
 
INTRODUCTION 

MICHEL FOUCAULT has achieved something truly creative in this 
book on the history of madness during the so-called classical 
age: the end of the sixteenth and the seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries. Rather than to review historically the concept of 
madness, the author has chosen to recreate, mostly from 
original documents, mental illness, folly, and unreason as they 
must have existed in their time, place, and proper social 
perspective. In a sense, he has tried to re-create the negative 
part of the concept, that which has disappeared under the 
retroactive influence of present-day ideas and the passage of 
time. Too many historical books about psychic disorders look 
at the past in the light of the present; they single out only what 
has positive and direct relevance to present-day psychiatry. 
This book belongs to the few which demonstrate how skillful, 
sensitive scholarship uses history to enrich, deepen, and reveal 
new avenues for thought and investigation. 
No oversimplifications, no black-and-white statements, no 
sweeping generalizations are ever allowed in this book; folly is 
brought back to life as a complex social phenomenon, part and 
parcel of the human condition. Most of the time, for the sake of 
clarity, we examine madness through one of its facets; as M. 
Foucault animates one facet of the problem after the other, he 
always keeps them related to each other. The end of the Middle 
Ages emphasized the comic, but just as often the tragic aspect 
of madness, as in Tristan and Iseult, for example. The 
Renaissance, with 
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Erasmus's Praise of Folly, demonstrated how fascinating imagination 
and some of its vagaries were to the thinkers of that day. The French 
Revolution, Pinel, and Tuke emphasized political, legal, medical, or 
religious aspects of madness; and today, our so-called objective 
medical approach, in spite of the benefits that it has brought to the 
mentally ill, continues to look at only one side of the picture. Folly is 
so human that it has common roots with poetry and tragedy; it is 
revealed as much in the insane asylum as in the writings of a 
Cervantes or a Shakespeare, or in the deep psychological insights 
and cries of  revolt of a Nietzsche. Correctly or incorrectly, the 
author feels that Freud's death instinct also stems from the tragic 
elements which led men of all epochs to worship, laugh at, and dread 
folly simultaneously. Fascinating as Renaissance men found it— 
they painted it, praised it, sang about it—it also heralded for them 
death of the body by picturing death of the mind. 

Nothing is more illuminating than to follow with M. Foucault the 
many threads which are woven in this complex book, whether it 
speaks of changing symptoms, commitment procedures, or 
treatment. For example: he sees a definite connection between some 
of the attitudes toward madness and the disappearance, between 
1200 and 1400, of leprosy. In the middle of the twelfth century, 
France had more than 2,000 leprosariums, and England and Scotland 
220 for a population of a million and a half people. As leprosy 
vanished, in part because of segregation, a void was created and the 
moral values attached to the leper had to find another scapegoat. 
Mental illness and unreason attracted that stigma to themselves, but 
even this was neither complete, simple, nor immediate. 

Renaissance men developed a delightful, yet horrible way of 
dealing with their mad denizens: they were put on a ship and 
entrusted to mariners because folly, water, and sea, as everyone then 
"knew," had an affinity for each 
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other. Thus, "Ships of Fools" crisscrossed the seas and canals of 
Europe with their comic and pathetic cargo of souls. Some of them 
found pleasure and even a cure in the changing surroundings, in the 
isolation of being cast off, while others withdrew further, became 
worse, or died alone and away from their families. The cities and 
villages which had thus rid themselves of their crazed and crazy, 
could now take pleasure in watching the exciting sideshow when a 
ship full of foreign lunatics would dock at their harbors. The 
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries saw much social unrest and 
economic depression, which they tried to solve by imprisoning the 
indigents with the criminals and forcing them to work. The demented 
fitted quite naturally between those two extremes of social 
maladjustment and iniquity. 

A nice and hallowed tradition has labeled Tuke and Pinel as the 
saviors of the mentally ill, but the truth of the matter is not so simple. 
Many others had treated them with kindness, pleading that they 
belonged first and foremost with their families, and for at least two 
hundred years before the i78os, legislation had been considered or 
passed to segregate criminals and indigents from fools. But this 
legislation was prompted, as often as not, by a desire to protect the 
poor, the criminal, the man imprisoned for debts, and the juvenile 
delinquent from the frightening bestiality of the madman. As the 
madman had replaced the leper, the mentally ill person was now a 
subhuman and beastly scapegoat; hence the need to protect others. 
While the Quaker Tuke applied his religious principles, first to 
demented "friends" and later to foes also, partly to convert them, the 
great Pinel was not sure at times that he was dealing with sick 
people; he often marveled at their unbelievable endurance of 
physical hardship, and often cited the ability of schizophrenic 
women to sleep naked in subfreezing temperatures without suffering 
any ill effects. Were not these 
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people more healthy, more resistant than ordinary human beings? 
Didn't they have too much animal spirit in them? 

Naturally, it is impossible to discuss a book as complex as 
Madness and Civilization without oversimplifying and doing it an 
injustice. It is a tale of nuances, relative values, and delicate 
shadings. Yet, it is an impressive monument: in a dispassionate 
manner it marshals overwhelming evidence to dispel more 
effectively than many previous attempts the myth of mental illness, 
and re-establishes folly and unreason in their rightful place as 
complex, human—too human—phenomena. The roots and 
symptoms of folly are being looked for today in psychology, 
medicine, and sociology, but they were and still are as present and 
important in art,* religion, ethics, and epistemology. Madness is 
really a manifestation of the "soul," a variable concept which from 
antiquity to the twentieth century covered approximately what came 
to be known, after Freud, as the unconscious part of the human 
mind. + Only time will tell how much better students of the psyche 
can look at the future, after reading this sobering re-creation of 
yesteryear's madness and the ineffective attempts of humanity to 
treat it by amputation, projections, prejudices, and segregation. 

JOSE BARCHILON, M.D. 

* My only quarrel with the book is the lack of emphasis on the humoristic elements 
in psychoses and neuroses: i.e., the patient laughs at himself, or laughs at the world 
through his illness. 

+ The fear and dread of madness is as real a factor in social and medical attitudes 
or measures as anxiety, symptoms, and resistance in coping with impulses from the 
individual unconscious; even though the author does not explicitly compare madness 
with the unconscious, he equates madness and dream activity so that the inference is 
clear enough. 
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PREFACE 

PASCAL: "Men are so necessarily mad, that not to be mad would 
amount to another form of madness." And Dostoievsky, in his DIARY 
OF A WRITER: "It is not by confining one's neighbor that one is 
convinced of one's own sanity." 

We have yet to write the history of that other form of 
madness, by which men, in an act of sovereign reason, con-
fine their neighbors, and communicate and recognize each 
other through the merciless language of non-madness; to 
define the moment of this conspiracy before it was perma-
nently established in the realm of truth, before it was revived 
by the lyricism of protest. We must try to return, in history, to 
that zero point in the course of madness at which madness is 
an undifferentiated experience, a not yet divided experience 
of division itself. We must describe, from the start of its 
trajectory, that "other form" which relegates Reason and 
Madness to one side or the other of its action as things 
henceforth external, deaf to all exchange, and as though 
dead to one another. 

This is doubtless an uncomfortable region. To explore it we 
must renounce the convenience of terminal truths, and never 
let ourselves be guided by what we may know of madness. 
None of the concepts of psychopathology, even and 
especially in the implicit process of retrospections, can play 
an organizing role. What is constitutive is the action that 
divides madness, and not the science elaborated once this 
division is made and calm restored. What is originative is the 
caesura that establishes the distance between reason and 
non-reason; reason's subjugation of non-reason, wrest- 
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ing from it its truth as madness, crime, or disease, derives 
explicitly from this point. Hence we must speak of that initial 
dispute without assuming a victory, or the right to a victory; 
we must speak of those actions re-examined in history, 
leaving in abeyance all that may figure as a conclusion, as a 
refuge in truth; we shall have to speak of this act of scission, 
of this distance set, of this void instituted between reason and 
what is not reason, without ever relying upon the fulfillment of 
what it claims to be. 

Then, and then only, can we determine the realm in which 
the man of madness and the man of reason, moving apart, 
are not yet disjunct; and in an incipient and very crude 
language, antedating that of science, begin the dialogue of 
their breach, testifying in a fugitive way that they still speak to 
each other. Here madness and non-madness, reason and 
non-reason are inextricably involved: inseparable at the 
moment when they do not yet exist, and existing for each 
other, in relation to each other, in the exchange which 
separates them. 

In the serene world of mental illness, modem man no 
longer communicates with the madman: on one hand, the 
man of reason delegates the physician to madness, thereby 
authorizing a relation only through the abstract universality of 
disease; on the other, the man of madness communicates 
with society only by the intermediary of an equally abstract 
reason which is order, physical and moral constraint, the 
anonymous pressure of the group, the requirements of 
conformity. As for a common language, there is no such thing; 
or rather, there is no such thing any longer; 
the constitution of madness as a mental illness, at the end of 
the eighteenth century, affords the evidence of a broken 
dialogue, posits the separation as already effected, and 
thrusts into oblivion all those stammered, imperfect words 
without fixed syntax in which the exchange between madness 
and reason was made. The language of psychiatry, 
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which is a monologue of reason about madness, has been 
established only on the basis of such a silence. 

I have not tried to write the history of that language, but 
rather the archaeology of that silence. 

The Greeks had a relation to something that they called 
******;. This relation was not merely one of condemnation; the 
existence of Thrasymachus or of Collides suffices to prove it, 
even if their language has reached us already enveloped in 
the reassuring dialectic of Socrates. But the Greek Logos had 
no contrary. 

European man, since the beginning of the Middle Ages, has 
had a relation to something he calls, indiscriminately, 
Madness, Dementia, Insanity. Perhaps it is to this obscure 
presence that Western reason owes something of its depth, 
as the ******| of the Socratic reasoners owes something to the 
threat of ******. In any case, the Reason-Madness nexus 
constitutes for Western culture one of the dimensions of its 
originality; it already accompanied that culture long before 
Hieronymus Bosch, and will follow it long after Nietzsche and 
Artaud. 

What, then, is this confrontation beneath the language of 
reason? Where can an interrogation lead us which does not 
follow reason in its horizontal course, but seeks to retrace in 
time that constant vertically which confronts European culture 
with what it is not, establishes its range by its own 
derangement? What realm do we enter which is neither the 
history of knowledge, nor history itself; which is controlled by 
neither the teleology of truth nor the rational sequence of 
causes, since causes have value and meaning only beyond 
the division? A realm, no doubt, where what is in question is 
the limits rather than the identity of a culture. 

The classical period—from Willis to Pinel, from the frenzies 
of Racine's Oreste to Sade's Juliette and the Quinta 
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del Sordo of Goya—covers precisely that epoch in 
which the exchange between madness and reason 
modifies its language, and in a radical manner. In the 
history of madness, two events indicate this change 
with a singular clarity: 1657, the creation of the Hopital 
General and the "great confinement" of the poor; 1794, 
the liberation of the chained inmates of Bicetre. 
Between these two unique and symmetrical events, 
something happens whose ambiguity has left the 
historians of medicine at a loss: blind repression in an 
absolutist regime, according to some; but according to 
others, the gradual discovery by science and 
philanthropy of madness in its positive truth. As a 
matter of fact, beneath these reversible meanings, a 
structure is forming which does not resolve the 
ambiguity but determines it. It is this structure which 
accounts for the transition from the medieval and 
humanist experience of madness to our own ex-
perience, which confines insanity within mental illness. 
In the Middle Ages and until the Renaissance, man's 
dispute with madness was a dramatic debate in which 
he confronted the secret powers of the world; the 
experience of madness was clouded by images of the 
Fall and the Will of God, of the Beast and the 
Metamorphosis, and of all the marvelous secrets of 
Knowledge. In our era, the experience of madness 
remains silent in the composure of a knowledge which, 
knowing too much about madness, forgets it. But from 
one of these experiences to the other, the shift has 
been made by a world without images, without positive 
character, in a kind of silent transparency which 
reveals— as mute institution, act without commentary, 
immediate knowledge—a great motionless structure; 
this structure is one of neither drama nor knowledge; it 
is the point where history is immobilized in the tragic 
category which both establishes and impugns it. 
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I "Stultifera Navis" 
AT the end of the Middle Ages, leprosy disappeared from the 
Western world. In the margins of the community, at the gates of 
cities, there stretched wastelands which sickness had ceased to haunt 
but had left sterile and long uninhabitable. For centuries, these 
reaches would belong to the non-human. From the fourteenth to the 
seventeenth century, they would wait, soliciting with strange 
incantations a new incarnation of disease, another grimace of terror, 
renewed rites of purification and exclusion. 

From the High Middle Ages to the end of the Crusades, 
leprosariums had multiplied their cities of the damned over the 
entire face of Europe. According to Mathieu Paris, there were as 
many as 19,000 of them throughout Christendom. In any case, 
around 1226, when Louis VIII established the lazar-house law for 
France, more than 2,000 appeared on the official registers. There 
were 43 in the 
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diocese of Paris alone: these included Bourg-le-Reine, Cor-beil, 
Saint-Valere, and the sinister Champ-Pourri (Rotten Field); included 
also was Charenton. The two largest were in the immediate vicinity 
of Paris: Saint-Germain and Saint-Lazare:1 we shall hear their names 
again in the history of another sickness. This is because from the 
fifteenth century on, all were emptied; in the next century Saint-
Germain became a reformatory for young criminals; and before the 
time of Saint Vincent there was only one leper left at Saint-Lazare, 
"Sieur Langlois, practitioner in the civil court." The lazar house of 
Nancy, which was among the largest in Europe, had only four 
inmates during the regency of Marie de Medicis. According to 
Catel's Memoires, there were 29 hospitals in Toulouse at the end of 
the medieval period: 
seven were leprosariums; but at the beginning of the seventeenth 
century we find only three mentioned: Saint-Cyprian, Amaud-
Bernard, and Saint-Michael. It was a pleasure to celebrate the 
disappearance of leprosy: in 1635 the inhabitants of Reims formed a 
solemn procession to thank God for having delivered their city from 
this scourge. 

For a century already, royal authority had undertaken the control 
and reorganization of the immense fortune represented by the 
endowments of the lazar houses; in a decree of December 19, 1543, 
Francois I had a census and inventory taken "to remedy the great 
disorder that exists at present in the lazar houses"; in his turn, Henri 
IV in an edict of 1606 prescribed a revision of their accounts and 
allotted "the sums obtained from this investigation to the sustenance 
of poor noblemen and crippled soldiers." The same request for 
regulation is recorded on October 24, 1612, but the excess revenues 
were now to be used for feeding the poor. 

In fact, the question of the leprosariums was not seeded in France 
before the end of the seventeenth century; and the problem's 
economic importance provoked more than one conflict. Were there 
not still, in the year 1677, 44 lazar- 
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houses in the province of Dauphin alone? On February 20, 1672, 
Louis XIV assigned to the Orders of Saint-Lazare and Mont-Camel 
the effects of all the military and hospital orders; they were entrusted 
with the administration of the lazar houses of the kingdom. Some 
twenty years later, the edict of 1672 was revoked, and by a series of 
staggered measures from March 1693 to July 1695 the goods of the 
lazar houses were thenceforth assigned to other hospitals and 
welfare establishments. The few lepers scattered in the 1,200 still-
existing houses were collected at Saint-Mesmin near Orleans. These 
decrees were first applied in Paris, where the Parlement transferred 
the revenue in question to the establishments of the Hopital General; 
this example was imitated by the provincial authorities; Toulouse 
transferred the effects of its lazar houses to the Hopital des 
Incurables (1696); those of Beaulieu in Normandy went to the 
Hotel-Dieu in Caen; those of Voley were assigned to the Hopital de 
Sainte-Foy. Only Saint-Mesmin and the wards of Ganets, near 
Bordeaux, remained as a reminder. 

England and Scotland alone had opened 220 lazar houses for a 
million and a half inhabitants in the twelfth century. But as early as 
the fourteenth century they began to empty out; by the time Edward 
III ordered an inquiry into the hospital of Ripon—in 1342—there 
were no more lepers; he assigned the institution's effects to the poor. 
At the end of the twelfth century, Archbishop Puisel had founded a 
hospital in which by 1434 only two beds were reserved for lepers, 
should any be found. In 1348, the great leprosarium of Saint Albans 
contained only three patients; the hospital of Romenal in Kent was 
abandoned twenty-four years later, for lack of lepers. At Chatham, 
the lazar house of Saint Bartholomew, established in 1078, had been 
one of the most important in England; under Elizabeth, it cared for 
only two patients; it was finally closed in 1627. 

The same regression of leprosy occurred in Germany, perhaps a 
little more slowly; and the same conversion of 
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the lazar houses, hastened by the Reformation, which left municipal 
administrations in charge of welfare and hospital establishments; this 
was the case in Leipzig, in Munich, in Hamburg. In 1542, the effects 
of the lazar houses of Schleswig-Holstein were transferred to the 
hospitals. In Stuttgart a magistrate's report of 1589 indicates that for 
fifty years already there had been no lepers in the house provided for 
them. At Lipplingen, the lazar house was soon peopled with 
incurables and madmen. 

A strange disappearance, which was doubtless not the long-sought 
effect of obscure medical practices, but the spontaneous result of 
segregation and also the consequence, after the Crusades, of the 
break with the Eastern sources of infection. Leprosy withdrew, 
leaving derelict these low places and these rites which were 
intended, not to suppress it, but to keep it at a sacred distance, to fix 
it in an inverse exaltation. What doubtless remained longer than 
leprosy, and would persist when the lazar houses had been empty for 
years, were the values and images attached to the figure of the leper 
as well as the meaning of his exclusion, the social importance of that 
insistent and fearful figure which was not driven off without first 
being inscribed within a sacred circle. 

If the leper was removed from the world, and from the 
community of the Church visible, his existence was yet a constant 
manifestation of God, since it was a sign both of His anger and of 
His grace: "My friend," says the ritual of the Church of Vienne, "it 
pleaseth Our Lord that thou shouldst be infected with this malady, 
and thou hast great grace at the hands of Our Lord that he desireth to 
punish thee for thy iniquities in this world." And at the very moment 
when the priest and his assistants drag him out of the church with 
backward step, the leper is assured that he still bears witness for 
God: "And howsoever thou mayest be apart from the Church and the 
company of the Sound, yet art thou not apart from the grace of God." 
Brueghel's 
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lepers attend at a distance, but forever, that climb to Calvary on 
which the entire people accompanies Christ. Hieratic witnesses of 
evil, they accomplish their salvation in and by their very exclusion: 
in a strange reversibility that is the opposite of good works and 
prayer, they are saved by the hand that is not stretched out. The 
sinner who abandons the leper at his door opens his way to heaven. 
"For which have patience in thy malady; for Our Lord hateth thee 
not because of it, keepeth thee not from his company; but if thou 
hast patience thou wilt be saved, as was the leper who died before 
the gate of the rich man and was carried straight to paradise." 
Abandonment is his salvation; his exclusion offers him another form 
of communion. 

Leprosy disappeared, the leper vanished, or almost, from memory; 
these structures remained. Often, in these same places, the formulas 
of exclusion would be repeated, strangely similar two or three 
centuries later. Poor vagabonds, criminals, and "deranged minds" 
would take the part played by the leper, and we shall see what 
salvation was expected from this exclusion, for them and for those 
who excluded them as well. With an altogether new meaning and in 
a very different culture, the forms would remain—essentially that 
major form of a rigorous division which is social exclusion but 
spiritual reintegration. 

Something new appears in the imaginary landscape of the 
Renaissance; soon it will occupy a privileged place there: the Ship of 
Fools, a strange "drunken boat" that glides along the calm rivers of 
the Rhineland and the Flemish canals. 

The Narrenschiff, of course, is a literary composition, probably 
borrowed from the old Argonaut cycle, one of the great mythic 
themes recently revived and rejuvenated, acquiring an institutional 
aspect in the Burgundy Estates. Fashion favored the composition of 
these Ships, whose 
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crew of imaginary heroes, ethical models, or social types embarked 
on a great symbolic voyage which would bring them, if not fortune, 
then at least the figure of their destiny or their truth. Thus 
Symphorien Champier composes a Ship of Princes and Battles of 
Nobility in 1502, then a Ship of Virtuous Ladies in 1503; there is also 
a Ship of Health, alongside the Blauive Schute of Jacob van 
Oestvoren in 1413, Sebastian Brant's Narrenschiff (1494), and the 
work of Josse Bade-Stultiferae naviculae scaphae fatuarum 
mulierum (1498). Bosch's painting, of course, belongs to this dream 
fleet. 

But of all these romantic or satiric vessels, the Narrenschiff is the 
only one that had a real existence—for they did exist, these boats 
that conveyed their insane cargo from town to town. Madmen then 
led an easy wandering existence. The towns drove them outside their 
limits; they were allowed to wander in the open countryside, when 
not entrusted to a group of merchants and pilgrims. The custom was 
especially frequent in Germany; in Nuremberg, in the first half of the 
fifteenth century, the presence of 63 madmen had been registered; 31 
were driven away; in the fifty years that followed, there are records 
of 21 more obligatory departures; and these are only the madmen 
arrested by the municipal authorities. Frequently they were handed 
over to boatmen: in Frankfort, in 1399, seamen were instructed to rid 
the city of a madman who walked about the streets naked; in the first 
years of the fifteenth century, a criminal madman was expelled in 
the same manner from Mainz. Sometimes the sailors disembarked 
these bothersome passengers sooner than they had promised; witness 
a blacksmith of Frankfort twice expelled and twice returning before 
being taken to Kreuznach for good. Often the cities of Europe must 
have seen these "ships of fools" approaching their harbors. 

It is not easy to discover the exact meaning of this cus- 
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tom. One might suppose it was a general means of extradition by 
which municipalities sent wandering madmen out of their own 
jurisdiction; a hypothesis which will not in itself account for the 
facts, since certain madmen, even before special houses were built 
for them, were admitted to hospitals and cared for as such; at the 
Hotel-Dieu in Paris, their cots were set up in the dormitories. 
Moreover, in the majority of the cities of Europe there existed 
throughout the Middle Ages and the Renaissance a place of 
detention reserved for the insane; there was for example the Chatelet 
of Melun or the famous Tour aux Fous in Caen; there were the 
numberless Narrtunner of Germany, like the gates of Lubeck or the 
Jungpfer of Hamburg. Madmen were thus not invariably expelled. 
One might then speculate that among them only foreigners were 
driven away, each city agreeing to care for those madmen among its 
own citizens. Do we not in fact find among the account books of 
certain medieval cities subsidies for madmen or donations made for 
the care of the insane? However, the problem is not so simple, for 
there existed gathering places where the madmen, more numerous 
than elsewhere, were not autoch-thonous. First come the shrines: 
Saint-Mathurin de Larchant, Saint-Hildevert de Gournay, Besancon, 
Gheel; pilgrimages to these places were organized, often supported, 
by cities or hospitals. It is possible that these ships of fools, which 
haunted the imagination of the entire early Renaissance, were 
pilgrimage boats, highly symbolic cargoes of madmen in search of 
their reason: some went down the Rhineland rivers toward Belgium 
and Gheel; others sailed up the Rhine toward the Jura and Besancon. 

But other cities, like Nuremberg, were certainly not shrines and 
yet contained great numbers of madmen-many more, in any case, 
than could have been furnished by the city itself. These madmen 
were housed and provided for in the city budget, and yet they were 
not given treat- 
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ment; they were simply thrown into prison. We may suppose that in 
certain important cities— centers of travel and markets—madmen 
had been brought in considerable numbers by merchants and 
mariners and "lost" there, thus ridding their native cities of their 
presence. It may have happened that these places of 
"counrerpilgrimage" have become confused with the places where, 
on the contrary, the insane were taken as pilgrims. Interest in cure 
and in exclusion coincide: madmen were confined in the holy locus 
of a miracle. It is possible that the village of Gheel developed in this 
manner—a shrine that became a ward, a holy land where madness 
hoped for deliverance, but where man enacted, according to old 
themes, a sort of ritual division. 

What matters is that the vagabond madmen, the act of driving 
them away, their departure and embarkation do not assume their 
entire significance on the plane of social utility or security. Other 
meanings much closer to rite are certainly present; and we can still 
discern some traces of them. Thus access to churches was denied to 
madmen, although ecclesiastical law did not deny them the use of 
the sacraments. The Church takes no action against a priest who 
goes mad; but in Nuremberg in 1421 a mad priest was expelled with 
particular solemnity, as if the impurity was multiplied by the sacred 
nature of his person, and the city put on its budget the money given 
him as a viaticum. It happened that certain madmen were publicly 
whipped, and in the course of a kind of a game they were chased in 
a mock race and driven out of the city with quarterstaff blows. So 
many signs that the expulsion of madmen had become one of a 
number of ritual exiles. 

Thus we better understand the curious implication assigned to the 
navigation of madmen and the prestige attending it. On the one 
hand, we must not minimize its incontestable practical 
effectiveness: to hand a madman over to sailors was to be 
permanently sure he would not be prowl- 
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ing beneath the city walls; it made sure that he would go far away; it 
made him a prisoner of his own departure. But water adds to this the 
dark mass of its own values; it carries off, but it does more: it 
purifies. Navigation delivers man to the uncertainty of fate; on 
water, each of us is in the hands of his own destiny; every 
embarkation is, potentially, the last. It is for the other world that the 
madman sets sail in his fools' boat; it is from the other world that he 
comes when he disembarks. The madman's voyage is at once a 
rigorous division and an absolute Passage. In one sense, it simply 
develops, across a half-real, half-imaginary geography, the 
madman's liminal position on the horizon of medieval concern—a 
position symbolized and made real at the same time by the 
madman's privilege of being confined within the city gates: his 
exclusion must enclose him; if he cannot and must not have another 
prison than the threshold itself, he is kept at the point of passage. He 
is put in the interior of the exterior, and inversely. A highly 
symbolic position, which will doubtless remain his until our own 
day, if we are willing to admit that what was formerly a visible 
fortress of order has now become the castle of our conscience. 

Water and navigation certainly play this role. Confined on the 
ship, from which there is no escape, the madman is delivered to the 
river with its thousand arms, the sea with its thousand roads, to that 
great uncertainty external to everything. He is a prisoner in the 
midst of what is the freest, the openest of routes: bound fast at the 
infinite crossroads. He is the Passenger par excellence: that is, the 
prisoner of the passage. And the land he will come to is unknown—
as is, once he disembarks, the land from which he comes. He has his 
truth and his homeland only in that fruitless expanse between two 
countries that cannot belong to him. Is it this ritual and these values 
which are at the origin of the long imaginary relationship that can be 
traced 
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through the whole of Western culture? Or is it, conversely, this 
relationship that, from time immemorial, has called into being and 
established the rite of embarkation? One thing at least is certain: 
water and madness have long been linked in the dreams of European 
man. 

Already, disguised as a madman, Tristan had ordered boatmen to 
land him on the coast of Cornwall. And when he arrived at the castle 
of King Mark, no one recognized him, no one knew whence he had 
come. But he made too many strange remarks, both familiar and 
distant; he knew too well the secrets of the commonplace not to 
have been from another, yet nearby, world. He did not come from 
the solid land, with its solid cities; but indeed from the ceaseless 
unrest of the sea, from those unknown highways which conceal so 
much strange knowledge, from that fantastic plain, the underside of 
the world. Iseut, first of all, realized that this madman was a son of 
the sea, and that insolent sailors had cast him here, a sign of 
misfortune: "Accursed be the sailors that brought this madman! 
Why did they not throw him into the sea!"2 And more than once in 
the course of time, the same theme reappears: among the mystics of 
the fifteenth century, it has become the motif of the soul as a skiff, 
abandoned on the infinite sea of desires, in the sterile field of cares 
and ignorance, among the mirages of knowledge, amid the unreason 
of the world—a craft at the mercy of the sea's great madness, unless 
it throws out a solid anchor, faith, or raises its spiritual sails so that 
the breath of God may bring it to port. At the end of the sixteenth 
century, De Lancre sees in the sea the origin of the demoniacal 
leanings of an entire people: the hazardous labor of ships, 
dependence on the stars, hereditary secrets, estrangement from 
women—the very image of the great, turbulent plain itself makes 
man lose faith in God and all his attachment to his home; he is then 
in the hands of the Devil, in the sea of Satan's ruses.8 In the classical 
period, 
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the melancholy of the English was easily explained by the influence 
of a maritime climate, cold, humidity, the instability of the weather; 
all those fine droplets of water that penetrated the channels and 
fibers of the human body and made it lose its firmness, predisposed 
it to madness. Finally, neglecting an immense literature that 
stretches from Ophelia to the Lorelei, let us note only the great half-
anthropological, half-cosmological analyses of Heinroth, which in-
terpret madness as the manifestation in man of an obscure and 
aquatic element, a dark disorder, a moving chaos, the seed and death 
of all things, which opposes the mind's luminous and adult stability. 

But if the navigation of madmen is linked in the Western mind 
with so many immemorial motifs, why, so abruptly, in the fifteenth 
century, is the theme suddenly formulated in literature and 
iconography? Why does the figure of the Ship of Fools and its 
insane crew all at once invade the most familiar landscapes? Why, 
from the old union of water and madness, was this ship born one 
day, and on just that day? 

Because it symbolized a great disquiet, suddenly dawning on the 
horizon of European culture at the end of the Middle Ages. Madness 
and the madman become major figures, in their ambiguity: menace 
and mockery, the dizzying unreason of the world, and the feeble 
ridicule of men. 

First a whole literature of tales and moral fables, in origin, 
doubtless, quite remote. But by the end of the Middle Ages, it bulks 
large: a long series of "follies" which, stigmatizing vices and faults 
as in the past, no longer attribute them all to pride, to lack of charity, 
to neglect of Christian virtues, but to a sort of great unreason for 
which nothing, in fact, is exactly responsible, but which involves 
everyone in a kind of secret complicity. The denunciation of 
madness (la folie) becomes the general form of criticism. 
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In farces and soties, the character of the Madman, the Fool, or the 
Simpleton assumes more and more importance. He is no longer 
simply a ridiculous and familiar silhouette in the wings: he stands 
center stage as the guardian of truth-playing here a role which is the 
complement and converse of that taken by madness in the tales and 
the satires. If folly leads each man into a blindness where he is lost, 
the madman, on the contrary, reminds each man of his truth; in a 
comedy where each man deceives the other and dupes himself, the 
madman is comedy to the second degree: the deception of deception; 
he utters, in his simpleton's language which makes no show of 
reason, the words of reason that release, in the comic, the comedy: 
he speaks love to lovers, the truth of life to the young, the middling 
reality of things to the proud, to the insolent, and to liars. Even the 
old feasts of fools, so popular in Flanders and northern Europe, were 
theatrical events, and organized into social and moral criticism, 
whatever they may have contained of spontaneous religious parody. 

In learned literature, too. Madness or Folly was at work, at the 
very heart of reason and truth. It is Folly which embarks all men 
without distinction on its insane ship and binds them to the vocation 
of a common odyssey (Van Oestvoren's Blauwe Schute, Brant's 
Narrenschiff); it is Folly whose baleful reign Thomas Mumer 
conjures up in his Narrenbeschwonmg; it is Folly which gets the best 
of Love in Corroz's satire Centre fol amour, or argues with Love as 
to which of the two comes first, which of the two makes the other 
possible, and triumphs in Louise Labe's dialogue, Debat de folie et 
d'amour. Folly also has its academic pastimes; it is the object of 
argument, it contends against itself; it is denounced, and defends 
itself by claiming that it is closer to happiness and truth than reason, 
that it is closer to reason than reason itself; Jakob Wimpfeling edits 
the Monopolium philosophorum, and Judocus Gallus the 
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Monopolium et societas, vulgo des lichtschiffs. Finally, at the center 
of all these serious games, the great humanist texts: the Moria 
rediviva of Flayder and Erasmus's Praise of Folly. And confronting 
all these discussions, with their tireless dialectic, confronting these 
discourses constantly reworded and reworked, a long dynasty of 
images, from Hieronymus Bosch with The Cure of Madness and 
The Ship of Fools, down to Brueghel and his Dulle Griet, woodcuts 
and engravings transcribe what the theater, what literature and art 
have already taken up: the intermingled themes of the Feast and of 
the Dance of Fools. Indeed, from the fifteenth century on, the face of 
madness has haunted the imagination of Western man. 

A sequence of dates speaks for itself: the Dance of Death in the 
Cimetiere des Innocents doubtless dates from the first years of the 
fifteenth century, the one in the Chaise-Dieu was probably 
composed around 1460; and it was in 1485 that Guyot Marchant 
published his Danse macabre. These sixty years, certainly, were 
dominated by all this grinning imagery of Death. And it was in 1494 
that Brant wrote the Narrenschiff; in 1497 it was translated into 
Latin. In the very last years of the century Hieronymus Bosch 
painted his Ship of Fools. The Praise of Folly dates from 1509. The 
order of succession is clear. 

Up to the second half of the fifteenth century, or even a little 
beyond, the theme of death reigns alone. The end of man, the end of 
time bear the face of pestilence and war. What overhangs human 
existence is this conclusion and this order from which nothing 
escapes. The presence that threatens even within this world is a 
fleshless one. Then in the last years of the century this enormous 
uneasiness turns on itself; the mockery of madness replaces death 
and its solemnity. From the discovery of that necessity which in-
evitably reduces man to nothing, we have shifted to the scornful 
contemplation of that nothing which is existence 
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itself. Fear in the face of the absolute limit of death turns inward in a 
continuous irony; man disarms it in advance, making it an object of 
derision by giving it an everyday, tamed form, by constantly 
renewing it in the spectacle of life, by scattering it throughout the 
vices, the difficulties, and the absurdities of all men. Death's 
annihilation is no longer anything because it was already everything, 
because life itself was only futility, vain words, a squabble of cap 
and bells. The head that will become a skull is already empty. 
Madness is the deja-la of death.4 But it is also its vanquished 
presence, evaded in those everyday signs which, announcing that 
death reigns already, indicate that its prey will be a sorry prize 
indeed. What death unmasks was never more than a mask; to 
discover the grin of the skeleton, one need only lift off something 
that was neither beauty nor truth, but only a plaster and tinsel face. 
From the vain mask to the corpse, the same smile persists. But when 
the madman laughs, he already laughs with the laugh of death; the 
lunatic, anticipating the macabre, has disarmed it. The cries of Dulle 
Griet triumph, in the high Renaissance, over that Triumph of Death 
sung at the end of the Middle Ages on the walls of the Campo Santo. 

The substitution of the theme of madness for that of death does not 
mark a break, but rather a torsion within the same anxiety. What is in 
question is still the nothingness of existence, but this nothingness is 
no longer considered an external, final term, both threat and 
conclusion; it is experienced from within as the continuous and 
constant form of existence. And where once man's madness had been 
not to see that death's term was approaching, so that it was necessary 
to recall him to wisdom with the spectacle of death, now wisdom 
consisted of denouncing madness everywhere, teaching men that 
they were no more than dead men already, and that if the end was 
near, it was to the degree that madness, become universal, would be 
one 
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fantasy—the Renaissance has expressed what it apprehended of the 
threats and secrets of the world. 

During the same period, the literary, philosophical, and moral 
themes of madness are in an altogether different vein. 

The Middle Ages had given madness, or folly, a place in the 
hierarchy of vices. Beginning with the thirteenth century, it is 
customarily ranked among the wicked soldiers of the psychomachy. 
It figures, at Paris as at Amiens, among the evil soldiery, and is 
among the twelve dualities that dispute the sovereignty of the human 
soul: Faith and Idolatry, Hope and Despair, Charity and Avarice, 
Chastity and Lust, Prudence and Folly, Patience and Anger, 
Gentleness and Harshness, Concord and Discord, Obedience and 
Rebellion, Perseverance and Inconstancy, Fortitude and Cowardice, 
Humility and Pride. In the Renaissance, Folly leaves this modest 
place and comes to the fore. Whereas according to Hugues de Saint-
Victor the genealogical tree of the Vices, that of the Old Adam, had 
pride as its root. Folly now leads the joyous throng of all human 
weaknesses. Uncontested coryphaeus, she guides them, sweeps them 
on, and names them: "Recognize them here, in the group of my 
companions.... She whose brows are drawn is Philautia (Self-Love). 
She whom you see laugh with her eyes and applaud with her hands is 
Colacia (Flattery). She who seems half asleep is Lethe 
(Forgetfulness). She who leans upon her elbows and folds her hands 
is Misoponia (Sloth). She who is crowned with roses and anointed 
with perfume is Hedonia (Sensuality). She whose eyes wander 
without seeing is Anoia (Stupidity). She whose abundant flesh has 
the hue of flowers is Tryphe (Indolence). And here among these 
young women are two gods: the god of Good Cheer and the god of 
Deep Sleep."5 The absolute privilege of Folly is to reign over 
whatever is bad in man. But does she not also reign indirectly over 
all the good he can do: over ambition, that makes wise politicians; 
over avarice, that 
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makes wealth grow; over indiscreet curiosity, that inspires 
philosophers and men of learning? Louise Labe merely follows 
Erasmus when she has Mercury implore the gods: 
"Do not let that beautiful Lady perish who has given you so much 
pleasure." 

But this new royalty has little in common with the dark reign of 
which we were just speaking and which communicated with the 
great tragic powers of this world. 

True, madness attracts, but it does not fascinate. It rules all that is 
easy, joyous, frivolous in the world. It is madness, folly, which 
makes men "sport and rejoice," as it has given the gods "Genius, 
Beauty, Bacchus, Silenus, and the gentle guardian of gardens."6 All 
within it is brilliant surface: no enigma is concealed. 

No doubt, madness has something to do with the strange paths of 
knowledge. The first canto of Brant's poem is devoted to books and 
scholars; and in the engraving which illustrates this passage in the 
Latin edition of 1497, we see enthroned upon his bristling cathedra 
of books the Magister who wears behind his doctoral cap a fool's cap 
sewn with bells. Erasmus, in his dance of fools, reserves a large 
place for scholars: after the Grammarians, the Poets, Rhetoricians, 
and Writers, come the Jurists; after them, the "Philosophers 
respectable in beard and mantle"; finally the numberless troop of the 
Theologians. But if knowledge is so important in madness, it is not 
because the latter can control the secrets of knowledge; en the 
contrary, madness is the punishment of a disorderly and useless 
science. If madness is the truth of knowledge, it is because 
knowledge is absurd, and instead of addressing itself to the great 
book of experience, loses its way in the dust of books and in idle 
debate; learning becomes madness through the very excess of false 
learning. 

O vos doctores, qui grandia nomina. fertis 
Respicite antiquos patris, jurisque peritos. 
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Don Quichotte of Guerin de Bouscal was performed in 1639; two 
years later, he staged Le Gouvernement de Sancho Panca), 
reinterpretations of a particular episode (Pichou's Les Folies de 
Cardenio is a variation on the theme of the "Ragged Knight" of the 
Sierra Morena), or, in a more indirect fashion, satire on novels of 
fantasy (as in Subligny's La Fausse Clelie, and within the story 
itself, as in the episode of Julie d'Arviane). The chimeras are trans-
mitted from author to reader, but what was fantasy on one side 
becomes hallucination on the other; the writer's stratagem is quite 
naively accepted as an image of reality. In appearance, this is 
nothing but the simple-minded critique of novels of fantasy, but just 
under the surface lies an enormous anxiety concerning the 
relationships, in a work of art, between the real and the imaginary, 
and perhaps also concerning the confused communication between 
fantastic invention and the fascinations of delirium. "We owe the 
invention of the arts to deranged imaginations; the Caprice of 
Painters, Poets, and Musicians is only a name moderated in civility 
to express their Madness."8 Madness, in which the values of another 
age, another art, another morality are called into question, but which 
also reflects—blurred and disturbed, strangely compromised by one 
another in a common chimera—all the forms, even the most remote, 
of the human imagination. 

Immediately following this first form: the madness of vain 
presumption. But it is not with a literary model that the madman 
identifies; it is with himself, and by means of a delusive attachment 
that enables him to grant himself all the qualities, all the virtues or 
powers he lacks. He inherits the old Philautia of Erasmus. Poor, he 
is rich; ugly, he admires himself; with chains still on his feet, he 
takes himself for God. Such a one was Osuma's master of arts who 
believed he was Neptune.9 Such is the ridiculous fate of the seven 
characters of Desmarets de Saint-Sorlin's Les Vision- 
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which, by tracing the locus of confinement, conferred upon it its 
power of segregation and provided a new homeland for madness, 
though it may be coherent and concerted, is not simple. It organizes 
into a complex unity a new sensibility to poverty and to the duties of 
assistance, new forms of reaction to the economic problems of 
unemployment and idleness, a new ethic of work, and also the dream 
of a city where moral obligation was joined to civil law, within the 
authoritarian forms of constraint. Obscurely, these themes are 
present during the construction of the cities of confinement and their 
organization. They give a meaning to this ritual, and explain in part 
the mode in which madness was perceived, and experienced, by the 
classical age. 

Confinement, that massive phenomenon, the signs of which are 
found all across eighteenth-century Europe, is a "police" matter. 
Police, in the precise sense that the classical epoch gave to it—that 
is, the totality of measures which make work possible and necessary 
for all those who could not live without it; the question Voltaire 
would soon formulate, Colbert's contemporaries had already asked: 

"Since you have established yourselves as a people, have you not 
yet discovered the secret of forcing all the rich to make all the poor 
work? Are you still ignorant of the first principles of the police?" 

Before having the medical meaning we give it, or that at least we 
like to suppose it has, confinement was required by something quite 
different from any concern with curing the sick. What made it 
necessary was an imperative of labor. Our philanthropy prefers to 
recognize the signs of a benevolence toward sickness where there is 
only a condemnation of idleness. 

Let us return to the first moments of the "Confinement," and to 
that royal edict of April 27, 1656, that led to the 
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creation of the Hopital General. From the beginning, the 
institution set itself the task of preventing "mendicancy and idleness 
as the source of all disorders." In fact, this was the last of the great 
measures that had been taken since the Renaissance to put an end to 
unemployment or at least to begging.4 In 1532, the Parlement of 
Paris decided to arrest beggars and force them to work in the sewers 
of the city, chained in pairs. The situation soon reached critical pro-
portions: on March 23, 1534, the order was given "to poor scholars 
and indigenes" to leave the city, while it was forbidden "henceforth 
to sing hymns before images in the streets." The wars of religion 
multiplied this suspect crowd, which included peasants driven from 
their farms, disbanded soldiers or deserters, unemployed workers, 
impoverished students, and the sick. When Henri IV began the siege 
of Paris, the city, which had less than 100,000 inhabitants, contained 
more than 30,000 beggars. An economic revival began early in the 
seventeenth century; it was decided to reabsorb by force the 
unemployed who had not regained a place in society; a decree of the 
Parlement dated 1606 ordered the beggars of Paris to be whipped in 
the public square, branded on the shoulder, shorn, and then driven 
from the city; to keep them from returning, an ordinance of 1607 
established companies of archers at all the city gates to forbid entry 
to indigents. When the effects of the economic renaissance 
disappeared with the Thirty Years' War, the problems of mendicancy 
and idleness reappeared; until the middle of the century, the regular 
increase of taxes hindered manufactures and augmented 
unemployment. This was the period of uprisings in Paris (1621), in 
Lyons (1652), in Rouen (1639). At the same time, the world of labor 
was disorganized by the appearance of new economic structures; as 
the large manufactories developed, the guilds lost their powers and 
their rights, the "General Regulations" prohibited all as- 
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semblies of workers, all leagues, all "associations." In many 
professions, however, the guilds were reconstituted. They were 
prosecuted, but it seems that the Parlements showed a certain apathy; 
the Parlement of Normandy disclaimed all competence to judge the 
rioters of Rouen. This is doubtless why the Church intervened and 
accused the workers' secret gatherings of sorcery. A decree of the 
Sorbonne, in 1655, proclaimed "guilty of sacrilege and mortal sin" 
all those who were found in such bad company. 

In this silent conflict that opposed the severity of the Church to 
the indulgence of the Parlements, the creation of the Hopital was 
certainly, at least in the beginning, a victory for the Parlement. It 
was, in any case, a new solution. For the first time, purely negative 
measures of exclusion were replaced by a measure of confinement; 
the unemployed person was no longer driven away or punished; he 
was taken in charge, at the expense of the nation but at the cost of 
his individual liberty. Between him and society, an implicit system 
of obligation was established: he had the right to be fed, but he must 
accept the physical and moral constraint of confinement. 

It is this entire, rather undifferentiated mass at which the edict of 
1657 is aimed: a population without resources, without social 
moorings, a class rejected or rendered mobile by new economic 
developments. Less than two weeks after it was signed, the edict was 
read and proclaimed in the streets. Paragraph 9: "We expressly 
prohibit and forbid all persons of either sex, of any locality and of 
any age, of whatever breeding and birth, and in whatever condition 
they may be, able-bodied or invalid, sick or convalescent, curable or 
incurable, to beg in the city and suburbs of Paris, neither in the 
churches, nor at the doors of such, nor at the doors of houses nor in 
the streets, nor anywhere else in public, nor in secret, by day or 
night... under pain of being whipped for the first offense, and for the 
second 
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condemned to the galleys if men and boys, banished if women 
and girls." The year after—Sunday, May 13, 1657 —a high mass in 
honor of the Holy Ghost was sung at the Church of Saint-Louis de la 
Pitie, and on the morning of Monday the fourteenth, the militia, 
which was to become, in the mythology of popular terror, "the 
archers of the Hopital," began to hunt down beggars and herd them 
into the different buildings of the Hopital. Four years later. La 
Salpetriere housed 1,460 women and small children; at La Pitie there 
were 98 boys, 897 girls between seven and seventeen, and 95 
women; at Bicetre, 1,615 adult men; at La Savonnerie, 305 boys 
between eight and thirteen; finally, Scipion lodged 530 pregnant 
women, nursing women, and very young children. Initially, married 
people, even in need, were not admitted; the administration was 
instructed to feed them at home; but soon, thanks to a grant from 
Mazarin, it was possible to lodge them at La Salpetriere. In all, 
between five and six thousand persons. 

Throughout Europe, confinement had the same meaning, at least 
if we consider its origin. It constituted one of the answers the 
seventeenth century gave to an economic crisis that affected the 
entire Western world: reduction of wages, unemployment, scarcity 
of coin—the coincidence of these phenomena probably being due to 
a crisis in the Spanish economy. Even England, of all the countries 
of Western Europe the least dependent on the system, had to solve 
the same problems. Despite all the measures taken to avoid 
unemployment and the reduction of wages, poverty continued to 
spread in the nation. In 1622 appeared a pamphlet, Grievous Groan 
for the Poor, attributed to Thomas Dekker, which, emphasizing the 
danger, condemns the general negligence: "Though the number of 
the poor do daily increase, all things yet worketh for the worst in 
their behalf; . . . many of these parishes turneth forth their poor, yea, 
and their lusty labourers that will not 
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work ... to beg, filch, and steal for their maintenance, so that the 
country is pitifully pestered with them." It was feared that they 
would overrun the country, and since they could not, as on the 
Continent, cross the border into another nation, it was proposed that 
they be "banished and conveyed to the New-found Land, the East 
and West Indies." In 1630, the King established a commission to 
assure the rigorous observance of the Poor Laws. That same year, it 
published a series of "orders and directions"; it recommended 
prosecuting beggars and vagabonds, as well as "all those who live in 
idleness and will not work for reasonable wages or who spend what 
they have in taverns." They must be punished according to law and 
placed in houses of correction; as for those with wives and children, 
investigation must be made as to whether they were married and 
their children baptized, "for these people live like savages without 
being married, nor buried, nor baptized; and it is this licentious 
liberty which causes so many to rejoice in vagabondage." Despite 
the recovery that began in England in the middle of the century, the 
problem was still unsolved in Cromwell's time, for the Lord Mayor 
complains of "this vermin that troops about the city, disturbing 
public order, assaulting carriages, demanding alms with loud cries at 
the doors of churches and private houses." 

For a long time, the house of correction or the premises of the 
Hopital General would serve to contain the unemployed, the idle, 
and vagabonds. Each time a crisis occurred and the number of the 
poor sharply increased, the houses of confinement regained, at least 
for a time, their initial economic significance. In the middle of the 
eighteenth century, there was another great crisis: 12,000 begging 
workers at Rouen and as many at Tours; at Lyons the manufactories 
closed. The Count d'Argenson, "who commands the department of 
Paris and the marshalseas," gave orders "to arrest all the beggars of 
the kingdom; the marshalseas will 
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determined this strange occupation? Was it that of economy or 
simply the necessity of busying the prisoners? If the latter, would it 
not have been better to occupy them with work more useful both for 
them and for the hospital? If for reasons of economy, we are a long 
way from finding any."6 During the entire eighteenth century, the 
economic significance Colbert wanted to give the Hopital General 
continued to recede; that center of forced labor would become a 
place of privileged idleness. "What is the source of the disorders at 
Bicetre?" the men of the Revolution were again to ask. And they 
would supply the answer that had already been given in the 
seventeenth century: "It is idleness. What is the means of remedying 
it? Work." 

The classical age used confinement in an equivocal manner, 
making it play a double role: to reabsorb unemployment, or at least 
eliminate its most visible social effects, and to control costs when 
they seemed likely to become too high; to act alternately on the 
manpower market and on the cost of production. As it turned out, it 
does not seem that the houses of confinement were able to play 
effectively the double role that was expected of them. If they 
absorbed the unemployed, it was mostly to mask their poverty, and 
to avoid the social or political disadvantages of agitation; but at the 
very moment the unemployed were herded into forced-labor shops, 
unemployment increased in neighboring regions or in similar areas. 
As for the effect on production costs, it could only be artificial, the 
market price of such products being disproportionate to the cost of 
manufacture, calculated according to the expenses occasioned by 
confinement itself. 

Measured by their functional value alone, the creation of the 
houses of confinement can be regarded as a failure. Their 
disappearance throughout Europe, at the beginning of the nineteenth 
century, as receiving centers for the in- 
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forms of physical constraint. Morality permitted itself to be 
administered like trade or economy. 

Thus we see inscribed in the institutions of absolute monarchy—
in the very ones that long remained the symbol of its arbitrary 
power—the great bourgeois, and soon republican, idea that virtue, 
too, is an affair of state, that decrees can be published to make it 
flourish, that an authority can be established to make sure it is 
respected. The walls of confinement actually enclose the negative of 
that moral city of which the bourgeois conscience began to dream in 
the seventeenth century; a moral city for those who sought, from the 
start, to avoid it, a city where right reigns only by virtue of a force 
without appeal—a sort of sovereignty of good, in which intimidation 
alone prevails and the only recompense of virtue (to this degree its 
own reward) is to escape punishment. In the shadows of the 
bourgeois city is born this strange republic of the good which is im-
posed by force on all those suspected of belonging to evil. This is 
the underside of the bourgeoisie's great dream and great 
preoccupation in the classical age: the laws of the State and the laws 
of the heart at last identical. "Let our politicians leave off their 
calculations ... let them learn once and for all that everything can be 
had for money, except morals and citizens."9 

Is this not the dream that seems to have haunted the founders of 
the house of confinement in Hamburg? One of the directors is to see 
that "all in the house are properly instructed as to religious and 
moral duties. . . . The schoolmaster must instruct the children in 
religion, and encourage them, at proper times, to learn and repeat 
portions of Scripture. He must also teach them reading, writing and 
accounts, and a decent behaviour to those that visit the house. He 
must take care that they attend divine service, and are orderly at 
it."10 In England, the workhouse regulations devote much space to 
the surveillance of morals and 
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in the Middle Ages. As an economic measure and a social 
precaution, it had the value of invendveness. But in the history of 
unreason, it marked a decisive event: the moment when madness 
was perceived on the social horizon of poverty, of incapacity for 
work, of inability to integrate with the group; the moment when 
madness began to rank among the problems of the city. The new 
meanings assigned to poverty, the importance given to the obligation 
to work, and all the ethical values that are linked to labor, ultimately 
determined the experience of madness and inflected its course. 

A sensibility was born which had drawn a line and laid a, 
cornerstone, and which chose—only to banish. The concrete space 
of classical society reserved a neutral region, a blank page where the 
real life of the city was suspended; 

here, order no longer freely confronted disorder, reason no longer 
tried to make its own way among all that might evade or seek to 
deny it. Here reason reigned in the pure state, in a triumph arranged 
for it in advance over a frenzied unreason. Madness was thus torn 
from that imaginary freedom which still allowed it to flourish on the 
Renaissance horizon. Not so long ago, it had floundered about in 
broad daylight: in King Lear, in Don Quixote. But in less than a 
half-century, it had been sequestered and, in the fortress of 
confinement, bound to Reason, to the rules of morality and to their 
monotonous nights. 



its iconographic landscape a pathological world of hallucinations; 
that language which was delirium was not a work of art. And 
conversely, delirium was robbed of its meager truth as madness if it 
was called a work of art. But by admitting this very fact, there was 
no reduction of one by the other, but rather (remembering 
Montaigne) a discovery of the central incertitude where the work of 
art is born, at the moment when it stops being born and is truly a 
work of art. In this opposition, to which Tasso and Swift bore 
witness after Lucretius—and which it was vain to attempt to separate 
into lucid intervals and crises—was disclosed a distance where the 
very truth of a work of art raised a problem: was it madness, or a 
work of art? Inspiration, or hallucination? A spontaneous babble of 
words, or the pure origins of language? Must its truth, even before its 
birth, be taken from the wretched truth of men, or discovered far 
beyond its origin, in the being that it presumes? The madness of the 
writer was, for other men, the chance to see being born, over and 
over again, in the discouragement of repetition and disease, the truth 
of the work of art. 

The madness of Nietzsche, the madness of Van Gogh or of 
Artaud, belongs to their work perhaps neither more nor less 
profoundly, but in quite another way. The frequency in the modem 
world of works of art that explode out of madness no doubt proves 
nothing about the reason of that world, about the meaning of such 
works, or even about the relations formed and broken between the 
real world and the artists who produced such works. And yet this fre-
quency must be taken seriously, as if it were the insistence of a 
question: from the time of Holderlin and Nerval, the number of 
writers, painters, and musicians who have "succumbed" to madness 
has increased; but let us make no mistake here; between madness and 
the work of art, there has been no accommodation, no more constant 
exchange, no 
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communication of languages; their opposition is much more 
dangerous than formerly; and their competition now allows no 
quarter; theirs is a game of life and death. Artaud's madness does not 
slip through the fissures of the work of art; his madness is precisely 
the absence of the work of art, the reiterated presence of that 
absence, its central void experienced and measured in all its endless 
dimensions. Nietzsche's last cry, proclaiming himself both Christ and 
Dionysos, is not on the border of reason and unreason, in the 
perspective of the work of art, their common dream, finally realized 
and immediately vanishing, of a reconciliation of the "shepherds of 
Arcady and the fishermen of Tiberias"; it is the very annihilation of 
the work of art, the point where it becomes impossible and where it 
must fall silent; the hammer has just fallen from the philosopher's 
hands. And Van Gogh, who did not want to ask "permission from 
doctors to paint pictures," knew quite well that his work and his 
madness were incompatible. 

Madness is the absolute break with the work of art; it forms the 
constitutive moment of abolition, which dissolves in time the truth of 
the work of art; it draws the exterior edge, the line of dissolution, the 
contour against the void. Artaud's oeuvre experiences its own 
absence in madness, but that experience, the fresh courage of that 
ordeal, all those words hurled against a fundamental absence of 
language, all that space/of physical suffering and terror which sur-
rounds or rather coincides with the void—that is the work of art 
itself: the sheer cliff over the abyss of the work's absence. Madness 
is no longer the space of indecision through which it was possible to 
glimpse the original truth of the work of art, but the decision beyond 
which this truth ceases irrevocably, and hangs forever over history. It 
is of little importance on exactly which day in the autumn of 1888 
Nietzsche went mad for good, and after which his texts no longer 
afford philosophy but psychiatry: all of 
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them, including the postcard to Strindberg, belong to Nietzsche, 
and all are related to The Birth of Tragedy. But we must not think of 
this continuity in terms of a system, of a thematics, or even of an 
existence: Nietzsche's madness—that is, the dissolution of his 
thought—is that by which his thought opens out onto the modem 
world. What made it impossible makes it immediate for us; what 
took it from Nietzsche offers it to us. This does not mean that 
madness is the only language common to the work of art and the 
modern world (dangers of the pathos of malediction, inverse and 
symmetrical danger of psychoanalyses); 

but it means that, through madness, a work that seems to drown in 
the world, to reveal there its non-sense, and to transfigure itself with 
the features of pathology alone, actually engages within itself the 
world's time, masters it, and leads it; by the madness which 
interrupts it, a work of art opens a void, a moment of silence, a 
question without answer, provokes a breach without reconciliation 
where the world is forced to question itself. What is necessarily a 
profanation in the work of art returns to that point, and, in the time 
of that work swamped in madness, the world is made aware of its 
guilt. Henceforth, and through the mediation of madness, it is the 
world that becomes culpable (for the first time in the Western world) 
in relation to the work of art; it is now arraigned by the work of art, 
obliged to order itself by its language, compelled by it to a task of 
recognition, of reparation, to the task of restoring reason from that 
unreason and to that unreason. The madness in which the work of art 
is engulfed is the space of our enterprise, it is the endless path to 
fulfillment, it is our mixed vocation of apostle and exegete. This is 
why it makes little difference when the first voice of madness 
insinuated itself into Nietzsche's pride, into Van Gogh's humility. 
There is no madness except as the final instant of the work of art— 
the work endlessly drives madness to its limits; inhere there 
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is a work of art, there is no madness; and yet madness is 
contemporary with the work of art, since it inaugurates the time of 
its truth. The moment when, together, the work of art and madness 
are born and fulfilled is the beginning of the time when the world 
finds itself arraigned by that work of art and responsible before it for 
what it is. 

Ruse and new triumph of madness: the world that thought to 
measure and justify madness through psychology must justify itself 
before madness, since in its struggles and agonies it measures itself 
by the excess of works like those of Nietzsche, of Van Gogh, of 
Artaud. And nothing in itself, especially not what it can know of 
madness, assures the world that it is justified by such works of 
madness. 



 

NOTES 
 

CHAPTER I. "stultifera navis" 
1. Cf. J. Lebeuf, Histoire de la ville et de tout le diocese de Paris 
(Paris, 1754-58). 
2. Tristan et Iseut, Bossuat edition, pp. 219-22. 
3. Pierre de Lancre, Tableau de Vinconstance des mauvais anges 
(Paris, 1612). 
4. In this sense, the experience of madness exhibits a rigorous 
continuity with the experience of leprosy. The ritual of the leper's 
exclusion showed that he was, as a living man, the very presence of 
death. 
5. Erasmus, The Praise of Folly, § 9. 
6. Louise Labe, Debut de folie et d'amour (Lyons, 1566), p. 98. 
7. Sebastian Brant, Stultifera navis, Latin translation of 1497, fol. II. 
8. Saint-fivremond, Sir Politik would be, act V, scene ii. 
9. Cervantes, Don Quixote, Part II, Chap. i. 
10. T. Gazoni, L'Ospedale de fassi incurabili (Ferrara, 1586). Cf. 

Charles de Beys, HOspital des fous (1635). 
11. Mathurin Regnier, Satire XIV, vv. 7-10. 

CHAPTER II. the great confinement 
1. Edict of 1656, article IV. Later the Saint-Esprit and the Enfants-

Trouves would be added, and the Savonnerie withdrawn. 
2. Ibid., article XII. 
3. La Rochefoucauld-Liancourt's report in the name of the 

Committee on Mendicity to the Constituent Assembly (Proces 
verbaux de I'Assemblee nationale. Vol. XXI). 
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4. From a spiritual point of view, poverty at the end of the sixteenth and the 
beginning of the seventeenth century was experienced as an apocalyptic 
threat. "One of the most evident signs that the coming of the Son of God and 
the end of time are at hand is the extreme of both spiritual and temporal 
poverty to which the world is reduced. These are evil days . . . afflictions 
have multiplied because of the multitude of transgressions, pain being the 
inseparable shadow of evil." (Jean-Pierre Camus, De la mendicite legitime 
des pauvres [Douai, 1634], pp. 3-4.) 
5. Musquinet de la Pagne, Bicetre reforme ou etablissement d'une maison de 
discipline (Paris, 1790), p. 22. 
6. Bossuet, elevations sur les mysteres, Sixth Week, Twelfth Elevation. 
7. "We seek that God should serve our mad appetites, and that He should be 

as though subject to ourselves." Calvin, forty-ninth Sermon on 
Deuteronomy, July 3, 1555. 

8. Regulations of the Hopital General, articles XII and XIII. 
9. Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Discours sur les sciences et les arts. 
10. John Howard, The State of the Prisons in England and Wales 

(London, 1784), p. 73. 
11. Sermon cited in Pierre Collet, Vie de saint Vincent de Paul (Paris, 

1818). 

CHAPTER III. THE INSANE 
1. Fran9ois Ravaisson, Les Archives de la Bastille (Paris, 1866-1904), Vol. 

XIII, pp. 161-62. 
2. Bibliotheque national, Fonds Clairambault, 986. 
3. It did happen, but very late, and doubtless under the influence of the 

practice which concerned madmen, that those afflicted with venereal 
disease were also exhibited. Pere Richard, in his Memoires, tells of the 
visit the Prince de Conde made to them with the Duke d'Enghien in 
order to "inspire him with a horror of vice." (Memoires du Pere Richard, 
manuscript in the Bibliotheque de la Ville de Paris, fol. 25.) 
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4. Ned Ward, in The London Spy (London, 1700), cites the figure of 
twopence. 
5. "Everyone used to be admitted to visit Bicetre, and in good weather you 
might see at least two thousand persons a day. After paying your money, 
you were led by a guide into the section for the insane." (Memoires du Pere 
Richard, loc. cit., fol. 61). The visit included an Irish priest "who slept on 
straw," a ship's captain whom the sight of men made furious, "for it was the 
injustice of men that had driven him mad," a young man "who sang in a 
ravishing fashion" (ibid.). 
6. Mirabeau (H.), Observations d'un voyageur anglais (Paris, 1788), p.213, 
n. i. 
7. Jean-fitienne-Dominique Esquirol, "Memoire historique et statisdque sur 
la Maison Royale de Charenton," in Des maladies mentales (Paris, 1838), 
Vol. II, p. 212. 
8. Pascal, Pensees (Brunschvicg edition), no. 339. 
9. Bossuet, Panegyrique de saint Bernard, Preamble. 

10. Saint Vincent here alludes to the text of Saint Paul (I Cor., I, 23): "to 
the Jews, indeed, a stumbling-block and to the Gentiles foolishness." 11. 
Correspondance de saint Vincent de Paul, Coste edition (Paris, 1920-24), 
Vol. V, p. 146. 

CHAPTER IV. passion AND delirium 
1. Francois Boissier de Sauvages, Nosologie methodique (Lyons, 1772), 

Vol. VII, p. 12. 
2. F. Bayle and H. Grangeon, Relation de I'etat de quelques personnes 

pretendues possedees faite d'autorite au Parlement de Toulouse 
(Toulouse, 1682), pp. 26-27. 

3. Malebranche, Recherche de la verite, Book V, Chap. 3. 
4. Sauvages, op. cit.. Vol. VII, p. 291. 
5. Robert Whytt, Traite des maladies nerveuses (French trans., Paris, 1777), 

Vol. II, pp. 288-91. 
6. Charles-Gaspard de la Rive, "Sur un etablissement pour la guerison des 

alienes," Bibliotheque britannique. Vol. VIII, p. 304. 
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7. Encyclopedic, article on Mania. 
8. L'Ame materielle, ou nouveau systeme sur les purs principes 

des philosophes anciens et modernes qui soutiennent son 
immaterialite. Arsenal, manuscript no. 2239, p. 169. 

9. Paul Zacchias, Quaestiones medico-le gales (Avignon, 1660-
61), Book II, Vol. II, question 4, p. 119. 

10. Sauvages, op. cit., Vol. VII, p. 15. 11. Ibid., p. 20. 
12. Ysbrand van Diemerbroek, Disputationes practicae, de 

morbis capitis, in Opera omnia anatomica et medica (Utrecht, 
1685), Historia III, pp. 4-5. 
13. J.-D.-T. Bienville, De la nymphomanie (Amsterdam, 1771), 

pp.140-53. 
14. Robert James, Dictionnaire universel de medecine (French 

trans., Paris, 1746-48), Vol. Ill, p. 977. 
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16. Zacchias, op. cit.. Book I, Vol. II, question 4, p. 118. 
17. Archibald Pitcaime, quoted by Sauvages, op. cit., Vol VII, pp. 33 

and 301. 
18. Encyclopedie, article on Madness. 
19. We should add Andromache herself, widow, and bride, and 

widow again, in her mourning garments and festive garb which 
ultimately mingle and say the same thing, and the luster of her 
royalty in the night of her slavery. 

20. Cf. for example annotations like the following, apropos of a 
madman confined for seventeen years at Saint-Lazare: "His 
health is fading greatly; it is to be hoped that he will soon die." 
(Bibliotheque national, Fonds dairambault, 986, fol. 113) 

CHAPTER V. aspects OF madness 

1. Johann Weyer, De praestigiis daemoimm (1563). 
2. Ibid. 
3. Apologie pour Monsieur Duncan. 
4. Ibid. 
5. Hippolyte-Jules la Mesnardiere, Traite de la melancolie 

(LaFleche, 1635), p. l0. 
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6. Apologie pour Monsieur Duncan. 
7. Thomas Willis, Opera omnia (Lyons, 1681), Vol. II, p. 242. 
8. "A soldier became melancholic because of his parents' rejection 

of a girl he desperately loved. He was distracted, complained of a 
severe headache, and of a continual heaviness in that part. He grew 
visibly thinner; his face turned pale and he became so weak that he 
voided his excrement without noticing it. ... There was no delirium, 
although the patient gave no positive answers and seemed to be en-
tirely absorbed. He never asked for either food or drink." (Gazette 
salutaire, March 17, 1763) 

9. Robert James, Dictionnaire universel de medecine (French 
trans., Paris, 1746-48), Vol. IV, p. 1215. 

10. Encyclopedic, article on Mania. 
11. William Cullen, Institutions de medecine pratique (French 

trans., 2 vols., Paris, 1785), Vol. II, p. 315. 
12. M. Flemyng, Nevropathia sive de morbis hypochondriacis et 

hystericis (Amsterdam, 1741), pp. i-ii. 
13. Thomas Sydenham, Medecine pratique (French trans., 

Paris,1784), pp.400-404. 
14. Ibid., pp. 395-96. 
15. Ibid., p. 394. 
16. Ibid., p. 394. 
17. Jean-Baptiste Pressavin, Nouveau traite des vapeurs (Lyons, 

1770), pp.2-3. 
18. Robert Whytt, Traite des maladies nerveuses (French trans., 

Paris, 1777), Vol. I, pp. 23-24, 50-51. 
19. Ibid., pp. 47, 126—27, 166-67. 
20. Simon-Andre Tissot, Traite des nerfs et de lews maladies (Paris, 

1778-80), Vol. I, Part 2, p. 302. 
21. Ibid., pp. 278-79, 302-3. 
22. Pressavin, op. cit., p. 65. 
23. Louis-Sebasrien Mercier, Tableau de Paris (Amsterdam, 1783), 

Vol. Ill, p. 199. 

CHAPTER VI. doctors AND patients 
1. Madame de Sevigne used it a great deal, finding it "good 

against sadness" (cf. letters of October 16 and 20, 1675). 
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2. Lange, Traite des vapeurs (Paris, 1689), p. 251. 
3. Consultation de la Closure, Arsenal, manuscript no. 4528, fol. 

119. 
4. Joseph Raulin, Traite des affections vaporeuses du sexe (Paris, 

1758), p. 339. 
5. Jean-Baptiste Pressavin, Nouveau Traite des vapeurs (Lyons, 

1770), Foreword, not paginated. 
6. A. Rostaing, Reflexions sur les affections vaporeuses (Paris, 

1778), p-75. 
7. Jean-Etienne-Dominique Esquirol, Des maladies mentales (Paris, 

1838), Vol. II, p. 225.  
8. Thomas Sydenham, "Dissertation sur Faffection hysterique," 

Medecine pratique (French trans., Paris, 1784), p.425. 
9. William Cullen, Institutions de medecine pratique (French trans., 

Paris, 1785), Vol. II, p. 317. 
10. There is still some question whether the inventor of the rotatory 

machine was Maupertuis, Darwin, or the Dane Katzenstein. 
11. Encyclopedie, article on Music. 
12. Alexander Crichton, On Mental Diseases, cited in filias 

Regnault, Du degre de competence des medecins (Paris, 1828), 
pp.187-88. 

13. Cullen, op. cit., p. 307. 
14. Fran9ois Leuret, Fragments psychologiques sur la folie 

(Paris,1834), pp.308-21. 
15. Cited by Robert Whytt, Traite des maladies nerveuses (French 
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16. Thomas Willis, Opera omnia (Lyons, 1681), Vol. II, p. 261. 
17. M. Hulshorff, Discours sur les penchants, read at the Academy 

of Berlin. Cited in the Gazette salutaire, August  17,1769. 
18. lbid., loc. cit. 
19. Encyclopedic, article on Melancholy. 
20. Bernardin de Saint-Pierre, Preambule de L'Arcadie. Oeuvres 
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21. Simon-Andre Tissot, Avis aux gens de lettres sur leur sante 
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22. Philippe Pinel, Traite medico-philosophique sur l'alienation 
mentale (Paris, 1801), pp. 238-39. 

CHAPTER VII. the great fear 
1. Denis Diderot, Le Neveu de Rameau. Oeuvres (Pleiade edition), p. 
435. 
2. Louis-Sebastien Mercier, Tableau de Paris (Amsterdam, 1783), 
Vol. I, pp. 233-34. 
3. Ibid., Vol. VIII, p. i. 
4. Ibid., p. 2. 
5. Musquinet de la Pagne, Bicetre reforme ou etablissement d'une 
maison de discipline (Paris, 1790), p. 16. 
6. "I knew, as did everyone, that Bicetre was both hospital and 
prison; bat I did not know that the hospital had been built to nurture 
sickness, the prison to nurture crime." (Mirabeaa [H.], Observations 
d'un voyageur anglais [Paris, 1788], p. 6.) 
7. Mirabeaa, op. cit., p. 14. 
8. Simon-Andre Tissot, Traite des nerfs et de lews maladies (Paris, 
1778-80), Vol. I, pp. iii-iv. 
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10. Johann Christoph Spurzheim, Observations sur la folie (Paris, 
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15. "Causes physiques et morales des maux des nerfs," Gazette 
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5. Encyclopedie, article on Hospital. 
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8. Turgot, "filoge de Goumay," Oeuvres (Schelle edition), Vol. I, p. 
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edition). Vol. II, pp. 478-95. 

CHAPTER IX. THE BIRTH OF THE ASYLUM 
1. Charles-Gaspard de la Rive, letter to the editors of the 

Bibliotheque britannique concerning a new establishment for 
the cure of the insane. This text appeared in the Bibliotheque 
britannique, then in a separate brochure. De la Rive's visit to the 
Retreat dates from 1798. 

2. Scipion Pinel, Traite complet du regime sanitaire des alienes 
(Paris, 1836), p. 56. 

3. Samuel Tuke, Description of the Retreat, an Institution near York 
for Insane Persons of the Society of Friends (York, 1813), p.50. 

4. Ibid., p. 23. 
5. Ibid., p. 121. 
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7. Ibid., p. 156. 
8. De la Rive, loc. cit., p. 30. 
9. Philippe Pinel, Traite medico-philosophique sur Falienation 
mentale (Paris, 1801), p. 265. 
10. I bid., p. 141. 
11. Ibid., pip. 29-30. 
12. Scipion Pinel, op. cit., p. 63. 
13. Cited in Rene Semelaigne, 'Alienistes et philanthropes (Paris, 

1912), Appendix, p. 502. 
14. Philippe Pinel, op. cit., p. 256. 
15. Ibid., pp. 207-8. 
16. Ibid., p. 205. 
17. Cited in Tuke, op. cit., pp. 89-90. 
18. Philippe Pinel, op. cit., pp. 292-93. 
19. John Haslam, Observations on Insanity with Practical Remarks 

on This Disease (London, 1798), cited by Philippe Pinel, op. 
cit., pp. 253-54. 

20. These structures still persist in non-psychoanalytic psychiatry, 
and in many aspects of psychoanalysis itself. 

Conclusion 
1. Cent vingt joumees de Sodome, quoted by Maurice Blanchot, 

Lautreamont et Sade (Paris, 1949), p. 235. 
2. Ibid., loc. cit., p. 225. 
3. Infamy must be able to go as far as "to dismember nature and 

dislocate the universe." Cent vingt journees de Sodome (Paris, 
1935), Vol. II, p. 369. 

4. This cohesion imposed on the socii consists, in effect, of not 
admitting among themselves the validity of the right of death, 
which they can exercise over others, but of recognizing among 
themselves an absolute right of free disposal; each must be able 
to belong to the other. 

5. Cf. the episode of the volcano at the end of Juliette (Pauvert 
edition, Paris, 1954), Vol. VI, pp. 31-33. 

6. "One would have said that Nature, weary of her own works, was 
ready to mingle all the elements together in order to force them 
into new forms." Ibid., p. 270. 
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