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On a Language that Does Not Cease Speaking  

Blanchot and Lacan on the Experience of Language in Literature and Psychosis 

 

Cathrine Bjørnholt Michaelsen 

 

 

ABSTRACT  

This essay shows how certain limit-points of Lacan’s psychoanalytic discourse in his 1955–56 

seminar on The Psychoses tangentially brush up against Maurice Blanchot’s writing on the neuter, as 

presented in The Space of Literature from 1955. The effort is to strike up a conversation between 

Lacan’s “clinical discourse” and Blanchot’s “critical writing” on the topics of language, writing, 

authority, and madness. In this regard, the essay approaches an infinite point of approximation 

between the procedure of psychosis and the procedure of literary writing by questioning whether, at 

some point in these different ways of proceeding, they may share a certain experience of language. 

Namely, this is an experience of a language that, as stated by both Jacques Lacan and Maurice 

Blanchot, “speaks all by itself” and does soincessantly and with a certain furious neutrality. 

 

Keywords: Language; literature, psychosis, psychoanalysis, Maurice Blanchot; Jacques Lacan.  

 

 

INTRODUCTION  

In his year-long seminar on The Psychoses delivered in 1955-56, one of Lacan’s key assertions is that 

the phenomenon of psychosis, whether within the schizophrenic or the paranoiac spectrum, “stems 

from a particular relationship between the subject and this language that has suddenly been thrust into 

the foreground, that speaks all by itself, out loud, in its noise and furor, as well as in its neutrality” 

(Lacan 1981, 284/250).1 Among other things, this relationship entails that the psychotic subject is 

dispossessed of her or his own speech and thus, as Lacan puts it, can be said to be spoken by language 

rather than speaking it (cf. 1966, 280/231-32). 

                                                      
1 Available English translations of French texts are cited in this essay although they have been amended when found 

reasonable. Citations are given first in French then English page numbers. All English translations of German texts are 

my own. 
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 Anyone familiar with the literary work of Blanchot, if one can ever be familiar with such an 

ethereal body of work, will be struck by the similarity between this Lacanian definition of psychosis 

and Blanchot’s descriptions of the writing of literature, which, according to him, is bound up in a 

relation with what he terms the neuter or the impersonal. This relation—which is a relation of non-

relation because it is a relation with what escapes all relation—is such that the writer is deprived of 

the possibility and the ability to speak in the first person singular. With reference to one of Kafka’s 

journal entries, Blanchot therefore maintains that literature begins only when the personal pronoun 

“I” becomes substituted by the impersonal pronoun il, which in French wavers indeterminately 

between a “he,” an “it,” and even a “there” as in the expression of the ‘il y a.’ In writing, Blanchot 

says, the writer breaks “the bond that unites the word (parole) with myself” (1955, 16/26) in order 

“to make oneself the echo of what cannot cease speaking (ce qui ne peut cesser de parler)” (1955, 

17/27). 

 In the course of this essay, I will go into more detail with the specific contexts of these two 

statements. Before we get that far, however, I would like to emphasize that my task in drawing up 

this similitude between what may be regarded as a ‘clinical’ discourse, on the one hand, and a 

‘critical’ discourse, on the other, is by no means to posit that psychosis and literary or poetic writing 

would fundamentally be the same—either from a structural or an existential perspective. Nor is my 

intention to argue that all literary writers have psychotic characteristics or dispositions that merely 

have not yet been diagnosed, or, inversely, that all people experiencing psychosis would be 

prospective writers whose poetic talents still remain to be discovered.  

 Such an errand would, I believe, only be erroneous, in that it would not take seriously the 

uncanny resemblance between the procedure of literature and the procedure of psychosis, but instead 

attempt to identify and thus reduce the one to the other hereby neglecting the intricacy of what might 

be considered an infinite point of approximation between the two. An approximation in which, as 

Foucault formulates it in his 1966 essay on Blanchot’s ‘thought of the outside’ (la pensée du dehors), 

“approach and distance (…) draw near to one another and unendingly move apart (Foucault 1987, 

24).  

 Instead of simply identifying or drawing analogies between madness and literature, what I will 

attempt to do in this essay is to approach such an infinitely distancing point of approximation by 

questioning whether psychosis and literature may, at some point in their different ways of proceeding, 

share a certain experience of language. Namely, the experience of a language that, as stated by both 

Lacan and Blanchot, speaks all by itself and does so incessantly and with a certain furious neutrality.  
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 To initiate our approach towards this infinite point of approximation between literature and 

psychosis, I will begin by very briefly introducing Blanchot’s conception of the experience of what 

he calls the being of language (être du langage) and the effect that this experience has on the writer. 

Then I will move on to Lacan and to what we might call the psychotic experience of the real of 

language and the effect that this real has on the psychotic subject. After that, I will attempt to strike 

up a conversation between Blanchot and Lacan and thus between a clinical and a critical discourse, 

which, I recognize in advance, is an endeavor that is not without its problems and possible pitfalls. 

After this discussion, I will conclude with some remarks concerning what might be termed a question 

of agency with regard to both literature and psychosis as well as to the distinction between them.  

 Considering the level of complexity in the work pertaining to both Blanchot and Lacan as well 

to the matters to which they devote themselves, I should issue the warning that my talk today will 

undoubtedly not succeed in rising to the level of this complex plane, but will rather remain on a much 

more basic, somewhat programmatic, and perhaps even declamatory level. That flag raised, let us 

proceed with Blanchot.  

 

 

THE APPEARANCE OF LANGUAGE AS THE DISAPPEARANCE OF THE WRITER  

According to Blanchot, the act of writing involves a sacrifice. Not a voluntary or a self-conscious 

sacrifice but rather a sacrifice that the writer may come to know and acknowledge only after the fact 

of an event that was never present as such, that is, only in an always belated way by which it will 

already have been too late to make a deliberated decision concerning it. This unintentional sacrifice 

is the price of what Blanchot calls the “undecided (indécis) moment of fascination” (1955, 15/25) as 

well as of ‘inspiration,’ both of which are highly ambiguous notions in Blanchot bringing into 

proximity the polarities of inertness and creativity, passivity and agency, obsession and mastery, 

repetition and novelty. Writing is never a matter of decision. It may require discipline and as such a 

certain steadfastness, but this steadfastness is only in response to an interminable demand over against 

which the writer has no say. As Blanchot puts it, from a certain angle “inspiration has the same 

countenance (visage) as sterility” (1955, 191/182) in that it makes the inspired into “the one who does 

not produce, who wanders astray within an infinite idleness” (1955, 191/182). In writing, the relation 

between authority and inspiration even seems to be inversely proportional, since “the purer the 

inspiration, the more disposed is he who enter the space where it draws him” (Blanchot 1955, 

191/182). 
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 The space that Blanchot is referring to here is l’espace littéraire, that is, the space of literature, 

which is not to be confused with the space of books and well-rounded poems, but rather with what 

Mallarmé in opposition to ‘the book’ as the finished outcome of a labor calls ‘the work’ (l’oeuvre). 

In contrast to the book, the work is interminable and as such designates an “unending lack of work 

(déoeuvrement sans fin)” (Blanchot 1955, 29/35). According to Blanchot, the work of the writer is 

incessantly unworking itself, because what it is driven by is something that repeats and reaffirms itself 

endlessly, namely, the very being of language. The being of language sets itself apart from the 

language of beings in which one can express oneself about “the exactitude and the certainty of things 

and values” (Blanchot 1955, 16/26). The being of language is neither an instrumental language with 

which one can make things happen and effect changes (such as so-called performative speech acts), 

nor is the language of communication in which someone says something meaningful to someone else; 

rather, the being of language says nothing but itself and as such it affirms itself without regard for the 

sensus communis of a shared reality. Blanchot therefore refers to the space of literature towards which 

the writer is unendingly working as ‘the outside’ (le dehors). This is not an outside that is correlative 

with an inside whose outer limits it would circumscribe and as such define and delimit. Neither is it 

an outside that may be approached from the vantage point of an already established interiority; rather, 

it is an outside that, as Blanchot writes in inverted commas “‘precedes’ any interior” (Blanchot 1969, 

625/426). In inverted commas, because the outside precedes the interior only in so far as it undermines 

the very distinction between an inside and an outside and as such hollows out interiority from within. 

From this vanishing point on, Blanchot writes, “it is not Mallarmé who speaks, but language which 

speaks itself: language as work and the work as language” (1955, 34/41). Writing thus “delivers the 

one who has to write to an affirmation over which he has no authority, which is itself without 

consistency (consistance), which affirms nothing, and yet is not repose, not the dignity of silence, for 

it is what still speaks when everything has been said” (Blanchot 1955, 16/26).  

 The draw of this uninterrupted speech of an unbounded outside functions as both the possibility 

and impossibility of the writer. On the one hand, it is the incessant speech of the outside that summons 

the writer to the work of writing in the first place. On the other hand, however, this very work, 

Blanchot says, “requires of the writer that he lose everything he might construe as his own ‘nature,’ 

that he lose all character and that, ceasing to be linked to others and to himself by the decision which 

makes him an ‘I,’ he becomes the empty place where the impersonal affirmation announces itself 

(s’annonce)” (1955, 50/55). Thus being a writer means becoming fascinated and inspired by this 

impersonal affirmation to the point of delivering oneself over to “a language which no one speaks, 
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which is addressed to no one, which has no center, and which reveals nothing. He may believe that 

he affirms himself in this language, but what he affirms is altogether deprived of self” (Blanchot, 

17/26). Where the writer is, Blanchot continues, “only being speaks—which means that language 

doesn’t speak anymore but is” (1955, 17/27). 

 The experience of this eccentric being of language therefore dislodges any idea of the primacy 

of a “responsible agent of discourse” (Foucault 1987, 13), that is, an agent who in an anticipating 

manner is able to carefully consider how to employ or not to employ language in this or that way in 

order to make assertions or judgements or to tell a story about this or that. Instead, there is no writer 

before he or she is summoned by an outside that undoes the center and present of any there, because 

writing is “always without a relation of presence with itself” (Blanchot 1969, 626/427). As Gertrude 

Stein would say, in writing there is no there there, and as such the writer bequeaths a Weg-sein or a 

Fort-sein rather than a Da-sein—a being-gone rather than a being-there. As Blanchot paradoxically 

puts it: “When we begin writing, we are either not beginning or we are not writing: writing does not 

go along with beginning” (Blanchot 1969, 625/426). Hence, the writer does not represent the 

sovereignty of an agency present both before itself and before the language of a logos, which gathers 

together and makes beings become present in language; rather, the writer is turned into an effect of 

the inexhaustible murmur of a language that announces the fragmentation and dispersal of any such 

presence.  

 As Foucault remarks in his essay on Blanchot, this is no doubt why “Western thought took so 

long to think the being of language: as if it had a premonition of the danger that the naked experience 

of language poses for the self-evidence of the ‘I think’” (1987, 13). For Foucault, the thought of the 

outside concerns “a language from which the subject is excluded” (1987, 15) and, as such, a thought 

that excludes any philosophy founded on the reasoning of a cogito sum, that is, of an “I think” that 

serves as the support not only for the certitude of personal existence but for existence as such. 

Foucault explains that whereas the “‘I think’ led to the indubitable certainty of the ‘I’ and its 

existence; ‘I speak,’ on the other hand, distances, disperses, effaces that existence and lets only its 

empty emplacement appear” (1987, 13).  Foucault therefore concludes that what has been termed the 

‘linguistic turn of thought’ in the Twentieth Century has brought us to “the edge of an abyss that had 

long been invisible,” namely, the abyss where “the being of language only appears for itself with the 

disappearance of the subject” (1987, 15). In this regard, we might recall that Heidegger, one of the 

pioneers of this linguistic turning, in his 1950 essay on language famously poses the question “[h]ow 
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does language come into being as language (Wie west die Sprache als Sprache)? We answer: 

language speaks (Die Sprache spricht)” (Heidegger 1985, 10). 

 For Blanchot, the autonomy of a language speaking all by itself entails a certain automatism on 

the part of the writer, which is why he maintains that the notion of ‘automatic writing’ reveals 

something essential about writing as such, namely, that writing transforms the hand that actively 

writes into a “sovereign passivity” (1955, 179/187). Writing, Blanchot writes, is “no longer a means 

of livelihood, an instrument, a service tool, but an independent power, over which no one ha[s] 

authority anymore” (1955, 179/187). Blanchot even refers to this hand that writes in the language of 

no one as the “hand which one may call sick (le main que l'on peut dire malade)” (1955, 14/15), in 

that it may appear to be the hand most profoundly in command of language, but in fact, Blanchot 

writes, “we cannot use this language at all, any more than we can use this hand, which is as foreign 

to us as if it had forsaken us or as if it were drawing us into the very milieu of forsakenness (le milieu 

propre de l’abandon), where there are no more resources, where there is no more support, no more 

grasp or limit (d’arret)” (1955, 179/187). Against the idea that the experiments of automatic writing 

would be no more than an expression of lethargy or an easy solution to the hardship of creativity, 

Blanchot then cites André Breton who stresses the difficulty involved in automatic writing, which 

strives not to satisfy the demands of reflective thought but instead “to make this thought utterly 

available, so that one no longer has an ear for anything except what the shadow mouth says” (1955, 

178/186). Accordingly, Blanchot writes that what speaks in the writer “is the fact that, in one way or 

another, he is no longer himself; he isn’t anyone anymore (…) it does not denote objective 

disinterestedness, creative enchantment. It does not glorify consciousness” (1955, 19/28).  Rather, as 

Blanchot continues, “the third person is myself become no one, my interlocutor turned alien; it is my 

no longer being able, where I am, to address myself and the inability of whoever addresses me to say 

‘I’; it is his not being himself” (1955, 19/28). To anticipate matters a bit, I cannot help but mention a 

psychotic patient here, whose autobiography we will become acquainted with later, and who refused 

to say ‘I’ and to let her analyst address her as ‘you,’ but would only be spoken to or of in the third 

person.    

 Coming back to Blanchot, the exposure to the impersonal exteriority of language is an 

experience that sets the writer apart, not only from the world of others, but also from himself; it is “a 

separation which separates him from himself (cet ecart le dessaisit de lui-meme)” (1955, 50/56), since 

coming to the outside, Blanchot says, “makes the one who comes belong to dispersal” (1955, 22/31).  

In this way, writing is essentially bound up not only with a certain death—not the personal and 
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resolute death of someone in particular but the anonymous death that no one dies unendingly—but 

also with the risk of madness. As Rilke writes in a letter to Clara: "Works of art are always the 

products of a danger incurred, of an experience pursued to the end, to the point where man can no 

longer continue" (Blanchot 1955, 247/236). And yet, as Blanchot would perhaps add with reference 

to the work of Beckett, man may not be able to go on but the exhaustion continues.  

 In this light, it may be worth considering, with both Foucault and Derrida, whether the 

longstanding repression of the exteriority of writing in Western metaphysical thought—that is, the 

repression of an exteriority that exposes the degree to which the thinker and the speaker who hears 

him- or herself think and speak is not present to her- or himself in thought and speech—does not 

somehow parallel the equally longstanding and systematic repression or exclusion of madness? With 

this open question in mind, let us now turn to Lacan and the question of the exteriority of language 

in psychosis before returning again with Lacan to Blanchot.  

 

 

THE EXTERIORITY OF LANGUAGE IN PSYCHOSIS 

Besides the initial statement with which we began this essay, one of the main hypotheses of Lacan’s 

third seminar is that a subject with a psychotic structure has never properly entered language or, more 

specifically, has never been inscribed into what Lacan calls the “dance of the symbolic” (1998, 241). 

Briefly, this means that the psychotic subject has never undergone the paternal metaphor, which is 

Lacan’s linguistic rendition of the resolution of the Oedipus complex. The paternal metaphor 

transfers or carries across the subject from the unregulated and affective law of the Mother, which 

among other things denotes the sounds of the mother tongue before the infant is able to make any 

sense of them, to the regulating and effective law of the Father, which denotes the meaning producing 

and symbolic order of language. Instead, Lacan says, the psychotic subject has foreclosed the Nom-

du-Père, signifying both the ‘no’ and the ‘name’ of the Father, that is, both the interdiction that breaks 

the mother-child dyad by overwriting the desire of the mother, and the authority of the law that 

initiates the subject into a larger societal situation, such as that of the family. I will not go into further 

details with the technicalities of Lacan’s theory, but instead try to offer a sort of translation that does 

not rely too much on the Lacanian jargon.  

 According to Lacan, what we call reality “is upheld, woven through, constituted, by a tress of 

signifiers” (1981, 283/249) and, at least in the writings before 1963, the Name-of-the-Father is the 

signifier that provides this tress with a certain structure and order, which makes it possible for human 
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subjects to orient themselves in this reality.2 The foreclosure of the Name-of-the-Father is therefore 

the reason why Lacan maintains that “in psychosis something comes to be lacking (vient à manquer) 

in the subject’s relation to reality” (1981, 283/249). In the early stages of psychosis, a sort of 

detachment of words from their meaning often takes place by which the words resound as 

meaningless noises referring to nothing. Renée, the young woman I mentioned a moment ago, who 

suffered a severe psychotic breakdown and whose autobiography was later published by her analyst 

Marguerite Sechehaye, reports the following about what she calls her “feeling of unreality”: “I said 

‘chair,’ ‘jug,’ ‘table,’—‘it is a chair’—But the word echoed hollowly (était décanté), deprived of all 

meaning; it had abandoned the object, was separated from it, so much so that on the one hand it was 

a ‘living, mocking thing,’ on the other, a name, emptied of sense, like an envelope emptied of content” 

(Sechehaye 1987, 38/56). 

 One could say that in psychosis a sort of inversion occurs according to which language stands 

forth no longer as the language of reality but rather as the real of language, which means that the 

meaning and content-producing aspects of language are overwritten by the sheer materiality of 

language devoid of meaning. As such, Lacan says that, “the nucleus of psychosis has to be linked to 

a relationship between the subject and the signifier in its most formal dimension, in its dimension as 

a pure signifier” (1981, 284/250. My italics). And with “pure signifier” Lacan is precisely referring 

to the very “material of language,” which in its detachment form any signified, is literally “a signifier 

that signifies nothing” (1981, 210/185). In other words, psychosis can be understood as an affective 

response not primarily to the specific meanings or messages communicated in language but to a 

primordial experience and effect of language as such. That is, to the very being of signifiers in their 

pure meaninglessness as material and maternal letters of language, which Lacan in later seminars 

comes to call lalangue.3 In a more recent clinical vignette, another patient forcefully elucidates this 

relation between the maternal and the material, which is why I will quote it at length:  

 

                                                      
2 In 1963, Lacan commenced a seminar entitled “The Names of the Father (Les Noms du Père)," which was interrupted 

after just one session following his exclusion from the list of analysts approved by the International Psychoanalytic 

Association (IPA). Even if the seminar itself was never published in full, it still marks a shift in Lacan’s thinking of the 

Father-Name whose pluralization entails several implication for his theory of symptomology and subjectivity in general 

as well as for the distinction between neurosis and psychosis. On this matter, see Chiesa 2007.  
3 To my knowledge, Lacan’s first usage of lalangue is in the 1972 seminar The Knowledge of the Psychoanalyst (Le 

savoir du psychanalyste) held at the psychiatric institution of Saint-Anne in Paris. One year later, in Encore, Lacan 

explicitly relates lalangue to the maternal and also explains that “[w]hat I put forward, by writing lalangue as one word, 

is that by which I distinguish myself from structuralism, insofar as the latter would like to integrate language into 

semiology” (1975, 93/101).  
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When I was mad – this person went on explaining – and I heard someone speaking, or even when I myself was 

thinking, sometimes one word stood out of the sentence. I could nearly see them as pictures in front of me. That 

word became as something material, nearly a thing for me, or an image in front of me. Then I stopped listening or 

thinking, and letter after letter I wanted to see if the string of letters corresponded the original meaning. That was 

the case with ‘MAMMA’. The first ‘M’ has two cusps, and this meant ‘two’. That’s the way we are born. ‘A’ has 

only one, and for this means ‘oneness’ or ‘aloneness’. And indeed when you are a baby sometimes you’re left 

alone. ‘MM’ looked like a Gothic cathedral with all those cusps. This meant to me that for a long time you are the 

two of us, un-separated. The last ‘A’ meant to me the destiny of being forlorn and the need to stand up for that. 

(Stanghellini 2016, 80. My italics). 

 

Even though this vignette with its tonguing of the maternal, the material, and the pictographic 

deserves a whole lot more attention than this paper can afford it, I’ll leave it as is and return to Lacan.  

 The fact that the psychotic subject has never been properly inscribed into the paternal register 

of the symbolic does not mean that the psychotic knows no words or does not know how to construct 

a sentence. Rather, the psychotic is, as Lacan puts it, in a position of “exteriority in relation to the 

entire apparatus of language” (1981, 284/250). In my view, what Lacan is aiming at with this outside 

of language is, among other things, a certain intimation that the psychotic subject has never really 

appropriated the language he or she speaks as his or her own and therefore gives off the impression 

of speaking in a radically foreign tongue—even when this tongue is that of the mother. At times, this 

impression comes across as what Lacan calls “external repetitions;” it is as if the psychotic subject in 

his or her speech were merely repeating and imitating in an artificial and almost mechanical manner 

what someone else could or would have said.4 For a certain time, and sometimes for an entire lifetime, 

the subject with a psychotic structure may be able to live a seemingly normal and well-functioning 

life, supporting him or herself on these purely external imitations, which Lacan also calls ‘imaginary 

crutches.’ At other times, however, what has been foreclosed in the symbolic, namely language, will, 

as Lacan puts it, ‘return in real,’ whereby a certain collapse of the imaginary with the real takes 

place—as for instance in the case of auditory and visual hallucinations—and such a return may trigger 

a full-blown psychosis. In this situation, a reversal seems to have occurred, for it is no longer the 

                                                      
4 This artificial and imitative demeanor of the psychotic has been noticed by several clinicians. For instance, Ludwig 

Binswanger states that in schizophrenia “an individual’s existence is losing its personal quality and uniqueness and 

becoming a mere copy of some general way of life” (Binswanger 1987, 86). In his third seminar, Lacan himself refers to 

the psychoanalyst Helene Deutsch who in 1934 coined the term ‘as-if (als ob) personalities’ in referring to individuals 

within the schizophrenic spectrum who undergo a sort of ‘depersonalization’, which leaves them unable to connect 

emotionally with the world of others. Some of these individuals are aware of their own inability to enter into and sustain 

genuine relationships and report “that the world seems strange, objects shadowy, human beings and events theatrical and 

unreal” (Deutsch 2007, 326). Because of this fundamental experience of artificiality and inauthenticity, Deutsch writes 

that the ‘as if’ personalities are delivered over to “passivity and automaton-like identification” (Deutsch 2007, 329). 
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subject who speaks ‘as if’ he or she were someone else; rather it is as if someone else is speaking 

through, to, or about the psychotic subject almost like a ventriloquist through his puppet.  

 According to Lacan, the exterior position of the psychotic with regard to language is so striking 

“that all clinicians have emphasized it in one way or another” (1981, 284/250). And, indeed, if one 

looks back at some of the seminal texts of the history of modern psychiatry and psychopathology, at 

least from the turn of the twentieth century onwards, one does find a consistent mention of the so-

called ‘language disturbances’ pertaining to the psychotic structures of both schizophrenia and 

paranoia. The analyses one finds of these disturbances or anomalies of language are, however, mostly 

constricted to a purely descriptive plane and range almost from one extreme to another, from mutism 

to prolixity, for example, or from stereotypical phrasings to neologisms. However, a recurrent feature 

of the descriptions is precisely the aforementioned intimation that the psychotic subject is not the 

author but rather the automaton of his or her own speech. For instance, in his Dementia Praecox or 

the Group of Schizophrenias from 1911, Eugen Bleuler describes his impression that both the speech 

and writing of many psychotic patients “proceed in an automatic or compulsory manner (automatisch 

oder zwangsmässig vor sich gehen)” (1911, 121). Despite these multiple descriptions of language 

disturbances in psychoses, there has been a prevalent tendency within the tradition of modern 

psychopathology, from Kraepelin to Jaspers and still to this day, to conceive of these disturbances as 

fundamentally nonsensical or incomprehensible and therefore as beyond interpretation and 

understanding.5 We had to wait for the emergence of psychoanalysis, and especially we had wait for 

Lacan’s return to Freud, in order to attain not only a description of the deviations and automatisms of 

psychotic language but also a serious attempt at listening to and interpreting these phenomena.  

 The point of departure for both Freud and Lacan is that the structure of psychosis differs from 

that of neurosis in that the mechanism of repression or Verdrängung has been replaced by a primordial 

mechanism of foreclosure or Verwerfung.6 Thus, to Lacan what distinguishes a ‘normally’ neurotic 

subject from a psychotic subject is that for the latter “the unconscious is present and yet it is not 

                                                      
5 At the end of the nineteenth and the beginning of the twentieth century Emil Kraepelin formulates his thoughts on the 

“peculiar nonsensicality (eigentümlichen Unsinnigkeit)” (1915, 1446) of the verbal and written utterances of patients 

suffering from both dementia praecox or schizophrenia and paraphrenia or paranoia. In 1913, Karl Jaspers develops his 

Unverstehbarkeitspostulat in his General Psychopathology arguing that, because the phenomena of schizophrenia and 

psychosis are probably due to alterations of fundamental psychical structures they also remain fundamentally 

‘incomprehensible’ (unverständliche) not only to others but also to the patients themselves. Jaspers therefore declares 

that as long as we have not located the precise neurological mechanisms causing the linguistic disturbances, we must be 

content “simply to register the psychotic phenomena of language (die psychotischen Sprachphänomene einfach zu 

registrieren)” (Jaspers 1946, 160).   
6 On the distinction between ‘repression’ and ‘rejection’ or ‘foreclosure’ see Freud’s study of the ‘Wolf-man’ in Freud 

GW 12, 27-157.  
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functioning (l’inconscient est là et pourtant ça ne fonctionne pas)” (1981, 164/143). The consequence 

of this malfunctioning of the unconscious in psychosis is that what usually becomes repressed in order 

then to return in more or less manageable symptoms is instead foreclosed and now returns in the real. 

As a result, the usually imperceptible, or at least ignored or unheeded, strangeness of our own internal 

monologue is turned inside out and openly manifests itself in the real as the incessant rambling of 

“the it speaks (le ça parle)” (Lacan 1981, 335/297), which we others may hear only as a sort of eery 

jabberwocky.  

 As we have already seen from the initial quotation from Lacan, the ‘someone else’ or the ‘it’ 

that is speaking in or through the psychotic subject is nothing other than language itself, that is, 

language insofar as it is unconscious. To some extent, this language of the unconscious speaks in all 

of us. Lacan even suggests that the principal difference between the psychotic and non-psychotic 

subject might consist in nothing other than the fact that the latter “is essentially someone who is 

placed in the position of not taking the greater part of his internal discourse seriously” (1981, 

140/123). In this case, the need to protect oneself against the psychotic discourse by simply discarding 

it as incomprehensible, or not as a language at all, could, Lacan says, stem from the uncanny 

possibility that “the insane embody what we would be led to if we began to take things seriously” 

(1981, 140/124). Indeed, Lacan asserts that if we were to listen attentively to the incessant chatter 

going on in our own internal ears, we would find within ourselves “a kind of buzzing 

(bourdonnement), a veritable pandemonium (tohu-bohu), which we have been bewildered by ever 

since childhood” (1981, 330/294).  

 What seems to occur in psychosis, however, is that this ‘internal foreign territory’ of the psyche, 

or this inneres Ausland as Freud calls it, is turned into an outer inland the foreignness of which the 

subject no longer recognizes as its own. In the later stages of psychosis, this elementary phenomenon 

may result in what Lacan calls a ‘delusional metaphor’ by which the anonymous ‘it speaks’ of the 

unconscious is transposed unto the image of a specific external agent such as God, Satan, the CIA, or 

the next-door neighbor. As Lacan puts it, whereas “the neurotic inhabits language, the psychotic is 

inhabited, possessed, by language” (1981, 284/250). This means that the psychotic subject is invaded 

from the outside by the language that speaks on its own, that is, autonomously and without any regard 

for either the meaning or content of what is spoken, or for the subjective involvement therein, hereby 

degrading the speaking subject to the role of an automaton.  

 Yet, as Lacan emphasizes, an ambiguity still remains, for the psychotic subjects are not entirely 

reduced to “speaking machines” (1981, 52/41) since they also bear witness in speech or in writing to 
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this reduction of their own speech. Lacan therefore calls the psychotic subject a “martyr of the 

unconscious” (1981, 149/132) emphasizing both the connotations of testimony and suffering in 

martyrdom. What the psychotic subject both suffers from and testifies to is, according to Lacan, how 

the possession by language leads to a dispossession of speech as well as the ensuing experiences of 

depersonalization and disembodiment. The literature both on and of psychosis is abundant with such 

testimonies handed down to us in both oral and written form. For a lack of space, however, I will 

provide only one such testimony. In a clinical vignette from 1909, a patient in the early stages of 

psychosis is quoted as saying the following: 

 

 I am no longer myself (…) I feel strange, I am no longer in my body, it is someone else; I sense my body but it is 

far away, some other place. Here are my legs, my hands, I can also feel my head, but cannot find it again. I hear 

my voice when I speak, but the voice seems to originate from some other place (…). One might think that my 

person is no longer here (…). I walk like a machine; it seems to me that it is not me who is walking, talking, or 

writing with this pencil. When I am walking, I look at my legs which are moving forward; I fear to fall by not 

moving them correctly (Parnas & Handest, 126-7). 

 

With this strange testimony, given to us by a witness who witnesses his own dispossession, dispersal, 

and disappearance, let us return to Blanchot with Lacan in order to recount some of the similarities 

between a critical and a clinical discourse regarding the experiences of a language that does not cease 

speaking, which we have encountered so far.  

 

 

SIMILARITIES AND DISSIMILARITIES OF LITERATURE AND PSYCHOSIS  

With the exposure of a language that speaks all by itself uninterruptedly, both Blanchot and Lacan, 

are pointing to language in its eccentric excess of both semantics and semiotics. What occurs in this 

exposure is that the content and meaning of what is being said recedes to the background, while the 

empty being or real of language is foregrounded.  

 This duplicity of formality or pictography and materiality regarding a language that, on the one 

hand loses its function as a communicative and meaning-conveying medium for a speaking subject, 

and, on the other hand, takes on a thing-like presence and becomes materialized in its autonomy, is 

paradigmatic for the experience of language in psychosis. This experience was already noticed by 

Freud in his 1915 essay on The Unconscious, where he compared the language of psychosis to the 

language of dreams since both have a tendency of treating words as things (Cf. Freud 1949, 298). 
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About fifteen years earlier, however, in the Traumdeutung, Freud compares the same language of 

dreams to “the work of the poets (der Arbeit des Dichters)” (1961, 345).  

 This coincidence brings us back to our initial question as to whether a similar experience of 

language might be at stake in both literature and psychosis. In fact, almost reminiscent of Freud, 

Blanchot writes that what happens to the words in writing is that “[t]hey are no longer words but the 

being of words, that fundamental passivity with which automatic writing seeks to put us in contact” 

(1955, 191/183). Blanchot then goes on to cite the following experience of writing, which I would 

not have been surprised to read in a clinical vignette, but which is in fact taken from Hofmannsthal’s 

Letter of Lord Chandos: “Isolated words swam around me; they congealed and became eyes fixed on 

me. And I in my turn was forced to stare at them. They were whirlpools, dizzying when the gaze 

plunged into them, which turned ceaselessly, and beyond them was the void” (Blanchot 1955, 191-

192/183). On Foucault’s reading, becoming attentive to the being of language in writing entails 

precisely “a listening less to what is articulated in language than to the void circulating between its 

words, to the murmur that is forever taking it apart” (Foucault 1987, 25). 

 This void language without silence, Blanchot says, connotes an “infinite murmur opened near 

us, underneath our common utterances (notre parole commune)” (1955, 190/181). Lacan, on the other 

hand, employs the notion of a “constant commentary” (1981, 307/345) when discussing the language 

of the unconscious in psychosis, but this uninterrupted commentary bears witness precisely to an 

impersonal ‘someone’ that, as Blanchot says, “is still present when there is no one,” and this presence 

of an absence “dissolves the possibility of any personal relation” (1955, 21/31). In psychosis, Lacan 

says that it is the ‘it’ that speaks. In the space of literature, Blanchot says that the impersonal ‘il’ 

speaks. With a play on one of Blanchot’s titles, we might say that this uninterrupted commentary 

underneath our common utterances is the constant accompaniment of ‘the one who does not 

accompany me’ (celui qui ne m’accompagnait pas). It is the anonymous and autonomous force of 

language, which in its possession of me dispossesses me of a voice of my own and turns both my 

speech and my writing into an automatism.    

 According to Blanchot, writing takes place in a language in which “the world recedes (recule) 

and goals cease (…) In it no one speaks, and what speaks is not anyone. It seems rather that the word 

alone declares itself. Then language takes on all of its importance. It becomes essential” (1955, 

34/41). This essential language, which Blanchot also calls a ‘pure language’ (pur langage), no longer 

belongs to the world as a referential context of meaning, but rather, as Blanchot writes, it belongs “to 
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the shadow of events, not their reality, to the image, not the object, to what allows words themselves 

to become images, appearances—not signs, values, the power of truth” (1955, 15/24).  

 In his third seminar, Lacan deals extensively with Schreber’s own account of his psychotic 

breakdown and with what Lacan calls the ensuing ‘twilight of the world,’ which turns everything and 

everyone around him into what Scheber himself refers to as “fleetingly fabricated men (flüchtig 

hingemachter Männer)” (Freud 1955, 307). In the aftermath of this crepuscule of reality, Schreber 

begins to develop his conception of a so-called Grundsprache or foundational language, which is the 

language in which God speaks to him via different channels or ‘rays,’ and which according to Lacan 

is hyperbolically laden with importance and significance and yet does not signify anything other than 

itself. Lacan therefore refers to psychosis as an “invasion of the pure signifier” (1981, 251/220), that 

is, of a wholly detached signifier that gets its significance neither from its relation to another signifier 

nor from referring to a signified, but in an enigmatic and absolute manner from itself. At this level, I 

think Lacan would agree with Blanchot’s following formulation:   

 

Here meaning does not escape into another meaning, but into the other of all meaning […] everything seems 

infinitely meaningful. Meaning is no longer anything but semblance; semblance makes meaning become infinitely 

rich. It makes this infinitude of meaning have no need of development–it makes meaning immediate, which is also 

to say incapable of being developed, only immediately void (1955, 276/263).  

 

For Blanchot and Lacan both, this infinitely void significance without signification is related to the 

order of the imaginary, which has different connections in the work of each, but which also overlaps 

at certain crucial points. With reference to psychoanalysis, Blanchot himself explains that “the image, 

far from abstracting us and causing us to live in the mode of gratuitous fantasy, seems to deliver us 

profoundly to ourselves. The image is intimate. For it makes of our intimacy an exterior power which 

we suffer passively. Outside of us” (1955, 275/262). Blanchot here seems to be thinking, at least in 

part, of the mirror stage, which is Lacan’s theory of how the human subject “is originally an inchoate 

collection of desires—there you have the true sense of the expression fragmented body—and the 

initial synthesis of the ego is essentially an alter ego” (Lacan 1981, 50/39). According to Lacan, the 

psychotic subject never succeeds in counterposing this initially imaginary identification with himself 

as a reflection outside of himself with the symbolic identifications with other people that allow for a 

greater integration of one’s sense of being-in-the-world.  

 Finally, Blanchot and Lacan alike emphasize that one cannot access the undertow of this 

imaginary being of language that speaks all by itself. Rather, as Blanchot has it, the being of language 
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“opens an access for itself through us by annihilating us, by changing us into no one (en personne)” 

(1955, 190/181). In a similar way, Lacan speaks of the autonomous and neutral other of language, 

which in psychosis “negates” and “literally kills” the speaking subject, and, as he then adds, “this 

other is that which is most radical in imaginary alienation” (1981, 237/209). With Hölderlin in mind, 

one might say that language not only in the writings of tragedy but also in psychosis becomes 

tödlichfaktisch—“deathly efficacious” (Hölderlin 2004, 217). 

 Despite all these possible similarities between the writer of literature and the psychotic subject 

with regard to the experience of language, we all know, or at least we think we know, that psychosis 

and literary writing by no means amount to the same thing. The question is, however, what still holds 

them apart with regard to this infinite point of approximation towards an anonymous and autonomous 

language that speaks all by itself and makes an automatism of the one who speaks and writes.  

 It is a more or less established fact in the psychopathological literature on psychosis, that many 

subjects in some form or other take to writing both during and following a psychotic episode. So 

many, in fact, that a contemporary professor of psychology and practicing psychoanalyst—Paul 

Verhaeghe—has noted that there seems to be, quote, “a special relation between writing and 

psychosis” (Verhaeghe 2004, 439). However, in this same research there also seem to be a recurrent 

need to distinguish sharply between what we may call “a pathological writing” and the writing of 

literature. For instance, despite the fact that Schreber wrote a book of more than 400 pages entitled 

Denkwürdigkeiten eines nervenkranken, which was published in Leipzig in 1903 and translated into 

English as Memoirs of My Nervous Illness, Lacan in his third seminar quite vehemently insists that 

while Schreber “is certainly a writer, he is no poet” (Lacan 1981, 91/78). Another writer diagnosed 

with schizophrenia by the name Louis Wolfson, wrote two books in French despite the fact that his 

maternal language was English, and got one of them, entitled The Schizo and the Languages, 

published at one of the most renowned publishing houses in Europe, Gallimard.7 And yet, even as 

subversive a thinker as Deleuze, who by no means believes in the propriety of literature and who also 

wrote a preface for Wolfson’s book, still maintains that Wolfson’s writing “lacks a creative syntax” 

(Deleuze 1993, 28/16) and that it is “not a literary work, and does not claim to be a poem” (1993, 

                                                      
7 Louis Wolfson wrote and published two books. The first book, Le schizo et les langues, was published by Gallimard in 

1970 as part of their series on ‘the knowledge of the unconscious’ (connaissance de l’inconscient) edited by J.-B. Pontalis 

and with a preface by Gilles Deleuze. The second book with the long alliterative title Ma mère, musicienne, est morte de 

maladie maligne mardi à miniut au milieu du moi de mai mille977 au mouroir Memorial à Manhattan (My Mother, 

Musician, Died of a Malignant Illness on Tuesday at Midnight in the Midst of the Month of May One Thousand977 in 

Memorial Mortuary in Manhatten) was first published by Navarin in 1984 and recently published in a revised edition by 

Attila in 2012. 
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21/10). But why, exactly, can these books or other writings written by psychotic subjects not be 

characterized as ‘real’ or ‘proper’ literary works? Can one even talk of real or proper literature if 

literature begins only with the exteriority and foreignness of any reality or property? Are our 

distinctions then merely a matter of style or of taste? Is it simply because we do not find the writings 

of the psychotic beautiful, creative, sophisticated, or well-crafted enough? Perhaps so. Personally, 

however, this answer does not appease me or my suspicion that perhaps the recurrent need to 

emphasize a distinction between a pathological or mad writing and a literary writing is another way 

of trying to uphold and protect the watershed between a sanity that would protect some of our ‘finest’ 

and ‘original’ linguistic productions, and an insanity of what Lacan calls mere “sheets of paper 

covered with writing” (1981, 89/77) that would threaten our very conception of language.  

 As we have seen, however, with Blanchot’s understanding of writing as an experience of the 

being of a language that does not cease speaking, this watershed seems to have become very narrow 

indeed. Even so, Blanchot himself might provide us with a suggestion that keeps the point of 

approximation between psychosis and literature infinite and thus keeps them from collapsing into one 

another. By way of closure, I will briefly consider this suggestion by again bringing it into discussion 

with Lacan.  

 

 

CLOSING REMARKS ON A MARK OF DISTINCTION  

On the wall of the psychiatric hospital Saint-Anne in Paris, a young Lacan once pinned the sentence 

''ne devient pas fou qui veut” (Lacan 1981, 24/15), which may be translated as “not just anyone who 

wants to goes mad.” In several places in his oeuvre and in different ways, Lacan repeats this sentence, 

which basically states that no one can choose to go mad because madness is never a matter of choice, 

not even what Lacan elsewhere calls a forced choice.  

 Returning to one of our initial statements, Blanchot says that the writer makes himself (se faire) 

the echo of the language that does not cease to speak, but does this mean that writing is a matter of 

choice? As indicated by Blanchot’s emphasis on the passivity, fascination, dispossession, and 

automatism related to writing, this does not seem to be the case. However, Blanchot does maintain 

that the writer, even in his personal effacement, still retains a certain resource for mastery, namely, 

“the right of intervention which the hand that doesn’t write retains—the part of the writer which can 

always say no” (EL, 27). Next to the aforementioned ‘sick’ hand of the writer, that is, the hand that 

“receives an order, an imperious command […] that never lets the pencil go—that can’t let it go 
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because what it holds it doesn’t really hold,” there is another hand, which “is capable of intervening 

the right moment to seize the pencil and put it aside” (Blanchot 1955, 15/25). As such, Blanchot 

suggests that the only mastery left to the writer consists in “the power to stop writing, to interrupt 

what is being written” (1955, 16/25) by “resisting the pure need to write (besoin pur d’écrire)” (1955, 

193/184).  

 On the one hand, then, writing is a matter of “reaching the moment where it is no longer possible 

to choose. It is a matter of reaching the point where to speak is to say all and where the poet becomes 

the one who cannot withdraw from anything, who turns away from nothing, but is yielded up, without 

protection whatever, to the foreignness and measureless excess of being (démesure de l’etre)” 

(Blanchot 1955, 188/179). As Hofmannsthal says of the poet in his 1906 essay on The Poet and These 

Times, “[i]t is as if his eyes had no lids” (Blanchot 1955, 188/180). On the other hand, however, or 

rather with the other hand, the writer is also the one who can silence the inexhaustible murmur of 

being by pronouncing it and as such interrupt what would have otherwise remained, as Blanchot says, 

a “sterile prolixity” (1955, 29/37). As such, the writer as able to produce literature only by the power 

of interruption, which is perhaps reminiscent of what Hölderlin in his poetics named the counter-

rhythmic caesura. The possibility of interruption, is what allows the poet to turn away from the 

immeasurable and only in this way, Blanchot writes, has he “mastered it by imposing measure (l’a 

maîtrisée en la mesurant)” (1955, 29/37).  

  In a certain sense, then, even though the writer cannot choose to make himself the echo of what 

does not cease speaking, the writer can choose not to remain so, and it is by way of this possibility of 

interrupting the echo that he or she may produce the products of what we call literature. The psychotic 

subject, on the other hand, does not seem to have this choice in the face of the language that speaks 

all by itself. The other side of Lacan’s statement that not anyone who wants can choose to go mad is 

that the one who does go mad cannot choose not to go mad. Neither can the psychotic subject choose 

to interrupt the language that is without silences because this language is what incessantly invades 

and intrudes upon him or her in so many voices. Could one mark of distinction between the writer of 

psychotic discourse and the writer of literature therefore be that the latter is, to some extent at least, 

capable of resisting the need to write whereas the first is not? As Bruce Fink remarks, a “sort of 

prolific ‘literary’ production is an extremely common feature in psychosis” (1997, 104) and, as Lacan 

reminds us, ‘prolixity’ is in fact a very “frightening word” (1981, 258/227).  

 But does this mean that the psychotic subject, as a martyr of the unconscious, is entirely 

deprived of any interruptive agency and therefore of the possibility of producing literature? Is there 
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no hand of the psychotic subject that does not write? Or, is it perhaps rather so, that in the hands of 

the psychotic subject, writing can turn into a battlefield upon which a war against the uninterrupted 

language is waged and that this linguistic warfare may have a literary quality of its own? At this point 

in time, these are questions to which I still have no answers. All I can say is that many of the 

‘psychotic’ texts that I have read in various ways all seem to display some kind of struggle with 

language within language; a struggle, or perhaps even a protest, in which language is almost torn 

apart and pitted against itself to the point of an interminable auto-deconstruction. This becomes 

particularly apparent in the texts of Antonin Artaud, who, besides suffering from periodically severe 

psychoses, was also a phenomenal writer. I will therefore leave the final word on how, perhaps, to 

differentiate two different kinds of ‘mad’ writing to him:  

 

Jabberwocky’ is the work of a coward who was not willing to suffer his work before writing it, and this can be 

seen. It is the work of a man who ate well, and this comes through in his writing. I like the poems of the starving, 

the sick, the outcast, the poisoned: François Villon, Charles Baudelaire, Edgar Allan Poe, Gerard de Nerval, and 

the poems of the executed criminals of language who suffer ruin in their writing, and not of those who pretend to 

be ruined the better to show off their consciousness of and their skill in both ruin and writing. (1979, 170/449) 
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