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Priority of the other: Psychosis through the lens of Laplanche’s
general theory of seduction
Antoni Grzybowski, Dariusz Grabowski and Miłosz Wujek

Institute of Psychology, Jagiellonian University, Krakow, Poland

ABSTRACT
Jean Laplanche’s interest in psychosis dates back to at least the early
1960s, that is to say, the period of his cooperation with Lacan. As
Laplanche’s thought developed towards the general theory of
seduction, which was his most significant theoretical achievement,
the conceptualization of the aetiology and symptomatology of
psychosis became increasingly complex. The paper aims to
present crucial elements of the Laplanchian theory of psychosis,
such as the role of sexual reality and ego-agency, the concept of
intromission and implantation, and finally the concept of the
radical failure of translation. The last part of the article is devoted
to the possibility of psychoanalytic or psychoanalysis-inspired
treatment of psychosis. In addition, a modified topography model
proposed by Laplanche is presented. A “unified theory of the
apparatus of the soul” – as Laplanche calls his topography – is an
attempt to reconcile the theory of psychosis with the general
model of psychic apparatus.
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Introduction

Psychoanalysis was initially a method of treating neurotic disorders. However, Freud and
his disciples consistently tried to develop psychoanalytic theory and practice in a way that
would allow them to deal with the widest spectrum of known psychopathologies, includ-
ing psychosis. The first attempts at psychodynamic conceptualization of psychotic dis-
orders can be found in Freud’s early writings (Trichet 2011). Similar attempts inspired
by psychoanalysis were also made by his followers and researchers, among others
Bleuler, Jung (Hoenig 1983) and Abraham (Rosenfeld 1969). Despite the boldness of
these attempts, in Freud’s view they were unsatisfactory and hopeless when it came to
the effective application of the psychoanalytic method in the treatment of psychosis
(Freud 1940). This therapeutic pessimism was replaced by the optimism of the next gen-
eration of psychoanalysts. One of the first psychoanalytically oriented psychotherapies
was conceptualized by Paul Federn; later, Melanie Klein and analysts inspired by her,
such as Segal, Bion and Rosenfeld, shared enthusiasm concerning the use of the psycho-
analytic method to treat psychotic patients (Rosenfeld 1969). However, according to Jean
Laplanche (2011a), a significant number of these representatives of subsequent
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generations created theories that were independent of or inconsistent with those of
Freud, often diminishing the role of fundamental psychoanalytic concepts such as the
unconscious or the importance of sexuality in the aetiology of mental illness. On the
other hand, the general theory of seduction created by Laplanche is, according to its
creator, an attempt to stay consistent with Freud’s conceptions and to exceed its limits
in the field of the theory and therapy of psychosis (2011a).

Jean Laplanche gained recognition as a co-author of The Language of Psychoanalysis
(Laplanche and Pontalis 1973[1967]), which is considered to be the definitive work on
Freudian terminology, and as an independent theoretician whose main contribution to
psychoanalytic theory was the general theory of seduction (Fletcher 2017). The roles of
an expert on Freudian psychoanalysis and the author of an innovative theory undoubtedly
interacted and complemented each other in the works of Laplanche, who reconstructed
Freud’s theory in a highly innovative way that is typical of an independent mind. Moreover,
his theoretical proposition offers the creative development of Freudian thought, even
though the former is deeply rooted in the latter (Scarfone 2013). The question is, is a
theory that is so deeply inspired by Freud’s ideas able to avoid the difficulties associated
with them when it is applied to the psychoanalytic conceptualization of psychosis and its
treatment?

Although Laplanche’s theory is focused on neurosis, it seems to allow a non-Freudian
approach to the conceptualization of psychosis due to the emphasis it lays on the role
of the other – the primary adult caregiver of the child. According to the general theory
of seduction, messages sent by the other are the source of the “foreign body” in the
psyche. Functioning as the unconscious, they play a crucial role in psychosexual develop-
ment and the constitution of psychological agencies (Laplanche 1997).

By emphasizing the element of the irreducible otherness in the very heart of mental life,
Laplanche’s theory seems to correspond to the phenomenology of psychotic experience
with its distinctive features of the feeling of strangeness and the intrusion of the persecut-
ing other, which Freud had already signalled when he claimed that, in psychosis, “what
was abolished internally returns from without” (Freud 1911, 71). Therefore, the general
theory of seduction provides a conceptual scheme that makes it possible to describe
the psychosis-specific process of the constitution of subjectivity in relation to the enig-
matic foreign body implemented in a child’s psyche. Moreover, applying Laplanche’s
theory to the problem of psychosis seems to allow the rejection of Freud’s therapeutic
pessimism regarding the psychoanalytic treatment of psychosis.

This paper aims to present the conception of the structure, aetiology and therapy of
psychosis from the perspective of the general theory of seduction. Although Laplanche
did not present a comprehensive theory of psychosis in any of his texts, we assume
that it is possible to reconstruct it on the basis of a number of his minor articles
devoted to this subject, numerous remarks appearing on the margins of other texts,
remarks of his followers, and deduction based on fundamental assumptions of the
general theory of seduction.

Laplanche’s early views on psychosis

The issue of psychosis appeared in Laplanche’s first publications. His doctoral dissertation,
Hölderlin et la question du père, published in 1961, was an attempt to analyse Hördelin’s
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biography and poetry in the context of his mental illness. Laplanche, being heavily
influenced by the Lacanian theory of psychosis, interpreted the poetic creations of Hörde-
lin as structured by the mechanism of the foreclosure of the Name of the Father – a key
element that organizes the symbolic coordinates of each individual (Laplanche 2015
[1961]). An article published in the same year was devoted to the concept of reality as
it is used in psychoanalysis in relation to neurosis and psychosis (Laplanche 1961).
These threads returned in an article published in 1972, “Le traitement psychanalytique
des états psychotiques” (Laplanche 2008[1972]), long before the development of the
general theory of seduction in its mature form in New Foundations for Psychoanalysis
(Laplanche 1989[1987]). The theoretical position that Laplanche presented in this early
article on psychoanalytic theory and the treatment of psychosis can be considered emble-
matic for his future approach to the issue.

For Laplanche, the following question must be considered by psychoanalysts who try to
treat psychosis: does some feature of psychosis distinguish it qualitatively from neuroses,
or should we speak of a single mental health continuum in which the neurosis precedes
the psychosis? In other words, is psychosis a homogeneous or a heterogeneous phenom-
enon in relation to neurosis? (Laplanche 2008[1972]). Laplanche argues that the answer to
this question settles the dispute between supporters of its modification and practitioners
who use the classical psychoanalytic technique in work with psychotic patients. In his
opinion, Kleinian psychoanalysts claim homogeneity of both clinical categories and
even move towards a certain reversal in which psychotic states underlie the psychological
suffering of both psychotic and neurotic patients. Consequently, Kleinian psychoanalysts
are, according to Laplanche (2008[1972]), advocates of the application of the classical psy-
choanalytic technique for psychotic disorders because, in their opinion, it has always been
focused on the psychotic parts of our psyche.

In contrast, Laplanche seems to claim that if the psychotic structure is different from the
neurotic structure, long-term use of classical psychoanalytic techniques in the case of the
former is unjustified and so cannot be effective. What comes to the fore is the inability of
psychotic individuals to subjectivize, process or symbolize analytic interpretations. When
considering the problem of psychosis, one should take into account the conditions that
must be met for the integration or symbolization process to take place, and the possible
consequences of not meeting such conditions in the case of psychosis (Laplanche 2008
[1972]). Although Laplanche had abandoned Lacan’s main ideas, his approach to psycho-
sis was still greatly influenced by his former teacher. According to Laplanche, one should
think about psychosis as a structure of the psychic apparatus or personality with a specific
defence mechanism different from neurotic repression, rather than a mental disorder seen
as a cluster of symptoms in a classificatory and diagnostic sense. However, this does not
mean that diagnosis is not important for Laplanche; on the contrary, it is crucial for a psy-
choanalyst to recognize a patient’s structure because the treatment method depends on
this. In other words, the concept of psychic structure is fundamental to the diagnosis: it
allows the diagnosis to be performed and thus defines the strategy for working with
the patient.

A significant number of authors consider there to be a fundamental difference between
psychosis and neurosis in the formation and coherence of the ego, which is understood
economically as a libido-cathexed psychic agency based on identification with a body
image that binds and inhibits pathological primary processes (Laplanche and Pontalis
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1973[1967]). The lack of ego formation or simply its weakness would explain the difficulty
of psychotic patients to assimilate and integrate analytic interpretations because ego in
the psychotic psychic apparatus does not function as a kind of inhibitory and synthesizing
structure. A phenomenon of spontaneous recovery from a psychotic state could be con-
sidered a piece of presumptive evidence for the occurrence of such ego disturbance in
psychosis. In that case, this spontaneous recovery would be a result of a sudden, holistic,
libidinal reorganization (Laplanche 2008[1972]).

Other authors have attempted to differentiate between neurosis and psychosis on the
basis of the absence of a key element of the symbolic field in the latter. Laplanche notes
that these concepts can be derived from Freud’s attempts to define a psychosis-specific
defence mechanism: the disavowal of reality. According to Laplanche, Freud was not con-
cerned about reality in the usual sense of the word, but about the “reality” of the symbolic
element of the organization of the psyche, which for Freud was castration. This thread was
then taken up by Lacan (2005[1966]) in his concept of the psychotic foreclosure of the
symbolic function of the Name of the Father and by the authors dealing with the
problem of triangulation (Abelin 1971).

Taking into account these two psychosis-related gaps – denial of reality understood as a
gap in the symbolic order and a gap in the formation of the ego – Laplanche considers the
possibility of their mutual conditioning, but he does not provide clear answers to this
question. However, the key to understanding the interrelations between the formation
of psychic agencies and symbolization processes will be provided, with the concept of
translation as the cornerstone of the general theory of seduction.

Sexual reality and its translation in the general theory of seduction

According to Laplanche (1998a), the concept of reality in psychoanalytic theory requires
precise definition, especially in relation to the mechanisms of its disavowal or the lack
of symbolization occurring in psychosis. Freud himself (1911) perceived a certain
paradox related to this issue, noting that even in the most severe forms of delusional
states there is still a perception of stimuli coming from reality; therefore, he claims that
the cause of psychosis should be associated with a fundamental disorder in the libidinal
economy of an individual instead of a mere loss of a contact with reality. Following this
lead, Laplanche emphasizes that a careful reading of Schreber’s case reveals that the
destruction and reconstruction of the world that he is experiencing in his delusion does
not concern the world in general but rather the human and interpersonal world, and
the sexual world in particular. Therefore, a distinction should be made between pure
and simple reality and sexual reality, where the latter becomes the subject of specific
mental elaboration by an individual.

The general theory of seduction provides a conceptual framework for consideration of
such interpersonal sexual reality. Laplanche postulates the extension of the meaning of
early Freud’s seduction theory in the field of the aetiology of neuroses, grounding it not
on the experience of sexual abuse of a child by a perverse adult, but on a universal asym-
metrical relationship with the primary caregiver (Fletcher 2007). Following Freud,
Laplanche (1989[1987]) emphasizes the state of helplessness of a newborn child that
makes it fully dependent on the help of an adult. While looking after the child, the
adult involuntarily transmits various types of verbal and non-verbal messages that the
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child tries to decipher and understand. However, not everything that the parent (or
another adult) communicates through their messages can be assimilated by the child.
Messages from the adult are compromised by their repressed unconscious sexuality. An
example of such sexual elements present in an adult–child relationship may be the
sexual pleasure that a mother derives from breastfeeding (Scarfone 2013).

As the child does not have any given mental capacities or instinctual schemes that
would allow them to assimilate the sexual content of the adult’s messages, it appears
to the child as an enigma that needs some kind of symbolization (or “translation” as
Laplanche puts it). This scheme is the core of the general theory of seduction as it provides
a departure point for reinterpreting fundamental concepts of Freudian psychoanalysis
such as the unconscious, repression or drive (Laplanche 1989[1987]).

The process of translation takes place in two moments. In the first moment, the sexual
messages of an adult are, as Laplanche puts it, implanted “in the psychophysiological ‘skin’
of a subject” through erogenous zones that are a sphere of specific “communication” with
an adult (Laplanche 1989[1987], 139). Sexual messages at this moment cannot be immedi-
ately acquired by the individual because they do not yet have the ability to understand
them; in other words, a child does not have the proper code to decipher them (Laplanche
2011a). However, in the second moment of the translation, the individual usually attempts
to process and interpret enigmatic messages through the use of codes that are imported
from the environment or personally improvised. Still, the translation of an enigmatic
message always remains imperfect. There are always untranslated residues of the trans-
lation process that function as a foreign body in the child’s psyche. These residues of
the enigmatic message can be identified with the repressed material constituting the
unconscious of an individual and sources of their drives that are not of instinctual and bio-
logical origin but are the result of a partial failure of the translation of the enigmatic mess-
ages implanted in a child (Scarfone 2013). Laplanche describes these repressed elements,
which are signifiers of the message as “thing-like presentations”, which means loss of their
referentiality, transformation in “a thing which no longer presents (signifies) anything
other than itself” (Laplanche 1998b, 92).

To illustrate the dynamics of the translation process, Laplanche refers to analyses of the
origin of the perverse fantasies in Freud’s “A child is being beaten” (Freud 1919). Freud
attempts to provide a theoretical model for the genesis of the erotic fantasies of observing
a child being beaten that occurred in several of his patients’ cases. The script of such fan-
tasies can be contained in the sentence “The child is being beaten.” The genesis of this
fantasy should be sought in childhood memories of observing the punishment imposed
by a father on a hated brother or sister: “My father is beating the child which I hate”
(Freud 1919, 185). According to Freud, the child’s originally emerging fantasy in response
to this experience is “My father does not love this other child, he loves only me” (1919,
187), but as a result of repression it is changed into a masochistic “I am being beaten
by my father” (Freud 1919, 185) – a fantasy that remains in the unconscious of an
individual.

From the perspective of the general theory of seduction, a child’s observation of the
punishment imposed by the father on siblings can be understood as the moment when
the parent seduces the child and thus passes on to him a whole series of messages
(e.g. naughty children will be punished), which is then translated in the form of the
child’s explanation (a fantasy about the situation) “My father does not love this other
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child, he only loves me.” However, the message transmitted by the parent also includes
components of the parent’s sexuality that cannot be translated. Laplanche (1998c)
suggests that in this case it could be a perverse scenario in which love is mixed with vio-
lence, as in the proverb “spare the rod and spoil the child”. These untranslated elements
will create an unconscious core composed of perverse, repressed fantasies that in this case
can be identified with the repressed phrase “I am being beaten by my father.”

However, the translation of the enigmatic message of the adult – the symbolization of
sexual, interpersonal reality – should be understood as a mechanism responsible not only
for the repression and emergence of the unconscious, but also for the emergence of the
ego as a separate agency in the psychic apparatus.

For Laplanche (1976[1970]), an explanation of the origin of the ego as an agency that
acts in accordance with the reality principle without referring to the displacements in the
sphere of libido falls into contradictions. The main obstacle in the development of the ego
is not an issue of access to reality because this seems to be guaranteed simply by the per-
ception of external stimuli; in fact, the issue of distinguishing these stimuli from internal
impulses is the obstacle.

Freud’s thesis, which is primarily based on analysis of dream formation, is that unrest-
rained internal impulses are hallucinated in the form of real perceptions of satisfaction fol-
lowing the logic of the primary processes. The psychic apparatus in its original form does
not have the ability to distinguish between external and internal perceptions, and thus
cannot function in accordance with the reality principle. For this to be possible, the hallu-
cination must be inhibited by the ego understood in terms of countercathexis, which
blocks the unrestricted discharge of internal impulses. Only the blocking of the internal
impulses created by the narcissistic counter-cathexis allows the ego to function as a
specific agency that is able to delineate the boundaries between the inside and the
outside, and thus act in accordance with the reality principle. Therefore, the primary
problem for a child is not opening up to reality, but rather a certain closure. By parodying
and reversing the meaning of Winnicott’s well-known statement, Laplanche states that the
purpose of such closure would not be to achieve “first not-me possession”, but rather “first
me possession”, thus acquiring a sense of self (Laplanche 1989[1987], 93–94).

It is worth noting here that within the framework of the general theory of seduction, the
instincts, or rather drives, that are meant to be inhibited by the ego are not derived from
the biological disposition of the individual but are traces of the message implanted by the
primary caregiver. According to Laplanche (1989[1987]), the ego arises as a result of inhi-
bition or suppression of the enigmatic signifiers as a consequence of their translation. The
process of translation separates the domain of the untranslated remainder in the form of
the repressed unconscious from the domain where the translation has succeeded. The
latter is identical to the ego-agency of Freud’s second topography.

However, according to Laplanche, the ego does not initially appear in a child as a
specific agency but rather as a body-ego – the biological whole of the individual whose
surface is exposed to receiving the enigmatic messages of adults. As a result of the trans-
lation, the body-ego is divided into conscious/preconscious ego-agency and the repressed
unconscious. The ego-agency becomes part of the psychic apparatus, which thanks to the
partial success of a child’s attempt at translation, makes it possible to tame the enigmatic
and intrusive parts of the message and transform it into something understandable for
them (Laplanche 1989[1987]).
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Laplanche (1998b) emphasizes that psychoanalysis deals especially with narrative time,
namely the time of the story told by the subject and the temporalization of its existence
based on self-theorization. This narrative dimension of human existence can be associated
with the very process of translation, in which the ego-agency arises as a narrative-funded
identity with its own history, future goals and aspirations.

The translated elements of the enigmatic message organize themselves into a consist-
ent whole with a relatively coherent structure (Laplanche 1998b) with which the synthe-
sizing functions of the ego-agency already described by Freud should be associated (Freud
1926). However, the untranslated part of the psychic apparatus is not organized into any
coherent whole, chain or structure. Enigmatic signifiers function in it “side by side without
influencing or contradicting each other” (Laplanche 1998b, 107).

The aetiology of psychosis: Intromission and implantation

In psychoanalytic theories, spectacular symptoms of psychosis are usually explained on
the basis of the mechanism of projection, in which hallucinations or all sorts of perceptions
of persecution are interpreted as fantasies occurring solely within the mind of the psycho-
tic individual. However, according to Laplanche (1998a), the psychotic patient can be right
in some way despite a certain dose of illusion concerning their state. For Laplanche, psy-
chotic states can be seen as evidence of the priority of the other in human experience – a
priority that was discovered by the practice of psychoanalysis.

From the point of view of the general theory of seduction, in the previously described
sense the experience of the child being seduced by an adult is the universal, fundamental
anthropological situation (Laplanche 2011b). Although the primary enigma can never be
fully deciphered, the very attempts of the subject to metabolize it allow the formation of a
consistent ego in the psyche of the individual. This course of events can be understood as
the norm that is observed in the vast majority of people, who can therefore be called
neurotic.

What differentiates the case of psychosis? According to Laplanche (1998a), psychosis
must be related to the failure of translation of the primary message of the seductive
other. However, instead of referring to the act of translation initiated (or not) by the
subject, Laplanche emphasizes the role of the relationshipwith the other. The causes of psy-
chosis, just as in the case of neurosis, should be sought in the specificity of the enigmatic
messages sent by the other and their impact on the seduced subject (Laplanche 1992).

Laplanche distinguishes two variants of the process of transmission of the enigmatic
messages from the other: implantation that results in neurosis, and intromission that
becomes the source of psychosis:

Implantation is a process which is common, everyday, normal or neurotic. Beside it, as its
violent variant, a place must be given to intromission. While implantation allows the individual
to take things up actively, at once translating and repressing, one must try to conceive of a
process which blocks this and short-circuits the differentiation of the agencies in the
process of their formation, and puts into the interior an element resistant to all metabolization.
(Laplanche 1998d, 139)

In contrast to the standard neurotic implantation, which allows the process of translation,
at the root of psychosis lies a message, the nature of which prevents the process of its

INT J PSYCHOANAL 655



metabolization and, consequently, the differentiation of psychic agencies. The message
transmitted in the process of intromission – unmediated by any activities undertaken
by the subject to understand – becomes directly inscribed in the body-ego in a raw
state that is devoid of meaningful references.

A seductive message of the other is mostly the product of a compromise, similar to a
parapraxis or a symptom. It means that its perverse, sexual content is inhibited, not
fully articulated, and hidden behind its manifest content (Laplanche 1998c). According
to Dominique Scarfone (1994), the sexual content of the message that is responsible for
incomprehensible excitement should already be inhibited at the output so that the
space for translation is opened for an individual. In other words, the messages transmitted
by the adult must allow a certain freedom in their interpretation, or at least permit the
child to think about and fantasize about them in their own way. Only under this condition
does the possibility of translation remain open for the receiving subject.

On the other hand, intromission is characterized by the unimpeded transmission of a
sexual message from the adult that is absolutely inhabited by the adult’s unconscious,
therefore threatening that the child will not be able to translate it and adopt some strategy
of their own understanding of it (Laplanche 2011c). As a consequence, the enigma remains
untranslated and unbearably alien: the internal other comes to be a pure and terrifying
strangeness that is unmediated by a child’s own subjective vision. A psychotic person
feels uncomfortable with the other present in themself because this other remains com-
pletely untamed, so to speak – entirely other.

Luiz Carlos Tarelho (2004) develops the idea of the paradoxical nature of the intro-
mitted message in the theory of general seduction based on Bateson’s famous double-
bind theory and its adaptation to psychoanalysis by Rosolato and other analysts. The
double bind appears in the dimension of unconscious sexual messages coming from
the adult (2004). Tarelho describes a message that is sexualizing and desexualizing at
the same time. It may take the form of a radical and obsessive fight against any expression
of the child’s sexuality. These practices differ from the “standard” disapprobation and
shaming that is typical of the development of a neurotic, ambivalent mind by being
violent and uncompromising and, most importantly, by being a source of sexual excite-
ment themselves. Sexualization then takes place in the name of “desexualization”, and
parents create a paradoxical situation for the child from which it cannot escape. They
cause a double-bind situation where sexuality is impossible not only to think about, but
also to repress.

It would be a mistake to treat intromission as the effect of deliberate actions of adults.
The messages the parents received from their own caregivers as children were also of an
uncompromised and untranslated character, thus affecting their mental life in a specific
way that Laplanche (2011c) believes may be a fruitful field for research on intergenera-
tional transmission of the enigmatic messages without metabolization.

In the context of the nature of the message received in psychosis, Laplanche (1998a)
returns again to his analysis of the origins of fantasy from “A child is being beaten.” For
Laplanche, the perverse “I am being beaten by my father” fantasy, which in the neurotic
process of translation is an untranslated residue of the originary compromised message
from the seductive father, could in the case of psychosis constitute the very uninhibited,
uncompromised quasi-message of the primal other that the subject receives in its unme-
diated and untranslated form.
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This theme is related to the masochistic dimension of the symptoms of psychosis
(Laplanche 1998a). According to the general theory of seduction, masochism holds an ori-
ginary position in the sexual drive of every individual because it reflects the primary asym-
metry of a child’s relationship with adults. A child is necessarily placed in a passive role
with a message-transmitting adult. The message itself in its excessive sexuality has the
nature of a traumatic intervention that – just like pain from an injury – begins to function
as an internalized stimulus originating from the outside. As Laplanche puts it, “the ‘drive’ is
to the ego what pain is to the body; the source-object of the drive is ‘stuck’ in the envelope
of the ego like a splinter in the skin” (1998e, 213). However, as he claims, “confronting the
essential passivity of the infantile situation is the major task of symbolization” (1998e, 216).
The process of translation allows us to reformulate the passive reception of the enigmatic
message and at least partially make it our own. In the case of psychosis, blockage of the
translation process makes the original, masochistic position of the subject, which is charac-
terized by passivity in relation to the other, vivid in its aberrant forms. (Laplanche 1998a). In
a sense, the psychotic subject is possessed by the message of the primal other (Laplanche
2011c).

The case of Schreber that was described by Freud may serve as a paradigmatic
example of violent intromission experienced in childhood and its abrupt consequences
for the subject, especially in the light of the knowledge we have of Schreber’s relation-
ship with his father (Laplanche 1998a). Moritz Schreber, the father of Daniel Paul Schre-
ber, was a physician who was famous for his work in the field of pedagogy and the
physical health of children. He was an adherent of strict discipline and rigor in edu-
cation, the purpose of which was to obtain unconditional obedience and complete
control over the passions. To this end, he claimed, in some cases it was necessary to
resort to corporal punishment and hardening and correcting the body with the help
of mechanical devices constructed specifically for these needs. He applied his ideas
with great dedication to the education of his own children. Some researchers have
remarked on the far-reaching similarities between the educational methods Moritz
Schreber used and descriptions of his son’s psychotic experience of persecution (Nieder-
land 1974). Laplanche emphasizes that the central figure of Schreber’s delusional
system, which can be identified with the figure of the father, “understands nothing of
men and, we could without doubt add, understands nothing of Himself either”
(Laplanche 1998a, 178).

The extreme strictness of Moritz Schreber’s approach to his children seemed to reveal
some untranslated enigmatic message on his side, which, in an unmediated, unimpeded
and one may say uncompromised way invaded his son’s psyche. The violence in the
father’s message and its uncontestable character put Daniel Paul Schreber in a passive
masochistic position. The bodily experiences hallucinated in his psychotic states seem
to correspond to the bodily experiences caused by the disciplinary and corrective
actions of the father with the use of the machines he developed. In addition, the haunting
voices and figures of the persecutory system of the son remind one of the rigor and aus-
terity of Moritz Schreber’s personality (Niederland 1974). This is a kind of testimony to the
consequences of the violent intromission of the message for the subsequent experience of
the psychosis.
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The radical failure of translation and its consequences in psychosis

As previously shown, in the case of neurotic individuals, implantation and the translation
process lead to the formation of an ego-agency and the extraction of the sphere of the
repressed unconscious. In case of intromission, which results in a radical failure of trans-
lation, the process of formation of psychic agencies is exposed to a serious disturbance
that carries a number of consequences for the mental and social functioning of the psy-
chotic subject. The violently intromitted message of the primal other remains in an
untranslated, alien form on the periphery of the body-ego of the subject. It is not repressed
and is therefore radically separated from the ego, which is not constituted in the form of a
separate agency as acquired through the translation of the enigmatic message (Scarfone
1994).

The lack of formation of a proper ego-agency in the case of psychosis and the inability
of the psychotic subject to repress the untranslated, unbound message of the other
suggests that it will operate uninhibited in accordance with the logic of the primary
process. As a consequence, the uninhibited message is reproduced in the form of halluci-
nations. The absence of a clearly separated ego in the case of psychosis makes it imposs-
ible to distinguish between external stimuli from outside the organism and impulses from
the body-ego, mostly of the drives constituted by intromitted enigmatic signifiers. Thus, in
psychosis the relation to reality is disturbed. One example of this kind of phenomenon in
psychosis may be acoustic hallucinations in the form of voices, whose source the psychotic
subject perceives as being outside their mind, which in some sense is true because, follow-
ing Laplanche, their origin should be sought in the voice of the primal other.

Thus, the absence of ego-agency in psychosis also implies a disorder in the separation
of the inner part of the psychic apparatus from the outside world, especially in the context
of intersubjective relationships. As Scarfone puts it:

the feeling of transparency in relation to others, the delusion of observation in so many (if not
all) psychotics, would be some of the corollaries of this, maybe as a direct expression of the
non-differentiation of the psychical agencies (the subject lacks any recesses in which to
think secretly). (Scarfone 1994, 75)

The psychotic subject lacks, so to speak, a private psychic life because they have not been
able to translate the intromitted message of the primal other and therefore make it their
own. There is no closure of the self and separation from the other and their enigma. The
psychotic is wide open to the other’s message or, as was said earlier, is possessed by it
(Laplanche 2011c).

As a consequence, acquiring their own sense of self becomes problematic for the psy-
chotic subject. This can manifest as a feeling of losing one’s identity, having it taken over
by someone else, a serious impairment in experiencing one’s own body or even a belief in
one’s own death. Schreber’s case is here again a paradigmatic example: the record of his
psychosis experience contains descriptions of the feeling of his “soul” being conquered by
his pursuers, defined as the “murder of the soul”, the experience of losing internal organs
and, eventually, his death (Schreber 2000[1903]).

It is clear that such a far-reaching disorder of one’s own sense of self entails difficulties
in the subject’s own narrative about himself, which is a derivative of the process of trans-
lation (Laplanche 2011a). As a result, as noted by Laplanche, “with the psychotic there is
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little or no historicization” (2011a, 210). The message intromitted by the primal other in the
experience of the psychotic subject is rather an incoherent collection of quasi-signifiers
that are devoid of history and meaning – “thing-like presentations” that seem to constitute
a so-called psychotic word salad. This indicates a problematic attitude to language in psy-
chosis, as has already been mentioned by Freud. When referring to Bleuler’s work, Freud
noticed that, in schizophrenia, words are treated like things because they undergo a
primary psychic process, just as in the case of dreams (Freud 1915).

As Scarfone (1994) suggests, against such an inconsistent, unmediated message of the
other, the psychotic individual develops their delusions as a form of defence through
which they try to abstract from the violently intromitted signifiers. This can be considered
to be some kind of secondary attempt to make sense of or translate the message of the
other in a delusional way. However, according to Laplanche (2011a), the main defence
mechanism in the case of the psychotic absence of the repression-translation process is
the mechanism of disavowal, which by the negation of the intromitted message makes
it possible to some extent to separate it and maintain relative stability within the
psychic apparatus in the case of untriggered psychosis.

However, for Laplanche the intromission is not only responsible for the disturbance of
the constitution and the division between the ego and the unconscious. As he claims, “I
have no doubt that a process related to intromission also has its role in the formation
of the superego, a foreign body that cannot be metabolized” (Laplanche 1989[1987],
139). The Kantian categorical imperative does not require any justification and so, accord-
ing to Laplanche, the regulations and prohibitions contained in the superego do not
require them either. There is no way to explain such superegoic regulations or subjectify
them to reasonable criticism or judgement (they cannot be justified); they are registered in
their raw, not metabolized, form, so Laplanche calls them (and the superego along with
them) “psychotic enclaves within human personality as such” (Laplanche 1989[1987], 139).

The presence of this kind of psychotic part within the so-called normal structure of neu-
rotic personality problematizes the relationship between neurosis and psychosis in
Laplanche’s theory and encourages consideration within the framework of the unitary
model of the psychic apparatus constructed on the basis of the general theory of seduc-
tion (Laplanche 2011a).

The unified theory of the apparatus of the soul

As has already been presented, the aetiology of psychosis is based on the complete failure
of translation when a serious problem arises with the historization and formation of a
coherent ego in contrast to the partial failure of translation in the case of neurosis.
Laplanche (2011a) reformulates the classic Freudian topography of the mind, proposing
an additional structure within the psyche that can be associated with a radical failure of
translation occurring in psychosis. This is the theoretical proposition, which according to
Laplanche allows unification of the Freudian model of the psychic apparatus based on
the study of neurosis with observations provided by the clinic of psychosis and its
phenomenology:

The partial failure of translation gives an account of the “classical” normal-neurotic uncon-
scious. Alongside this, it is appropriate to make room for the possibility of a radical failure
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of translation. Nothing is translated, the original message remains as such in the psychic
apparatus, whether implanted or intromitted. This constitutes, then, what one might call an
“inserted” or “enclosed” unconscious [l’inconscient enclave], a “sub-conscious” enclave.
(Laplanche 2011a, 209–210)

Laplanche presents the unified topography of the psyche based on a division into a pre-
conscious, repressed unconscious and a subconscious enclave. Unlike the unconscious,
the domain of the subconscious is not established by repression and therefore it is not
established as a result of a partial failure of translation. It is rather a kind of residual of
untranslated messages in their raw state in which they are sent by the other. It is also
where Laplanche locates the superego and its imperatives (Laplanche 2011a).

Some of the messages can never be translated; for others, the subconscious functions
as a waiting room or “purgatory” (Laplanche 2011a). Messages introduced to it in the first
moment wait for reactivation or reactualization, and as a result the second moment may
occur – the proper moment of translation – after which the translated parts become the
preconscious system, while the remainders of the translations will be deposited in the
unconscious. The subconscious enclave is separated from the preconscious only by a
thin defensive layer established by disavowal (the Freudian Verleugnung). It “remains so
to speak, just below consciousness” (Laplanche 2011a, 210).

By referring to the general theory of seduction, Laplanche’s model of the psychic appar-
atus is intended to be a universal model for both neurosis and psychosis. According to
Laplanche (2011a), the neurotic psychic apparatus also has the subconscious beyond
the repressed unconscious. The subconscious is an enclave of completely raw messages
that are devoid of any elaboration. We can say that the subconscious enclave is, in this
case, the vestibule of the psyche, which then, as a result of translation, is partly assimilated
into the preconscious in the form of translated messages, and partly assimilated into the
repressed unconscious as residues of a partial failure of the translation. In psychosis,
however, there is the radical failure of translation, so the subconscious part (part B in
Figure 1) constantly prevails over the normally much larger part of the preconscious
(part A in the figure), which results in the specific psychotic states described previously
in this article.

According to Laplanche (2011a), each person uses two mechanisms of defence in par-
allel: repression (Verdrangung) and disavowal (Verleugnung). Each of these mechanisms
establishes demarcation lines between particular systems of the psychic apparatus: hori-
zontal for the repression, and vertical for the disavowal (Figure 1). The border symbolized
by the vertical line is much thinner, or in other words “fluid”, so that the content that first
accumulates in the subconscious can, due to translation, reach the preconscious part,
which in turn is separated from the unconscious by repression. Laplanche, however,
does not discount the opposite situation, when even in the case of neurosis there can
be some psychotic intrusions from the partially preserved subconscious. On the other
hand, the fact that the boundaries between systems can fluctuate makes it possible to
offer psychotherapeutic treatment to both psychotic and neurotic patients. The former
would rely on enabling translation that never occurred before. For the latter, psychoana-
lysis would consist of detranslation followed by retranslation of the message in an
enriched form.
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Possibility of treatment

Translation of an enigmatic message is not a one-time process and can be repeated over
the course of life. This provides an opportunity to practise psychoanalysis or psychother-
apy as methods that help in performing new translations that cause less suffering.
However, according to Laplanche, psychoanalysis differs from psychotherapy because
of the way in which it leads to retranslation (Laplanche 2011d).

Psychotherapy is a process in which new translations of the enigma are delivered by
synthesizing the interpretations of the psychotherapist. The psychoanalytic method, on
the other hand, consists of analysing and breaking down into prime factors without
synthesizing and deconstructing what is bound and what is already translated in the
psychic apparatus of the analysand (Laplanche 2011e). This is done by using the
method of free association in the analytic setting, which according to Laplanche repro-
duces the fundamental anthropological situation. A psychoanalyst and an analysand
reproduce the situation of seduction in an asymmetrical relationship where the enigmatic
psychoanalyst tries to bring the analysand closer to the enigmatic messages, thus allowing
their retranslation. The psychoanalyst emphasizes the effects of the unconscious on the
analysand’s discourse and sets what is found in motion, thus dismantling the patient’s
current narratives. On the other hand, in the psychoanalytic setting the synthetic work
of retranslation, elaboration of the enigma, and putting the detranslated parts into the nar-
rative of the preconscious ego should be on the side of the analysand. Interference on the

Figure 1. Topographical model by Laplanche (2011a, 214–215).
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part of an analyst in translations in the case of neurotic patients is not needed because the
patient will always do it spontaneously when confronted with the enigma. The work of
analysis allows the analysand to retranslate it in their own less distressing way. In this
sense, by binding what is unbound in the course of analysis, the analysand becomes
their own psychotherapist (Laplanche 2011e).

This is a model of psychoanalytic practice that is appropriate for neurosis, i.e. mental
organization in which translation and, as a consequence, repression occurs. However,
this model does not seem to be properly applicable to psychosis. In Freud’s writings,
one can find a rather sceptical attitude towards his own and other contemporary achieve-
ments in the field of the psychoanalytic treatment of psychoses. Freud (1916–1917)
claimed that, due to the narcissistic abandonment of object-cathexes, positive transfer-
ence in psychosis does not occur; therefore the patient is not intellectually accessible
for psychoanalytic interventions. According to Laplanche, the difficulty in the psychoana-
lytic treatment of psychoses does not lie in the narcissistic withdrawal of object-cathexes
but in the fundamental failure of translation. Because of the radical failure of translation of
the originary messages of the other, there is no repression of untranslated remainders. The
ego is not formed, so there is no material on which psychoanalytic detranslation can be
performed. Instead, the dominant part of the psychotic psychic apparatus is a subcon-
scious enclave, and as a consequence the primary defence mechanism becomes dis-
avowal instead of repression (Laplanche 2011a). The psychotic individual with an
undeveloped ego-agency is barely able to handle a narrative about themself and tell
their story, so there is not much to deconstruct. They are also to a large extent incapable
of symbolization and synthetic work as a consequence of the intromission of the originary
message, which blocks the translation process. According to Laplanche, this is a reason
why psychoanalysis, as he understands it, is mostly an inadequate method for the treat-
ment of psychosis. However, this does not mean that the metapsychological theory devel-
oped as part of psychoanalysis cannot be a valuable source of knowledge concerning
therapeutic methods aimed at treating psychoses.

According to Laplanche, within the psychic apparatus, the preconscious, along with
what is repressed from it, coexists with the subconscious enclave. Despite mutual isolation,
they can affect each other (Laplanche 2011a). In the case of the classical psychoanalytic
method, the subconscious part is a reservoir of untranslated messages that temporarily
expands with progressive detranslation. Accordingly, by working with the untranslated,
it becomes possible to proportionally strengthen the ego-related preconscious part as
an effect of retranslation of the enigma.

Both parts of the psyche exist in every individual, so neurosis, psychosis and so-called
borderline states can be positioned on the continuum of psychopathology. Even in indi-
viduals whose subconscious enclave dominates, there can be found repressed parts
with which the very careful work of detranslation can have a positive effect by causing
movement on the side of the subconscious (Laplanche 2011f). Retranslations of enigmatic
messages open new possibilities for partial assimilation of the subconscious with the
unconscious and preconscious, thus taming the destructive effects of violent, intromitted
messages on the psychotic psyche. However, one must be careful here because, in the
case of psychosis, the preconscious part is weak, and as a consequence the detranslation
process can trigger a psychotic breakdown as the ability to synthesize and provide new

662 A. GRZYBOWSKI ET AL.



translations is limited. To a large extent, the treatment of psychosis requires a different
therapeutic strategy that can deal with these violent intromitted messages.

Laplanche believes that there are no messages that are completely impossible to elab-
orate to some extent, and even in the most perverse and uncompromising ones there can
be found some parts that are suitable for translation and assimilation. This is an opportu-
nity for the psychotherapist to situate himself in the role of the one who will help the
patient to perform the fundamental work that could not be done in childhood, and there-
fore as a translator of the foreign, violent, enigmatic messages that haunt the psychotic
subject (Laplanche 2011d).

However, Scarfone (1994) points out potential dangers arising from the adoption of the
role of a personal translator. The most likely danger is that the translations proposed by the
psychotherapist will become persecutive for a patient as they are analogous to the intro-
mitted messages from the primal other. To avoid this, the therapist may need to distance
themself from any kind of interpretations that aim to reveal the indisputable “absolute
truth”. Here, the deconstructivist attitude of the analyst that was described by Laplanche
can be helpful in maintaining scepticism in relation to translations proposed during treat-
ment by the therapist. Such translations should instead be treated as working hypotheses
that are constructed in dialogue with a patient and are open for further elaboration and
modification. In such circumstances, a psychotherapeutic meeting with a psychotic
patient has some chance of being useful for them, or it will at least be different from a
violent encounter with the uncompromising message of their primal other, thus
opening space for autonomous thinking on their part.

Therapeutic work with a psychotic subject can be focused on the most problematic
aspects of their life, such as (in accordance with Laplanchian metapsychology) the weak
functioning of the ego-agency, body image, social relations and narrative identity. Step
by step, each of these areas can be covered in the therapeutic dialogue, which can be
understood as a process of constructing a less persecutive relation with the outside
world and inner otherness of the primal message. The psychotherapist should get
involved in this process and use their unconscious to work with and support the
patient in their attempts at translation. Retaining the significance of the other in themself
and without aspiration to interpret the truth about the patient, the therapist narrates along
with the patient, hoping that this will at least partially allow the unbearable foreign mess-
ages in the psychotic psyche to be tamed (Laplanche 2011d). This highly individualized
work requires personal dedication, and hence, as Laplanche suggests, one can find a
great variety of methods described in the psychoanalytic literature on work with psychotic
patients. The Laplanchian conception of the psychoanalytically oriented treatment of psy-
chosis may seem useful when applied in clinical practice, but it still demands further devel-
opment as it is only barely described in the whole corpus of Laplanche’s works.

Conclusions

Laplanche’s theoretical proposals concerning psychosis can be considered an attempt to
reconcile the classical Freudian theory of the unconscious with the assumptions of the
general theory of seduction and the phenomenology of psychosis, which makes them
attractive from both a theoretical and a practical perspective. Although Laplanche’s
thought retains originality and independence against the background of post-Freudian
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theories of psychosis, its clarity and coherence allows potentially fruitful dialogue with
other approaches. By remaining faithful to his most important theses about the significant
role of the other in the mental life of an individual, Laplanche emphasizes the fundamental
impact of the enigmatic messages of the other on the development of the neurotic or psy-
chotic structure of psychic apparatus. Therefore, although according to the general theory
of seduction every person is a carrier of the inner otherness induced by the original care-
giver, in the case of psychosis this inner otherness acquires an extremely alien and persec-
utory character that is caused by the impossibility of the translation.

Translations of summary

L’intérêt de Jean Laplanche pour la psychose remonte au moins au début des années 1960, c’est-à-
dire à la période de sa coopération avec Lacan. À mesure que la pensée de Laplanche évoluait vers la
théorie de la séduction généralisée, qui a été sa réalisation théorique la plus significative, la concep-
tualisation de l’étiologie et de la symptomatologie de la psychose devenait de plus en plus com-
plexe. L’article vise à présenter des éléments clés de la théorie laplanchienne de la psychose, tels
que le rôle de la réalité sexuelle et du moi-instance, le concept d’intromission et d’implantation,
et enfin le concept de l’échec radical de traduction. La dernière partie de l’article est consacrée à
la possibilité d’un traitement psychanalytique, ou d’ordre psychanalytique, de la psychose. Puis
est présenté un modèle topographique modifié proposé par Laplanche. Sa « théorie unifiée de l’ap-
pareil de l’âme » – suivant ce que Laplanche appelle sa topographie – est une tentative de réconci-
liation de la théorie de la psychose avec le modèle général de l’appareil psychique.

Laplanches Interesse an der Psychose nahm bereits zu Beginn der 1960er Jahre ihren Anfang, also in
der Zeit seiner Zusammenarbeit mit Lacan. Während sich in Laplanches Denken die Allgemeine Ver-
führungstheorie entwickelte, die seine bedeutendste theoretische Errungenschaft war, wurde die
Konzeptualisierung von Ätiologie und Symptomatologie der Psychose zunehmend kompexer. Ziel
dieses Beitrags ist es, die wichtigsten Elemente von Laplanches Psychosentheorie, wie etwa die
Rolle der sexuellen Realität und der Wirksamkeit des Ichs, das Konzept von Intromission und Implan-
tation und schließlich das Konzept des radikalen Scheiterns der Übersetzung zu präsentieren. Der
letzte Teil des Beitrags ist der Möglichkeit einer psychoanalytischen Behandlung oder von der Psy-
choanalyse inspirierten Behandlung von Psychosen gewidmet. Zusätzlich wird ein von Laplanche
vorgestelltes modifiziertes topographisches Modell präsentiert. Eine “Vereinheitlichte Theorie des
Seelenapparats” – wie Laplanche seine Topographie nennt – ist ein Versuch, die Psychosentheorie
mit dem allgemeinen Modell des psychischen Apparats in Einklang zu bringen.

L’interesse di Jean Laplanche per la psicosi risale almeno al principio degli Anni ‘60, ovvero al periodo
della sua collaborazione con Lacan. Man mano che il pensiero di Laplanche si sviluppava in direzione
della teoria generale della seduzione – quello che fu il suo maggior risultato in campo teorico – la sua
concettualizzazione dell’eziologia e della sintomatologia della psicosi si fece sempre più complessa. Il
presente articolo ha per obiettivo di presentare alcuni elementi fondamentali della teoria laplanchi-
ana della psicosi, come ad esempio il ruolo della realtà sessuale e dell’agency dell’Io, i concetti di
intromissione e impianto, e infine il concetto di fallimento radicale della traduzione. La parte
finale dell’articolo è dedicata alle possibilità che la psicoanalisi o altri tipi di terapia ispirati alla psi-
coanalisi hanno di trattare la psicosi. Viene inoltre presentato un modello topografico modificato
proposto da Laplanche. La “Teoria unificata dell’apparato dell’anima” – questo il nome che Laplanche
dà alla sua topografia – rappresenta un tentativo di riconciliare la teoria della psicosi con il modello
generale dell’apparato psichico.

El interés de Jean Laplanche por la psicosis se remonta, por lo menos, a comienzos de la década de
1960, es decir, al periodo de su cooperación con Lacan. A medida de que sus ideas avanzaban hacia
la teoría de la seducción generalizada, su logro teórico más significativo, la conceptualización de la
etiología y la sintomatología de la psicosis se volvió cada vez más compleja. Este artículo busca pre-
sentar los elementos cruciales de la teoría de la psicosis de Laplanche: la función de la realidad sexual
y la agencia del yo, la intromisión y la implantación, y el fracaso radical de la traducción. La última
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parte aborda la posibilidad de tratamiento psicoanalítico, o de inspiración psicoanalítica, de la psico-
sis. Además, presenta un modelo topográfico modificado propuesto por Laplanche. La “teoría unifi-
cada del aparato del alma” – tal como él mismo llamó a su topografía – es un intento de reconciliar la
teoría de la psicosis con el modelo general del aparato psíquico.
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