


Apophatic Elements in the Theory 
and Practice of Psychoanalysis

How can the psychotherapist think about not knowing? Is psychoanalysis 
a contemplative practice? This book explores the possibility that there are 
resources in philosophy and theology which can help psychoanalysts and psy-
chotherapists think more clearly about the unknown and the unknowable.

The book applies the lens of apophasis to psychoanalysis, providing a 
detailed reading of apophasis in the work of Pseudo-Dionysius and exploring 
C. G. Jung’s engagement with apophatic discourse. Pseudo-Dionysius brought 
together Greek and biblical currents of negative theology and the via negativa, 
and the psychology of Jung can be read as a continuation and extension of the 
apophatic tradition. Henderson discusses the concept of the transcendent func-
tion as an apophatic dynamic at the heart of Jung’s thought, and suggests that 
apophasis can provide the key to understanding the family resemblance among 
the disparate schools of psychoanalysis.

Chapters consider:

 • Jung’s discussion of opposites, including his reception of Nicholas of Cusa’s 
concept of the coincidence of opposites.

 • Jung’s engagement with Neoplatonism and Pseudo-Dionysius.
 • The work of Jung in relation to Deleuze, Derrida and other writers.
 • How motifs in Pseudo-Dionysius’ Ecclesiastical Hierarchy resonate with 

contemporary psychoanalytic psychotherapy.

The in-depth examination of primary sources in this comprehensive volume 
provides a platform for research into apophasis in the wider field of psychoa-
nalysis. It will prove valuable reading for scholars and analysts of Jungian psy-
chology studying religion and mysticism.

David Henderson is Senior Lecturer in Psychoanalysis at the Centre for 
Psychoanalysis, Middlesex University, London, UK. He is an analytical psy-
chotherapist working in private practice and a founder of the Association of 
Independent Psychotherapists, UK.
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Chapter 1

Introduction

The lonely cells of the recluses of Egypt have been revealed, by the archae-
ologist, to have had well-furnished consulting rooms.1

In former times people went into monasteries. Were they stupid or 
insensitive people? – Well, if people like that found they needed to take 
such measures in order to be able to go on living, the problem cannot be 
an easy one!2

The aim of this study is to identify apophatic elements in the theory and prac-
tice of psychoanalysis. It will do so by an examination of the works of the 
sixth-century philosopher Dionysius3 and the twentieth-century psychoanalyst 
Carl Gustav Jung.

I am using ‘apophatic elements’ as an umbrella term to cover a range of 
concepts, images, metaphors and behaviour which are characterized by nega-
tion or denial. Apophasis can be translated literally as ‘unsaying’. It is ‘away 
from speech’ or ‘saying away’. Apo is ‘from’ or ‘away’. Phasis is ‘assertion’, from 
phemi, ‘assert’ or ‘say’. Apophasis, denial, stands in relation to kataphasis, affirma-
tion. The via negativa and negative theology are concerned with the apophatic 
in philosophy and religion. ‘Unknowing’ as an epistemological problem and as 
an experience is at the heart of apophatic writing.

Freud described psychoanalysis both as a theory for understanding the mind 
and culture and as a therapy for neurosis. This mirrors the debate among the 
interpreters of the writings of Dionysius. Some interpret his work as philoso-
phy, others interpret it as a description of personal experience. Lossky, perhaps, 
embraces both sides when he describes apophaticism as ‘an attitude of mind 
which refuses to form concepts about God’.4 Coakley asserts that this divi-
sion, while having ‘some remaining heuristic worth, is far too blunt a tool to 
account for the historic variety of Dionysian influences down the centuries’.5 
Psychoanalysis has had a similarly varied influence, albeit for a much shorter 
period of time. Grinberg observed that ‘[i]n spite of its tremendous impact on 
mankind, paradoxically enough, it has not yet been possible to place and clas-
sify psychoanalysis within any of the existing fields of knowledge’.6
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The problem of unknowing is central to the theory and practice of psy-
choanalysis. One of the motives behind this research is to explore whether or 
not there are resources within the discourse of the via negativa and negative 
theology to help the psychotherapist to think about unknowing in the psycho-
analytic setting. Does the apophatic literature provide tools for understanding 
the process of psychoanalysis? Is it possible that, in the words of Dionysius, ‘If 
one considers these texts [his own and those of psychoanalysis] with a reverent 
eye one will see something that both brings about unity and manifests a single 
empathy?’7

Passing reference to the apophatic tradition has been made in a few histo-
ries of psychotherapy. Ellenberger8 and Whyte9 identify Dionysius as one of 
a number of philosophers who contributed to pre-Freudian concepts of the 
unconscious:

Plotin and the neo-Platonic philosophers defined God by means of a 
negative approach: God is not at all what we conceive him to be; he is 
unimaginable to us. The great mystic known as Dionysios the Areopagite, 
gave to this concept a Christian formulation: ‘The most godly knowledge 
of God is that which is known by unknowing.’10

Burke characterizes Freud’s theory as a ‘secular variant of negative theol-
ogy’.11 Sells and Webb have written a paper about apophatic elements in Lacan 
and Bion.12 Goudsmit in a study of the via negativa in psychotherapy compares 
Merleau-Ponty’s ‘negative philosophy’ and Nicholas of Cusa’s ‘learned igno-
rance’.13 Anderson used the work of Thomas Merton to develop an apophatic 
approach to psychotherapy.14 Dourley, in a chapter entitled ‘Toward an Apophatic 
Psychology’, explores Jung’s understanding of Eckhart.15 Karlsson observes that:

One of the reasons that psychoanalysis as a science struggles with difficult 
epistemological problems is that its subject matter – the unconscious – is 
constituted in terms of negativity. What other science investigates some-
thing which is defined by the prefix un-?! The only resembling discipline, 
in this sense, may be the so-called ‘negative theology’, which claims that 
an understanding of God can only be reached by stating what God is not.16

Frank asserts that ‘all “psychology” which really sees its object and really 
takes account of its peculiar character must be “negative psychology” (by anal-
ogy to negative theology)’.17 If Karlsson and Frank are right, psychoanalysis 
and negative theology share a concern to clarify how to think about negation.

Psychoanalysis has been widely and effectively used as a tool to study 
religious experience and mystical thought. However, Essai sur l’Introversion 
Mystique: Etude Psychologique de Pseudo-Denys l’Areopagite et de Quelques Autres 
cas de Mysticisme is, as far as I am aware, the only sustained psychoanalytic study 
of Dionysius. It was written by Morel in 1918 and dedicated to Flournoy. In 
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his introduction Morel references Charcot, Janet, Freud, Jung, Bleuler and 
Bergson. He concludes that:

le ‘systeme’ de Denys offre cette double analogie essentielle avec la pensée 
autistique: 1. Il est égocentrique. 2. Le critère de la vraisemblance est totalment 
exclue et remplacé par le seul critère de la jouissance. […] Or, cette confu-
sion de la réalité objective interne et d’un égocentrisme métaphysique est une 
forme particulière et tres répandue de mythomanie: création, réalisation de 
fictions, et confusion pseudo-hallucinatoire de celles-ci avec la réalité.18

The approach taken here turns the tables on psychoanalysis. It asks what 
sort of a practice and theory is psychoanalysis, and where is it located within 
the history of the European contemplative tradition, by use of the concept of 
apophasis. It asks in what ways, if any, the language of apophatic writing can 
illuminate the theory and practice of psychoanalysis. This process necessarily 
alters our perceptions of both ancient apophasis and modern psychoanalysis. As 
Turner observes:

One understands a tradition when one understands how that past lives in 
the present … to call upon a tradition is always to reread it, that is to say, 
to access a tradition is already to have changed it. Therefore the past is alive 
as tradition in so far as we transform it, so the normativity of the tradition 
is the product of what it yields to us by way of given achievement in the 
past in conjunction with our present strategies of rereading those achieve-
ments, that conjunction of past and present constituting its character and 
life as tradition.19

In addition to the theoretical and historical objectives and motives for 
this study, it has a philological dimension. In the section on Dionysius I will 
describe ways in which apophatic themes appear in his texts. This is the first 
time that these features of his writing have been identified in such detail. In the 
section on Jung, I can claim to have identified his use of the notion of opposites 
in a more thorough manner than has been attempted before.

Chapters 2 and 3 of this study focus on Dionysius, the sixth-century Syrian 
writer whose works are often portrayed as the zenith of apophatic thought. He 
brought together the Greek and biblical currents of negative theology and the 
via negativa. Apophatic elements can be found in the writings of Plato, Philo, 
the Gnostics, Plotinus, Augustine, Gregory of Nyssa and Proclus, all of whom 
predate Dionysius. Dionysius’ thought has been interpreted and made use of 
in a variety of ways by philosophers and theologians from his own time up to 
the present, including Eriugena, Aquinas, Cusa, Eckhart and the author of the 
Cloud of Unknowing.

In the last thirty years there has been a resurgence of interest in apophatic 
literature. Mortley,20 McGinn,21 de Certeau,22 Carabine23 and Sells24 have 
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written historical studies of apophatic philosophy, theology and mysticism. In 
debates related to deconstruction and postmodernism, Derrida25 and Marion26 
have written significantly about Dionysius. Yannaras27 and Carlson,28 who 
develops what he calls the ‘apophatic analogy’, have compared Heidegger and 
Dionysius. Boeve uses the concept of ‘cultural apophaticism’ to reflect on con-
temporary relations between theology and culture.29 Fitzpatrick30 and Walker31 
have used apophasis within the context of the social sciences. Zembylas32 and 
Abunuwara33 argue for the importance of ‘the unknowable’ in education. 
Wolosky has explored apophasis in Eliot, Beckett and Celan.34 Franke has used 
the theme of apophasis to compile an anthology, which includes work from 
literature and the arts.35 He observes:

As a newly emerging logic, or rather a/logic, of language in the humani-
ties, this new (though also very old) quasi-epistemic paradigm for criti-
cism, as well as for language-based disciplines and practices in general, can 
help us learn to read in hither to unsuspectedly limber and sensitive ways.36

Saward developed the concept of ‘apophatic anthropology’ based on patris-
tic texts, especially Gregory of Nyssa, which he links with Wittgenstein’s 
‘silence’.37 Independently, Bernauer described Foucault’s ‘apophatic anthro-
pology’.38 Carlson39 and Otten40 use the notion of ‘negative anthropology’. 
Caputo argues for a ‘generalized apophatics’:

So to the theologia negativa, one could add a anthropologia negativa, an eth-
ica negativa, politica negativa, where of the humanity, or the ethics, or the 
politics, or the democracy to come we cannot say a thing, except that 
they want to twist free from the regimes of presence, from the histori-
cally restricted concepts of humanity, ethics and democracy under which 
we presently labor. Humanity, ethics, politics – or whatever, n’importe – 
would belong to a general apophatics […] The effect of this ignorantia is 
to keep the possibility of the impossible open, to keep the future open, to 
have a future.41

While these varied uses of apophasis are not referred to explicitly in what 
follows, they provide part of the wider context of this study.

In the context of his discussion of the relationship between continental phi-
losophy and the via negativa, Bradley asks whether the relationship is one of 
kinship or opposition:

Is continental thought … a philosophical continuation and extension of nega-
tive theology’s critique of language, identity and ontology or is it a rejection 
or reaction against a negative theological tradition that, for all its subver-
siveness, remains deeply indebted to the metaphysical and ontotheological 
tradition from which it departs?42
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I am asking a similar question about the relationship between psychoanalysis 
and apophasis. My argument is that psychoanalysis, in this case the psychoanalysis 
of Jung, can be read as a continuation and extension of the apophatic tradition.

Chapter 4 examines apophatic elements in the work of Jung. The limits of 
consciousness, reason and language are ubiquitous themes in Jung’s writings. In 
his view the unconscious is simply ‘the unknown’. The inner and the outer worlds 
are ultimately both unknowable. Subjectivity and matter are both mysteries:

The relation of a psychic content to the ego forms the criterion of its 
consciousness, for no content can be conscious unless it is represented to a 
subject. With this definition we have described and delimited the scope of 
the subject. Theoretically, no limits can be set to the field of consciousness, 
since it is capable of indefinite extension. Empirically, however, it always 
finds its limit when it comes up against the unknown. This consists of 
everything we do not know, which, therefore, is not related to the ego 
as the centre of the field of consciousness. The unknown falls into two 
groups of objects: those which are outside and can be experienced by the 
senses, and those which are inside and are experienced immediately. The 
first group comprises the unknown in the outer world; the second the 
unknown in the inner world. We call this latter territory the unconscious.43

The symbol is the most appropriate way of expressing a content that is ulti-
mately unknowable. Jung felt that the writings of the Gnostics and the alche-
mists prefigured the paradoxical findings of psychoanalysis:

Paradox is a characteristic of the Gnostic writings. It does more justice 
to the unknowable than clarity can do, for uniformity of meaning robs the 
mystery of its darkness and sets it up as something that is known. That is a 
usurpation, and it leads the human intellect into hybris by pretending that 
it, the intellect, has got hold of the transcendent mystery by a cognitive act 
and has ‘grasped’ it. The paradox therefore reflects a higher level of intel-
lect and, by not forcibly representing the unknowable as known, gives a 
more faithful picture of the real state of affairs.44

Fear of the unknown inhibits personality development and is a source of 
resistance in psychotherapy:

In studying the history of the human mind one is impressed again and 
again by the fact that its growth keeps pace with a widening range of con-
sciousness, and that each step forward is an extremely painful and laborious 
achievement. One could almost say that nothing is more hateful to man 
than to give up the smallest particle of unconsciousness. He has a profound 
fear of the unknown. Ask anybody who has ever tried to introduce new 
ideas! If even the allegedly mature man is afraid of the unknown, why 
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shouldn’t the child hesitate also? The horror novi is one of the most striking 
qualities of primitive man. This is a natural enough obstacle, as obstacles 
go; but excessive attachment to the parents is unnatural and pathological, 
because a too great fear of the unknown is itself pathological.45

The unknown within the context of psychoanalytic therapy is not solely the 
result of repression. The attitude of not knowing is an important element of 
analytic technique:

There are naturally cases where the doctor sees something which is 
undoubtedly there, but which the patient will not or cannot admit. As the 
truth is often hidden as much from the doctor as from the patient, various 
methods have been evolved for gaining access to the unknown contents. I 
purposely say ‘unknown’ and not ‘repressed’ because I think it altogether 
wrong to assume that whenever a content is unknown it is necessarily 
repressed. The doctor who really thinks that way gives the appearance of 
knowing everything beforehand. Such a pretence stymies the patient and 
will most likely make it impossible for him to confess the truth.46

Jung argues that ‘there are four methods for investigating the unknown in 
the patient’47 – the association method, symptom analysis, anamnestic analysis 
and analysis of the unconscious.

These quotations from Jung, which I have cited at length, exhaust the 
explicit references to the ‘unknowable’ and the ‘unknown’ in the Collected 
Works Volume 20. However, I will demonstrate that apophatic motifs satu-
rate Jung’s theory and practice. I examine references in the Collected Works 
to writers and concepts from the Platonic tradition, with special attention to 
their apophatic elements. In Chapter 5 there is a systematic review of all refer-
ences to Dionysius in Jung’s work. There is a detailed analysis of Jung’s writing 
on opposites, including coincidentia oppositorum, complexio oppositorum, coniunc-
tio oppositorum and the union of opposites. I examine Jung’s appropriation of 
Nicholas of Cusa’s concept of the coincidence of opposites. Jung’s concept of 
the transcendent function is discussed in Chapter 6.

I have already made reference to the contemporary discussions within a 
number of fields about the status and role of apophatic discourse. In Chapter 7 
I use the work of a number of contemporary writers to reflect on apophatic 
themes in Jung. Aside from the intrinsic interest this may hold, it functions 
here to dispel the suspicion that Jung’s preoccupation with the unknown is 
anachronistic or that it represents a regressive feature in his theory.

A first group of writers, Sells, Milem and Rorem, have provided interpre-
tive frameworks with which to understand negative theology. I will identify 
elements of Jung’s work which resonate with these schemas. A second pair 
of writers, Deleuze and Derrida, are of interest because aspects of their work 
can be read with an apophatic lens and compared with Jung’s. Finally, the 
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discussions about unknowing in two contemporary Jungian theorists, Dourley 
and Tacey, are examined.

In Chapter 8 there is an extended and impressionistic comparison of the 
process of psychotherapy and the liturgical practices described by Dionysius 
in the Ecclesistical Hierarchy. While it is not unusual to discuss psychotherapy 
in light of ritual processes described in anthropological literature, I hope to 
demonstrate that bringing to bear on the psychoanalytic process images and 
concepts from liturgical studies offers an additional insight into the nature of 
psychoanalysis. This highlights the performative and social dimensions of apo-
phasis in the texts of Dionysius and Jung.

Philo of Alexandria, 2000 years ago in On the Contemplative Life, described a 
community of men and women who lived in solitude:

They are called therapeutae and therapeutrides, either because they process 
an art of medicine more excellent than that in general use in cities (for that 
only heals bodies, but the other heals souls which are under the mastery of 
terrible and almost incurable diseases, which pleasures and appetites, fears 
and griefs, and covetousness, and follies, and injustice, and all the rest of 
the innumerable multitude of other passions and vices, have inflicted upon 
them), or else because they have been instructed by nature and the sacred 
laws to serve the living God, who is superior to the good, and more simple 
than the one, and more ancient than the unit.48

Analysts could be considered contemporary hermits. They dwell within the 
solitude of their consulting rooms and meet their clients in a liminal space.49

Hans Jonas comments ironically that the Gnostic writer of the Apocryphon 
of John displays:

the kind of emphatic and pathetic verbosity which the ‘ineffable’ seems 
to have incited in many of its professors … [the] effusive description 
devoted to the very indescribability of the divine Absolute – expatiating 
on the theme of His purity, boundlessness, perfection, etc. being beyond 
measure, quality, quantity, and time; beyond comprehension, description, 
name, distinction; beyond life, beatitude, divinity, and even existence – 
are a typical example of the rising ‘negative theology’, whose spokesmen 
did not tire for centuries of the self-defeating nature of their task.50

Despite this warning about ‘the self-defeating nature’ of my task, I hope 
to show that there are significant parallels between the apophatic thought of 
Dionysius and the work of Jung.51 Indeed, perhaps the very ‘self-defeating 
nature’ of apophatic discourse provides us with another parallel with psycho-
analysis, ‘the impossible profession’.

Turner uses the concept of ‘recursive contradictoriness’ to describe ‘a struc-
ture of an individual or social practice within which there is a built-in and 
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systemic conflict between the elements which constitute it; a conflict which 
is not resolvable within the practice itself, for it is from its structural features 
as such that the conflict arises’.52 Reflecting on the dilemmas of teaching 
Dionysius within the academy, he describes the conflict between an accurate 
appreciation of the ecclesial experience presupposed in the Corpus Dionysiacum 
and the requirements of the secular academic ‘doctrine of decontextualization’.

Within psychoanalysis there is a similar conflict between the experiential 
knowledge of psychoanalysis available to the patient or the therapist, and the 
academic disciplines of psychoanalytic studies. These tensions contain an apo-
phatic dynamic as the language and practices of the experiential and the aca-
demic constantly challenge, undermine and amplify each other. I attempt to be 
alive to these tensions throughout this study.
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