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What are the origins of consciousness and language? Why are so 
many driven to see them as epiphenomenal to a metaphysically 
more primordial phenomenon when we have good reasons to think 
they are irreducible to such? Drawing on the work of the Slovenian 
psy

nuanced thesis: that at the basis of human subjectivity there is no 
rhyme or reason for its emergence and to protect ourselves from 
this insight we build various fantasy-constructions of its ground as 
defensive mechanisms. 

 
 

Introduction: The Origins of Consciousness and Lan-
guage 

In contemporary philosophy and science, questions concerning the 
status of consciousness abound. Why do we, as biological creatures, 
display such a high degree of self-awareness when others do not? To 
what end, if any, could this serve as an evolutionary adaptation? 
Should we naturalize consciousness, or is it something more than 
mere brain matter? Given that matters of self-awareness are, for us 
linguistic entities, entangled with the words we use and the social 
horizon from which they cannot be isolated, it is even unclear if 

being of language. Is the latter a mere tool we have developed for 
delivering codes, a more sophisticated intersubjective practice of 

establishing traditions, rituals, and ultimately laws point to an order 
that has a life properly of its own? If consciousness is indeed deeply 
imbricated with language qua inseparable from a self-standing 
cultural system, why would we be so continually driven by the 

 other than them-
selves, namely, in nature?  
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It is precisely this constellation of interwoven problematics that 
o-

retical preoccupation and, in particular, allows us to address the 
philosophical relevance of his reading of the German philosopher F. 
W. J. Schelling. 

logy of spheres 
or levels,”1 

Natur-
philosophie to his late Philosophy of Mythology and Revelation, is 

nature as the unconscious poetry of spirit or its place in the theogon-
-disclosure, a “materialist” and 

“theologica
Rather in the period in-between, encapsulated in the stillborn drafts 
of the Weltalter
thought— —renders visible 
something that was invisible and withdrew into invisibility thereaf-
ter.”2  each 
version is unable to articulate the precise manner in which the Past 

i-
cal inability, however, Schelling intimates how the emergence of 
consciousness and language out of nature—or in Lacanian parlance: 
the Symbolic from the Real—
contingent. And more drastically, his own defeat not merely suggests 
the inevitable failure of searching for their ground; it also 
why we need the fantasy of such l-

d-

reat historical nemesis, there is a single point where 
their mutual conceptual terrains overlap such that posing them side 

drawn to but cannot answer such questions at all. 
 

1 Less Than Nothing: Hegel and the Shadow of Dialectical Material-
ism 
as LN. 
2 (New 
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Disrupting the Primacy of Nature: Lacan on Conscious-
ness and Language 

A question poses itself: W
passage from the Past to the Present in the Weltalter drafts, elevating 
its uncertainty to the moment of greatest philosophical relevance for 

the true problematic underlying the search for the origins of con-
sciousness and language? To fully grasp the matter at hand, we must 

zing that the latter is, for 

time, the legacy of German Idealism.”3 Seeing a structural identity 

them to productively inform one another.4 

concerned with the emergence of psychic structure out of the other-

is a primordial prematurity chara
5 More drastically, it 

which we can alleviate bodily tensions, rendering our libidinal econ-
omy open to any object that may satisfy it (drives).6 For Freud, the 

intrapsychic  Lacan, however, 
is critical of the so-called structural model, pointing out how the ego 

primordial Discord betrayed by the signs of malaise and motor 
uncoordination,”7 is lured by images offering it the wholeness it does 
not naturally possess—as, for instance, in the ordered body per-
ceived in the mirror. This has two , but interrelated conse-

3 

 
4 . 
5 Sigmund Freud, , in The Standard Edition of 
the Complete Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud, vol. XX (tr. and ed.) 
J.  
6 Sigmund Freud, “Instincts and Their Vicissitudes,” in The Standard Edition of 
the Complete Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud, vol. XIV (tr. and ed.) 
J.  
7 Jacques Lacan, “Mirror Stage as Formative of the Function of the I as Revealed 

Écrits, (tr.
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that simply provide an  support for unity where biology fails. 

i-
nal economy, creating the false illusion of a centre, these must have a 
comprehensive substrate if they are to offer any degree of psychic 
structure. 

Yet if neither nature nor consciousness can account for psychic 
structure, where does it come from? Lacanian metapsychology 
answers the question by shifting the emphasis from the personal to 
the social, describing the multitude of ways in which the imaginary 

i-

are thrown. The fact that parents often name a child before its bio-
i-

that construct our sense of bei i-

-subsisting differ-
ential system—even affectively strong emotions or our ownmost 
desires, to which we can have no phenomenological distance, are to 

unconscious is outside of time” to “the unconscious is outside”: the 
unconscious, qua -
perpetuation, comes to represent how those larger-than-
consciousness, “transindividual”8 structures in which we participate 
structure us against our imaginary selves. They regulate our biologi-
cally open-ended libidinal economy by dictating what is possible and 

of drives, but an order that follows its own rules. This is the price we 
may for having an identity at all—identity being a symbolic rather 
than phenomenological or biological function. 

The theoretical issue that plagues Lacanian metapsychology is the 
m-

bolic is logically self-contained and self-justifying inasmuch as its 

8 Jacques Lacan, “The Function and Field of Speech in Psychoanalysis,” in Écrits, 
 

                                                                 



Reading Schelling Psychoanalytically    

rules constitute a “totality” or “universe.”9 Nevertheless, even if there 
—here encountering 

“the complete emergence of a new function”10—and human being is 
characterized by a fundamental anti-naturalism (what Lacan calls 
antiphusis11 n-
ing the drives. What is more, despite the fact there is a sense in 
which the latter is forced upon us—by 
articulate needs, these become mediated by its logical dynamics—

Consequently, if the Symbolic constitutes the main object of Lacanian 
psychoanalysis, wit i-
ness. 

 

 

Yet 
passage from the disordered pre-logical 

g-
Weltalter. For those familiar 

with the latter, th

investigation into the cosmic birth of rationality and order out of 
the 

self-begetting of God as a self-conscious person out of a pre-

r-
ests him the most is a possibility “to reformulate it so as to avoid the 

-
Given that Schelling himself draws a parallel between 
causa sui -positing12

suggest that we can draw from his reconstructions of the painful 

9 Jacques Lacan, 
Technique of –

 
10 . 
11 Jacques Lacan, “The Direction of the Treatment and the Principles of its 
Power,” in Écrits  
12 F. W. J. Schelling, 
Freedom, (tr.) P. Hayden-Roy, in  
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lessons concerning how we ourselves came to be part and parcel of 
the symbolic order from out of the Real. This allows us to read the 
Weltalter as a mere “metapsychological 
attempt to grasp how God, liberating Himself from that part of His 
being that Schelling revealingly refers to as nature13, could establish 
His self-identity through the creation of a world of logos, becomes an 
allegory for the relationship that obtains between our own pre-
subjective, material ground and the self-standing cultural system in 

Freud are aware, “the need for the form of mythical narrative arises 

 

the problem of the Beginning itself
Schelling inverts the classical question of why there is something 
rather than nothing to that of how the world could have gotten 

 that of a necessary  reason to a 
descriptive narration of a contingent happening. Whatever creation 
may be, for the Weltalter it simply cannot be, as many traditional 
philosophers have thought, a Fall from eternity, an emanation from a 
realm of perfect forms, or an arbitrary act performed by an already 

resolution , with the reminder that a c if 
and only if its outcome is uncertain. Creation is thereby not a descent, 
but a triumph, which also entails that “the true Beginning is not at the 
beginning

, in a gesture analogous to the cutting of the 
 

Prior to the relatively harmonious arrangement of the universe 
we see around us, the Weltalter places a tumult of forces that must 
be labelled pre-ontological inasmuch as it is unable to give rise to 

a-
tions, where every attempt to bring them together fails as the former 

— -
circuited from the inside through a failed beginning. Yet if there can 

13  
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be nothing outside of God and this cosmic fury thus coincides with 
H

complicating the tale he is telling: this pre-ontological chaos, albeit 
the hidden ground of creation insofar as creation is the resolution of 
its underlying antagonism, “
fact
metaphysically anterior, an X that, itself, somehow contracts this 
play of proto-
this way, the Weltalter divides the problem of the beginning of the 
world into three distinct stages: 

 
In the absolute beginning there is, stricto sensu, nothing be-

a but rather a pure Seinkönnen (the unadulterat-
ed possibility of anything at all). If God wants to really be this 
nothing, it—for God is not yet a He—must actualize the plentitude 
of being implicitly contained within it. 

After this fateful contraction of material being, the only basis 

  

pure possibility14

out.  
m-

t-
15, 

the pre-ontological chaos becomes regulated and falls into a nev-
er-retrievable, eternal Past. There is a new age of the world gov-
erned by logos and at the same instant God becomes a self-
conscious person. 
 

p-
tion of the emergence of psychic structure? If we are warranted in 
reading the Weltalter metapsychologically insofar as the human 
subject repeats the process undergone by the absolute itself, we must 
proclaim that at the level of the former the intermediate stage be-
tween the Past and the Present perfectly describes “the basic anti-

14 F. W. J. Schelling, Die Weltalter. Fragmente. 
 

15 F. W. J. Schelling,   
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Darwinian lesson of psychoanalysis repeatedly emphasized by 
dis-adaptation, mal-

adaptation, to his environs.”16 Rather than encountering a being 
capable of autonomously developing itself according to a pre-set 

n-
counter a short-circuit in the Real of nature insofar as their play in 
matter, which ought to be the ontological foundation for life, contin-

 of God before creation we see noth-
ing other than what it means for instincts, when they become drives, 

organization of libidinal economy—there is a painful, failed logic, 
from which the sub
Word, that is, by bringing forth within it a symbolic universe that 
gives the structure biology on its own could not. 

 D
choanalytically- a-

tion? Do we not insert ourselves as a pure gaze into the pre-symbolic 
Real, seeing ourselves miraculously present at our own birth just as 
if we were to imagine ourselves as spectators in our funerals? (IR, 

) This danger can be avoided by a careful formalization of the 
-begetting so as to avoid the time-loop of 

fantasy in its retroactive reconstruction. The point to underline is 
as a self-conscious person being present 

throughout His self-caused birth. The movement from unbalanced 
proto-cosmic powers to a world of logos is something that merely 
happens. Although the movement does display an act-structure, it is 
in point of fact an  unconscious positing that creates the condition of 
the possibility of consciousness and is therefore entirely anonymous. 

personally 
responsible for creation or His own self-identity although He must 

onsibility for it. There is a moment of blindness in divine 

(similar to the Freudian choice of neurosis). As such, we can say that 
“this is what Schelling aims at and, also, what psychoanalysis is 
about: the psychoanalytic cure is effectively over when the subject ... 

 
These mediations allow us to reformulate the three stages of 

Schel o-
logical import. Since the crucial stage is the transition from the Real 
of drives, we shall begin there: 

16   
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There is an ontological short-circuit that upsets an otherwise 

g-
 

—
symbolic universe—the subject enters a realm of proscriptions 
that regulate the instinctual chaos of its libidinal economy.  
 

and the Symbolic. With the passage into the latter we are dealing 
with 

—with something that equally well could not 
have happened since there is no rhyme or reason for occurrence from 
the side of the Real. 
lies in his recognition that the freedom at the heart of subjectivity, 
albeit dependent upon materiality, cannot be deduced from its fold. 
Consequently  

 
The Real is metaphysically not-all. There are things that, only 

arising and usurping that out of which they have arisen, 
force us to retroactively write rationally unpredictable possibili-
ties into it. 
 

Non-  

Weltalter project is of such pivotal importance 
tion for understanding 

the relationship between consciousness, language, and their 
ground—an option that uncannily resonates with us today. Are 
consciousness and language ultimately epiphenomena of natural 
processes to which they can be reduced without rem
they point to some higher, non-natural realm? Attempting to de-
scribe the conditions for the emergence of a rationality and order, 

grounding, concluding that the latter cannot be simply self-contained 
and self-justifying qua totality or universe of inner rules; any such 

-
logical space that carves up its ontological possibility. Pace Idealism, 
he proclaims that higher-order structure originates in an archaic 

resolution of an underlying antagonism: 
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idealism posits an ideal Event which cannot be accounted for in terms 
of its material (pre)conditions, while the materialist wager is that we 
can get “behind” the event and explore how Event explodes out of the 
gap in/of the order of Being. The first to formulate this task was 
Schelling, who, in his Weltalter fragments, outlined the dark territory 
of the “prehistory of Logos,” of what had to occur in pre-ontological 
proto-reality so that the openness of Logos and temporality could take 
place.17

 
Nevertheless the nuance of Schelling is to not simply reduce the Ideal 
to the Real, advocating that the Ideal itself is somehow secondary to 

“post- -contingency-temporality” –
not 

the ultimate ground in front of which the supremacy of rationality 
and order is an illusion—even if it constitutes their obscure origins 
there is a sense in which it is ‘les . (IR, 

 . 
However, this double adherence comes at a cost. If the Ideal is to 
remain free from the matter out of which it is born, there must be no 
reason for its upsurge. Central to the Weltalter is the thesis that the 
Real, though providing the necessary conditions for the former, 

requires the positing of a self-begetting act that out of nowhere 
t-

ing a new age of the world. As such, it cannot be understood in terms 
of the ground that serves as its past inasmuch as it institutes a “gap 

rise of the new in terms 
of a continuous narrative. n-
cy involved, there can be no eliminativist reduction. In this regard, 
both materialism and Idealism are correct, only with important 

o assume a pre-history of the Ideal, but 
this never will get us to the event at its founding gesture; and alt-
hough Idealism recognizes the truth of the irreducibility of the Ideal, 
it alone fails to grasp what this groundlessness actually entails, 
namely, that it stands above a rational abyss. 

In this precise sense, what Schelling intuited was the properly 
psychoanalytical insight that there is no ground of the Symbolic in 

reason that could account for its arising. There may indeed be cer-
tain ontogenetic elements that incite their growth in the disordered 

17  
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yet 
recourse to them post festum
the not e-
lieved, the unconscious proper— e-
ment can only appear as the seat of the psyche once the act that 

en-
tation of it as an ultimate reality is simply an illusion, a lure designed 
to save us from the manner in which the Symbolic, due to some 
rationally non- o-

 Insofar as subjectivity itself is part and parcel of 

situation that is the repressed truth of Idealism tout court: “the 
subject is not at its own origin, is secondary, dependent upon its 
substantial presuppositions; but these presuppositions do not have a 
substantial consistency of their own and are always retroactively 
posited.”18  
effect that entirely posits its cause.”19 

 

-Constructions 

fruitful because it demonstrates how any investigation into the 
origins of consciousness and language, inasmuch as these are neces-
sarily tied up with those of the Symbolic, has insurmountable upper 

inquiry. From a Lacanian perspective, what Schelling powerfully 

as the meaningless formulae of quantum physics directly capture the 
Real of nature20 Weltalter 

the imaginary-sy
however, is how the “symbolic invocation” creates in each of us “a 

18 Living in the End Times   
19 

 
20 , –  
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21 
succinctly puts it, “what escapes our grasp is not the way things were 
before the arrival of the New, but the very birth of the New, the New 

 
Yet because the Symbolic presents us with an object of inquiry 

that our entry into the Symbolic from the Real occurs without rhyme 
or reason, its contingency is more than a point of theoretical curiosi-
ty. It simultaneously points to all the ways in which this transition is 
never guaranteed to be smooth. For me, and for you, for our loved 
ones and for our friends, it very well could not have happened: the 
many possible ways in which this transition can go wrong (neurosis, 
perversion, psychosis) could have been our fate, if, indeed, it is not 
already. The necessary upper limit of any metapsychological onto-
genesis of the Symbolic thus demonstrates why us parlêtres are so 
tantalized by questions concerning the ground of consciousness and 
language: whenever such a ground is reached, either in a material, 
idealist, or theological vein, we protect ourselves from the piercing 
recognition of the groundlessness of the symbolic order in which we 

necessity of the social logos is sustained by a contingent act itself 

way it is as a regulatory force of drives and not otherwise. This in 
turn declares its always possible inconsistency, the only answer for 
which is a phantasmatic support that renders this trauma bearable, 
an inconsistency that, for psychoanalysis, is already hinted at in the 
interstices of everyday quotidian reality. 

If the Weltalter project is a premonition of the radical non-ground 
of the Symbolic, we can thus understand why Schelling does not 
simply accept its penetrating insight and develop it in full. When 

eriod and afterwards, its 
various drafts suggest that Schelling revolves around the unpredict-
able and hence ungroundable transition from the Past to the Present 

In the Stuttgart Seminars, for instance, Schelling entirely removes the 
mad rotation of drives: the moment of decision now coincides with 
the contraction of being so that there is no sense in which God has to 
endure the uncertainty of their antagonism. Similarly, in the third 

21 Jacques Lacan, The – , (tr.) 
 

                                                                 



Reading Schelling Psychoanalytically    

version of the Weltalter God is no longer Himself implicated in the 
process of creation as a means through which He attains self-
identity—
World. This approach is then further developed in the Philosophy of 
Mythology and Revelation, according to which it is impossible to 

e-
gressing” to a form of pre-modern essentialism. It is as if we see a 
progressive deepening of a fantasy-construction attempting to cover 

inability to complete the passage from the Past to the Present is so 

of his Weltalter drafts sign
—

i-
tion from which we can only save ourselves through equally radical 
defensive mechanism
historically came closest to the repressed origins of human subjectiv-

s-
ness and language. 
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