations revolutionary for their 
time, yet they run the risk of coming to a standstill without continuous and vehement debate. No-
tions such as suicide, assignment of responsibilities, staff training, security guards, involuntary 
commitment, restraint and many more require perpetual scrutiny. In Heidegger’s words: “The real 
‘movement’ of the sciences takes place in the revision of these basic concepts, a revision which 
is more or less radical and lucid with regard to itself. A science’s level of development is deter-
mined by the extent to which it is capable of a crisis it its basic concepts. In these immanent 
crises of the sciences the relation of positive questioning to the matter in question becomes un-
stable.”  A stronger incorporation of theoretical substance into everyday practise, fuelled in par2 -
ticular by a lively debate with the patients, may guide this continual revision of our basic con-
cepts.


If holding myself to the same standard I must reflect on my position in the reading group. As an 
employee of the rehabilitation institution there was an implicit hierarchy from the outset — which I 
tried to dismantle: we agreed on a first-name basis, and as I made clear to the participants at the 
start, I am not a therapist, nor a teacher, nor a philosopher. I have absolutely no formal education 
in philosophy, nor had I read the text prior to the group. I think this informality was pivotal: it was a 
reading group, and not psychoanalysis or any other form of psychotherapy which require a for-
mally qualified therapist. But what does this mean for future endeavours? What changes once I 
have completed my formal education; when there is a role that I have qualified for and am thus 
expected to fulfil?


In the current setting, I stood to gain as much from the group as the other participants did; in this 
sense it was ‘therapy’ for me as much as for anyone else. However, as the initiator, moderator and 
person ultimately responsible, I also stood with more to lose. It was out of pride, for example, that 
I did not go down to the barbecue — for I did not want to have been lied to. The difficulties pre-
dicted by colleagues at the outset were possibly an incentive to work harder, and to prove them 
wrong in showing that it is possible to disperse professional boundaries and the hierarchy they 
embody; to revise the basic concepts of therapy to likewise address societal factors. Ironically, it 
was this attitude which hindered an extension of the group after we had finished On the Genealo-
gy of Morality: the management of the rehabilitation institution had heard of this hierarchical 
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break-down and ordered a discontinuation in the current format — or else we could continue with 
the professional boundaries firmly back in place.


 K.P. Kisker - ‘Dialogik der Verrücktheit. Ein Versuch an den Grenzen der Anthropologie’ (title tr. 1

MR)
 Martin Heidegger — Sein und Zeit (Max Niemeyer Verlag Tübingen, 2006, p. 9) — the english 2

translation by Joan Stambaugh (State University of New York Press, Albany, 2010) has been used 
here
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