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PREFACE

Why

This book is a guide to Freud’s work, the concepts he introduces and works with,
and the ways in which he uses them. It is for the reader who wants an overview
of Freud which will show the main concepts Freud deploys, the arguments he
makes with them, where he makes them, and how they develop over the course
of a long career. One of the things this book should be is a preliminary to jump-
ing in and reading Freud, and that is one of the reasons for my insistence on
Freud’s own words. Everywhere, it points back to Freud’s writings.

Psychoanalysis is a significant presence in much recent cultural theory, par-
ticularly that which is inflected by the work of Jacques Lacan. We find it in the
highly influential and inventive work of thinkers such as Judith Butler, Ernesto
Laclau, Chantal Mouffe, Joan Copjec, Slavoj Žižek, Renate Salecl, Alenka Zupančič
and Alain Badiou, where it has led to things such as a reconsideration of theo-
ries of ideology and sexual difference, powerful critiques of New Historicism and
Foucauldian concepts of the subject, and a powerful framework for discussing
things as different as the World Trade Center attack and the logic of ethnic cleans-
ing.1 The intending reader of Freud today often comes to it from work such as this,
wanting to read back in order to find where it has come from, and indeed this
book is very much about the Freud who has found his way into those bodies of
work. It does not assume any previous familiarity with them, but the reader who
does have that familiarity will see their obvious imprint here.2 A secondary aim of
the book is to point forward to that work, but as there are obvious limits to what
can be done in a single short book, that function is left to the endnotes, which
provide brief and basic sketches of the issues and direct the reader out to other
places where such things can be followed up in the detail they require.

While focusing on the Freud who has been taken up later, this book is not
just a summary of Freud’s main ideas, but a critical argument about them, and
about Freud as a cultural theorist. What it looks for in particular are the points –
and they begin with the very postulation of the unconscious – at which Freud
works outside that familiar division between the individual human subject and
the social world of which they are part: or, in other words, outside that discipli-
nary division between psychology and sociology. 

Freud as a cultural theorist is a radical rethinker of that category of culture.
Nevertheless, these moments are not always consistently developed in Freud’s
work. There is a multiplicity of Freuds, and sometimes these arguments are
embedded in others which do indeed seem to observe those familiar divisions.
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Sometimes Freud’s most radical ideas cut across the grain of what is said around
them; sometimes they get proposed, then are dropped or forgotten, to be
remembered again in another context. But they are, for all that, deeply Freudian
arguments, in that they follow from his premises with the strictest application
of the logic he himself develops. It is those contours I want to trace out here.

It is not surprising that there should be many Freuds, or that which is
which should not always be clear. Freud’s output is huge: the Standard Edition
in English, which includes only the psychoanalytic papers, takes up 24 volumes,
and on top of that there are almost a dozen volumes of letters. The earliest paper
in the Standard Edition dates from 1885; the last ones were left unfinished at
his death in 1939. Throughout this time (more than half a century), his thought
changes a great deal and in all sorts of ways. Freud’s texts are always carrying on
a running self-critical argument with themselves, finding new problems – some-
times within the old solutions, refining their apparatus, returning to earlier
questions and investigations, and revising their view of what they have been
doing all along. As well as this, they enter everywhere into the push and shove
of their world, persuading or polemicising, attempting to retain control of the
institution that rapidly and of necessity became psychoanalysis’s way of ensur-
ing its existence, or refuting and combating what Freud perceives to be mistaken
views. 

Sometimes the changes across this half-century take the form of major
revisions, with a before and after, clearly heralded and explicitly acknowledged.
This is particularly the case around 1923, when an entirely new terminology
heralds a radical rethinking of the way the psyche is structured and the interre-
lation of its parts. This means that when a work dates from, what it is answer-
ing, revising or initiating, and what its context might be, are all significant and
sometimes crucial points in reading Freud. One of the tasks of this book is to
track some of these developments in the principal concepts. 

In other cases, though, these changes take the comparatively less notice-
able form of a conceptual instability or small-scale hesitation. A concept may be
defined in a number of ways, which are never quite synonymous with each
other, and oscillate from one to the other according to the needs of the argu-
ment and the context: the drive, for example, is variously referred to as belong-
ing to the body (certain bodily processes which get represented in the psyche),
as mental (the psychical representations of those processes, rather than the
processes themselves), or as a mixture of the two (somewhere on the borderline
between the mental and the physical). The hesitations and silences of an argu-
ment may work in just the same way as Freud argues they do in an actual
analysis – revealing an unease or uncertainty at the heart of the argument. At
moments like this, the reader of Freud has the responsibility of the analyst, to
read carefully and in detail.

This book addresses the inconsistencies and non sequiturs across Freud’s
work, not in order to excuse or condemn them, but to do something that,
it argues, is far more interesting and profitable – simply, and in a word, to
read them. As the Introduction points out, this is, after all, precisely what
psychoanalysis does with the inconsistencies of dreams, symptoms, testimonies,

Preface xii

Thawaites-3448-Prelims.qxd  6/16/2007  10:26 AM  Page xii



and the like. By exactly the same logic, these hesitations within psychoanalysis
itself are the points at which psychoanalysis – like the dream and the symptom,
and whether or not despite itself or behind its own back – cannot help but say the
truth of its situation.

How

All the above are factors behind the somewhat unusual layout of this book.
There are three elements to it:

1 The main text is an accumulative argument about the conceptual develop-
ment of Freud’s thought. It is in three sub-divided chapters, focused succes-
sively on the unconscious, sexuality and the social. This division does not
mean that the first two chapters are merely preparation, putting together an
apparatus which at last, in the final chapter, can be turned to the real topic
of the book, Freud as cultural theory. As this book hopes to show, Freudian
cultural theory is not simply an importation and application of Freudian
psychoanalytic theory to a new domain. From the outset the most basic con-
cepts of psychoanalysis and the view of the human subject it proposes are
never separable from questions of culture, and this is a constant focus of all
three chapters.

2 All direct citations from Freud’s own writings form a separate commentary
on the main text, interspersed among it in ‘breakout’ boxes. Each of these
breakouts is an illustration of what is being argued in the main text when it
occurs. The precise point is always cued by a large dot: •. This lets me cite
more frequently and at greater length than the usual system of indented
block citations in the main text would permit. Too many block citations can
distract from a text’s argument, fragment it, or reduce it to linkages and com-
mentary. But such a frequency and length of citation are a vital part of this
book: one of the things it wants to do is provide an introduction to the par-
ticular procedures and flavours of Freud’s writings, as well as to his ideas – to
prepare the reader for reading Freud.  

3 Interspersed through these chapters is a series of brief inserts describing
each of the principal works of Freud’s career. At the endpoints of the book,
the first inserts deal with Freud’s own introductory works and surveys, while
the final ones describe the case histories and their import. Within each
chapter, the inserts focus on the writings which develop the themes of that
chapter. 

This arrangement is meant to meet the needs of several different sorts of read-
ing, so that the book can simultaneously offer: a detailed argument about Freud
in the light of various recent influential uptakes of his work; a brief survey of
the main texts; and a way for the new reader of Freud to find their way into that
large and shifting body of work as a general acquaintance or in order to follow
through the development of specific concepts.  

xiii Preface
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Because a sense of chronology is so important to an understanding of Freud,
I have generally given the dates of works as they are mentioned, even at the cost
of repetition. Where there is a discrepancy I have favoured the date of writing
[cited in square brackets] over the date of publication (cited in round brackets).

What

There are certain resources which any reader of Freud needs. The Standard
Edition of Freud’s psychoanalytic writings is now available in relatively cheap
paperback versions in both the UK and US markets (the older Penguin editions
are all drawn from the Standard Edition, though their pagination is different).
The editorial notes to the Standard Edition are truly invaluable in their careful
tracing-out of interrelationships across that huge corpus: the introductions and
the editorial footnotes point out when concepts make their first appearance,
where else they are developed, swerves and redevelopments of the argument,
and the revisions made across subsequent editions of the same text. A valuable
way of negotiating all this is by the New York Freudian Society’s complete abstracts
to the Standard Edition, free online at http://nyfreudian.org/abstracts. There are
many excellent guides to Freud, some of which are to be found in the bibliog-
raphy. The only one I shall mention here has been particularly indispensible in
the writing of this book: Laplanche and Pontalis’s The Language of Psycho-
Analysis (1973), with its thorough and meticulous documentation of all the
main Freudian concepts.

Page numbers to all of Freud’s work cited in the text are from the Standard
Edition. Where a work occupies two volumes of this edition, volume numbers
are also given. Dates given in the main text are the years in which Freud wrote
the work. Dates given in documentation are those of its publication.

Notes to Preface

1See the bibliography for details.
2A few of them: Jacques Lacan’s collision of Freud with Saussure in ‘The Agency of the
Letter’ (Lacan, 1977a), and the arguments he makes about sexuation and the Real (Lacan,
1998); Jean Laplanche’s return to the jettisoned seduction theory, and his argument that
this provides the roots of drive and unconscious alike (Laplanche, 1976, 1989, 1999);
Slavoj Žižek’s insistence on Lacan’s relations to both the Kantian-Hegelian tradition of
European philosophy and to social theory (everywhere throughout his work, but particu-
larly in Žižek, 1993, 1999); and Borch-Jacobsen’s (1988, 1991) and Derrida’s critical read-
ings of Freud and Lacan (‘To Speculate – On “Freud”’ & ‘Le Facteur de la Vérité’ from
Derrida, 1987), in ways which for all their differences are exemplary in their meticulous
eye for the multiplicity of those texts.

Preface xiv

Thawaites-3448-Prelims.qxd  6/16/2007  10:26 AM  Page xiv



IINNTTRROODDUUCCTTIIOONN:: BORDERS

Spilling out 2
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The Question of Lay Analysis (1926) 7
‘On the History of the Psychoanalytic Movement’

(1914), ‘A Short Account of Psychoanalysis’
(1924) and ‘An Autobiographical Study’ (1925) 7

‘An Outline of Psychoanalysis’ (1938) 8

Spilling out

Think of a key moment in your life, a moment that carries a great emotional investment,
and without which everything in your life would be quite different. Think of a moment
you fell in love. Perhaps there was a song playing in the background, and this song has
become the soundtrack to your falling in love. From now on, you will just have to hear
that song and it will bring back the intensity of that moment: not necessarily only the
happiness of it, but perhaps also the fear and insecurity and vulnerability of handing
yourself over to another person. This song is now your song. It is a private moment: that
song may not have the same intensity of connotation even for your partner, even if he
or she is feeling that moment and that commitment just as intensely. You certainly do
not expect anyone outside the two of you to share the connotations that song has for
you, though the fact of having such a song hardly needs to be explained to anyone.
Everyone falls in love: that is why the question ‘What song did you fall in love by?’ can
be asked as a game, around the dinner table at a party, say. It comes to your turn: you’re
not sure you want to answer. It’s not that you doubt your falling in love, it’s just that
you doubt your song can really measure up. It wasn’t really much of a song after all,
and to link it to your falling in love seems somehow to downgrade the intensity and gen-
uinity of what you felt, and still feel. You actually don’t even like the song all that much,
but you certainly don’t feel like explaining that. In fact, as songs go, it’s actually pretty
awful, not really something that expresses your love any more than the drink coaster you
also took as a souvenir. It’s just a little piece of the world that was in the right place at
the right time, even if outside of that context it’s a rather worthless or silly one. But from
that moment on it’s forever your falling-in-love made material.  
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Psychoanalysis is about what happens when things spill-out from one place to
another, even to places where there would seem to be little connection. 

Little Hans is afraid of horses, to the point where he is terrified of going out into the
street where a horse might bite him (‘Analysis of a Phobia’, 1909b). But the five-year-
old has never had any experience where he has been menaced by a horse. This is a
symptom, Freud suggests, of something else: what he is afraid of is really a person, his
father. As his father is actually a loving parent, Hans feels guilty for the violence of his
thoughts against him. And because these thoughts are next to impossible to admit
directly and yet don’t just go away, the only ways they have of coming out are oblique
and indirect ones. As circumstances would have it – and Freud traces the paths of the
logic that makes this possible – everything converges on horses. The fear the little boy
has spills out onto something which is seemingly unconnected with it – and which,
precisely because of that disconnection, can both express the fear and at the same time
hide its true source. 

A young woman describes a dream in which she is walking through a field, cutting
off ears of barley and wheat. A young man of her acquaintance comes towards her and
she tries to avoid him. What has generated the dream has nothing to do with ears of
grain (in German, Ähren), but a lot to do with worries about honour (Ehren in
German, which is pronounced in just the same way as Ähren). The dreamwork turns
the source of the worry into something without that burden, and an honourable kiss
(Kuss in Ehren) into a kiss in a wheatfield (Kuss in Ähren) (The Interpretation of
Dreams, 1900, p. 406–07).

An infant is playing a game with a cotton spool on a string. Holding onto the string,
he throws the spool away so that it cannot be seen behind the curtains around his cot,
saying a long drawn-out ‘o–o–o–o’ as he does. Then he pulls the string and the reel
comes back into view, accompanied by his joyous ‘da!’ (Beyond the Pleasure
Principle, 1920b, pp. 14 ff.)1 Is this, Freud asks, a way of repeating and in some way
working through another, potentially more disturbing pattern of absences and presences
in the child’s life – the comings and goings of the mother? 

It would be easy to multiply the examples, from the case histories and
from the hundreds of clinical and anecdotal cases that underpin Freud’s work
and which make such encyclopedic compendia out of The Interpretation of
Dreams and The Psychopathology of Everyday Life. Psychoanalysis has all sorts
of names for this spilling-over and its many aspects. We shall come to some of
them in the course of this book: displacement, drive, cathexis, repetition, symp-
tom, unconscious. We could even say that, for psychoanalysis, this spilling-over
in all its forms is one of the very basic mechanisms of the psyche. 

And yet, we very quickly find that this is also a spilling-over of what we
might imagine to be the boundaries of the psyche. What seem to be events
going on purely within the privacy of a head are really also matters of things in
the world, even things as modest or banal as a reel and a piece of string, as silly
as an embarrassing song, as contingent as the historical accident that makes two
quite separate words sound the same, or the circumstances that yoke our love
affair to a song. And conversely, things in the world reveal themselves to already

Reading Freud 2
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be part of the psyche’s working-out: material objects, families, customs and law,
language, and all sorts of cultural practices. If we start with the psyche, we seem
in no time at all to find ourselves in a densely populated world again.

And this happens in all sorts of multiple and unexpected ways, which
have little respect for the divisions we might readily want to make between pri-
vate and public, individual and social, self and other, or even between the one
being analysed and the one doing the analysing. The same actions seem to play
at one and the same time in a number of quite different stories, on quite differ-
ent and apparently autonomous levels. In the child’s game with the reel of
thread, for example, we know the entire setup – the game, the child, the adult
remembering observing it – is a displaced version of yet another absence, and
another coming to grips with loss. There is a story of grief and mourning behind
it. The child in the story Freud tells is Ernst Halberstadt, his first grandchild and
the son of his dearly loved daughter Sophie. Sophie died in 1920, as Freud was
at work on the book that recounts the game, Beyond the Pleasure Principle. ‘Please
don’t worry about me,’ he writes to his concerned colleague Sandor Ferenczi two
weeks after Sophie’s death. ‘“The unvaried, still returning hour of duty”, and
“the dear lovely habit of living” will do their bit toward letting everything go on
as before.’ To another friend, Oskar Pfister, he says, ‘I do as much work as I can,
and am grateful for the distraction’ (cited in Derrida, 1987, p. 330). The child’s
fretting over an absent mother is also a father’s mourning for an absent daughter.
In this respect, Beyond the Pleasure Principle is not so much a psychoanalysis of
mourning, but psychoanalysis as mourning. Throwing out its endless spool of
speculation, it is that very distraction, that ‘hour of duty’ which, among other
things, brings back the beloved daughter on a thin thread of writing. 

What psychoanalysis talks about is something that spills over its apparent
boundaries: what seems to be internal is already out there in the world, and
whatever is external stands to be already there deep within. There is a tight and
intriguing knot developing here, and its shape and implications will concern us
in the rest of this book. In that spilling-out and in the development of a logic
that can describe it, psychoanalysis provides a framework rather different from
those of the empirical human sciences of psychology and sociology. It offers ways
of thinking not just of the individual, but of those dimensions which are always
intimately part of the individual, though they incessantly spill over those bound-
aries into questions of the social, and the cultural, and the ideological. This is not
even strictly speaking a matter of examining how the individual and the social
are connected, for that would imply an initial separation which is then over-
come. With psychoanalysis, it is a matter of thinking through how the human
subject is always and already in the world, from the very outset. 

And from the beginning, psychoanalysis itself spills out into all sorts of
other areas. If it is most obviously a form of therapy, with links to the other psy-
chotherapies – in particular to psychiatry, and thus to medicine. It has also
needed, from the outset, to distinguish itself from all of these. In particular, it
has always tried to keep some measure of autonomy from that huge and power-
ful social institution of medicine. The question of whether analysts should be
required to have a medical qualification (the ‘question of lay analysis’ of Freud’s

3 Introduction: Borders
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1926 paper of that name) is on the one hand a matter of accreditation: the
fledgling institution of psychoanalysis would be more easily recognised if it
insisted its members should also be medical doctors, but that would also make
it into a subgroup of the medical profession, and under medical control. On the
other hand, it is also a matter for internal debate: psychoanalysts themselves did
not agree on the path to be taken. Freud’s view was that psychoanalysis needed
to keep its autonomy from medicine, and be able to determine its own affairs
on professionally psychoanalytic grounds. To this day, in most countries it is
possible to be a psychoanalyst without being a medical doctor. But the suspicion
between psychoanalysis and medicine has always been mutual: many medical
practitioners see psychoanalysis as costly and inefficient, with its need for pro-
longed and regular one-to-one contact between analyst and analysand. And yet
it has always been pragmatically impossible for psychoanalysis not to have con-
nections with medicine: the two share, or even compete for, the same stock of
patients, and share common governmental and social health systems. One
could also say similar things about the relationships psychoanalysis has with
other therapies.

As well as being a therapy, psychoanalysis also lays claim to being a legit-
imate form of knowledge, a science. That is, it lays claim to something of the
same ground covered by psychology. But here again, it seeks to distinguish itself
from psychology. The French analyst Jacques Lacan would even argue that
psychoanalysis is not a psychology at all (Lacan 1977a, pp. 293–94). Indeed, in
the English-speaking world psychoanalysis is generally not taught in academic
psychology departments, and its appearance in them is usually confined to
remarks about its empirical non-verifiability or the small size of Freud’s sample
groups. These complaints are not simply false: psychoanalysis is not amenable
to many of the quantifiable and reiterable methodologies that are the basis of
scientificity. But this is not because it is an inefficient or incompetent version of
those methods: we shall have cause to return to Lacan’s apparent hyperbole. The
aims and very approach of psychoanalysis mark it off from the positivistic
sciences – those which are structured on an objectivity whose function is to sep-
arate out, with as much rigour as possible, the properties of the object under
investigation from those phenomena which are due to the observing subject. 

What happens when the object observed is precisely a subject like that
doing the observing, where the thing one is studying is subjectivity itself, and
where, in order to think through it as subject, it is necessary to constitute it as
something very different from an object? The project, and the novelty, of psy-
choanalysis is its attempt to think through the consequences of this with as
much rigour as possible: to provide a rigorous logic of subjectivity which is not
‘purely subjective’ in the derogatory sense, the one which would make it a
mixture of individual whim, insight and ingenuity rather than a method.
Psychoanalysis is not a psychology because what it sets for itself as the focus of
its investigation is in effect all of those things which psychology must set to one
side in order to constitute itself as a positivistic science. 

And yet psychoanalysis cannot simply give up scientificity, to declare itself
a philosophy, for example, or a belief system. As we shall see, one of Freud’s
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frequent responses to those who argue that psychoanalysis is not a science is to
take precisely those features of analysis that appear least scientific and argue
that they are in fact characteristic of the most rigorous and classical forms of
science. Do the concepts with which psychoanalysis starts out seem rather ill-
defined and vague? Well, good, so they should! That’s exactly what science does
and should do: you start off with a set of vague ideas and then, once you start
gathering real data and putting these ideas into collision with the real world, you
refine them so that they become more precise, more capable of describing the
world. Is the hypothesis of the unconscious unverifiable, in the sense that one can-
not simply observe it? Well, of course it is: by definition, the unconscious is what
is not and cannot be made conscious. But neither can we observe directly what
goes on at the centre of the earth or in the heart of a star, and this hardly makes
geology or astrophysics any the less scientific (‘Instincts and Their Vicissitudes’,
1915b, p. 117; New Introductory Lectures on Psychoanalysis, 1933a, pp. 32–33). 

The unconscious is a hypothesis, like quarks and gravitation. We hypothe-
sise it because things behave as if it were the case. If one assumes an unconscious,
then a welter of phenomena, which have previously appeared senseless, may
suddenly take on a broad and consistent pattern. Dora presents herself to Freud
with a range of symptoms, including difficulty in breathing, attacks of nervous
coughing, speechlessness, migraines, depression, unsociability (‘Fragment of an
Analysis of a Case of Hysteria’, 1905a, pp. 21–23). On their own, these make little
sense and have little apparent connection with each other or with anything
else – certainly not with any physical cause. But to see them as a series of largely
unconscious reactions to and ways of coping with the impossible situation Dora
has been put in by a particularly sordid family life, is to string them together in a
way which makes sense out of them, and thus offers the possibility of doing some-
thing with them. Dreams appear, for the most part, as a random montage of
meaningless elements; the hypothesis of an unconscious dream-work may give
them a cogent and comprehensible unity. The unconscious is not unscientific
because it is a hypothesis: that is exactly what gives it a claim to scientificity. Like
all scientific hypotheses, it aims at the principle of parsimony, Occam’s Razor: the
best hypothesis is the simplest one that explains the most. 

Conversely, though, there are certain things which science demands that
psychoanalysis cannot supply. The scientific observer, for example, constitutes the
object she is observing as quite independent of her presence as observer, and does
this through a rigorous use of scientific method; the psychoanalyst, though, is
interested in subjectivity itself, the very thing which, by definition, is not an object.
Where psychology stands apart, the entire possibility of psychoanalysis depends on
immersion. Psychoanalysis needs both to claim scientificity and to stand apart
from it. This is why it would be far too hasty to conclude that psychoanalysis is
simply trying to be a positivist science like psychology, but failing. It would be to
miss the very point at which psychoanalysis opens up questions of the greatest
interest for philosophy and science. Psychoanalysis insistently and deliberately
occupies the borders of science, partly inside and partly outside what the
border encloses, neither quite one nor the other. Borders are somewhat precarious
places. A well-constituted science will want to place itself as far away from these

5 Introduction: Borders

Thawaites-3448-Introduction.qxd  6/16/2007  10:27 AM  Page 5



ambiguous neither-nors as possible. But it is nevertheless those borders that make
a science what it is: they define it as separate from and mark it off from everything
surrounding it. Something which, like psychoanalysis, insists on occupying those
borders may be capable of saying something about what makes science science,
and about that science’s relationships with what surrounds it across those borders.
That is, it may be able to say something about science’s existence in the world that
science does not know about itself. 

We could say (getting ahead of ourselves) that one way of describing the
unconscious would be that it is that aspect of me which I cannot know about myself,
but which nevertheless makes me what I am. My unconscious is what lies beyond
the boundaries of my knowing self – can I then even call it mine? But it is
also what makes me what I am, and is therefore, at the same time, at the very
heart of my being. A strange topology, indeed. Freud, as we shall see, calls it a
sort of internal foreign territory (New Introductory Lectures, 1933a, p. 57). Lacan
gives it the felicitous name of extimacy: the extimate is both what is closest
to me and radically external to me, me and not me, in me more than me (Lacan,
1992, p. 139). 

We can generalise: the unconscious in general is that aspect of X which X
cannot know about itself, but which nevertheless makes it what it is. This X is the
marker of a place which need not even necessarily be filled by a person. Could we
not with just the same logic speak of the unconscious of an institution, a science,
a knowledge, a grouping of any sort? A culture, even? What could that mean if it
is not to collapse into a vaguely New Ageish or Jungian ‘collective unconscious’?2

IInnttrroodduuccttoorryy  wwrriittiinnggss  aanndd  oovveerrvviieewwss::

Introductory Lectures on Psychoanalysis 
(1915–17) and

New Introductory Lectures on
Psychoanalysis (1932)

The best introductions to Freud’s works are his own. Throughout his career,
he wrote a number of expositions of psychoanalysis aimed at a lay audi-
ence. These lectures have a lively sense of exchange with an audience writ-
ten into them: they address themselves out to a ‘you’ and use the word ‘we’
inclusively more frequently than not; they anticipate objections and reserva-
tions, and respond to them; they disarm with their willingness to talk about
the present limits of psychoanalysis and what is not known. They are text-
book examples of popular scientific writing, offering carefully constructed
and graded arguments which take the reader-listener step by step through
the complexities involved. With The Psychopathology of Everyday Life
(1901), they were the most popular, the most reprinted and the most trans-
lated of Freud’s writings during his lifetime.

The first set of lectures represents Freud’s thought up to the mid-1910s.
They were written just months after the important series of papers on
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metapsychology, which mark the consolidation of the so-called ‘first topogra-
phy’ in which the primary division of the psyche is between conscious and uncon-
scious. The ‘second topography’ (ego, id and superego, in The Ego and the
Id (1923)) and the hypothesis of the death drive (in Beyond the Pleasure
Principle (1920b)) were to be introduced over the next decade. 

The much shorter series of New Introductory Lectures, from the last
decade of Freud’s life, brings the series up to date with these developments.
By this time, though, the cancer of the jaw which would eventually kill Freud
had made public speaking impossible, and though they are written in just the
same style as the earlier series (and numbered consecutively to emphasise
the continuity), the new lectures were never actually delivered. 

The Question of Lay Analysis: Conversations
with an Impartial Person (1926)

The question of the title is whether non-medical psychoanalysts should be per-
mitted to practice: Austrian laws meant that only holders of medical degrees could
legally treat patients, and the pamphlet is part of Freud’s intervention when
Theodor Reik, a prominent but non-medical Viennese analyst, was charged with
‘quackery’. Freud always held the view that psychoanalysis should not be brought
under the sole control of the medical profession, and that forms of training other
than medical were potentially of at least as much value.

Freud’s defence is one of his liveliest accounts of psychoanalysis for
the lay person. In it, the trading of points with the audience in the Introductory
Lectures becomes a dialogue with an imaginary interlocutor, the ‘impartial
person’ of the subtitle, who is not convinced of either psychoanalysis or its
case for lay analysis – and who continues to the last to ask sceptical ques-
tions, without being flippant or trivial. This is the first of Freud’s major exposi-
tions of psychoanalysis to take into account the new scheme of things with
the second topography.

‘On the History of the Psychoanalytic
Movement’ (1914)

‘A Short Account of Psychoanalysis’ (1923)
‘An Autobiographical Study’ (1924)

The psychoanalytic movement had undergone two painful internal schisms
by 1914, with the dissension of Adler and then Jung. ‘On the History of the
Psychoanalytic Movement’ is written from within the turmoil of these splits,
with the intention of demonstrating just why these two heresies have no part
in the mainstream of the movement. We find similar concerns not too far from
the surface in all the major writings of this time: the key paper ‘On Narcissism’
and the case history of the ‘Wolf Man’ were both written in this year.
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The ‘Short Account’ and ‘An Autobiographical Study’ date from ten
years later, and are far less partisan. The ‘Short Account’ was commissioned
by the publishers of Encyclopedia Britannica, for whom Freud would later
write a brief entry for the 13th edition. The ‘Autobiographical Study’ is not an
autobiography as such, but a contribution to a four-volume series on the
recent history of medical science, whose contributors describe their roles in
that history. 

‘An Outline of Psychoanalysis’ (1938)

This is Freud’s last work, left unfinished at his death and published posthu-
mously. Unlike his other overviews, it is not intended for a lay audience, but is
more like a summation and stocktaking meant for psychoanalysis itself. Its con-
densed but lucid style assumes a detailed knowledge of analysis and of Freud’s
other writings. 

Notes to Introduction

1 This is the famous ‘fort-da game’ called after the German words that Freud understands
the child as attempting to say: fort, meaning ‘gone,’ and da, ‘there’.

2 The Jungian ‘collective unconscious’ is not at all unconscious in our sense of being
what a society cannot know about itself as a condition of its being a society. On the
contrary, it is a content that is easily stated (the Jungian catalogue of archetypes) and
that circulates everywhere as a sort of shared pop knowledge.
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The slip

You are at a party, say, in the middle of a conversation. Suddenly, to your horror, you
realise that the words that have just this moment left your lips mean something
else altogether. You have just quite unwittingly said the very last thing you would
want to say in this situation, to these people. And you can see from their immediate
reactions that this is exactly the meaning they have taken from it. There is no cover-
ing it over, no pretending it didn’t happen. You go bright red, and want to sink into
the floor.

There are several different stages or layers to your mortification. First of all, you are
mortified because you had no deliberate intention of saying it. Perhaps the meaning
itself had not even crossed your mind before you said it. But you said it, there’s no deny-
ing it: with that curious detachment of a dream, you heard your own voice saying it,
felt those words forming just too late to stop them slipping out. You have witnesses
too: the looks on the faces of the people you are talking with tell you that. They are
going to want some explanation. This thing you least wanted to say forced its way into
your mouth. It is as if something that wasn’t you has just used your voice to say some-
thing you would never have permitted. This first stage of your distress is that you feel
divided against yourself. You cannot trust yourself. What had only a couple of seconds
ago appeared to be an easy and unproblematic clarity of intention has revealed a
deep fissure – in you, in your very sense of self. Something in you is not answerable
to you. 

Then comes the twist. Could it be that in some sense you did desire it after all?
What you’d have least wanted to say is not at all the same thing as what you’d never
have thought. In fact, it’s all too close to what you might actually think. Now that
you’ve said it you do in fact recognise yourself in it, much as you’d like not to.
Perhaps that divided intention has really only been working behind your back to say
what you’ve actually thought all along, but were never willingly going to say. That
is, are the two warring parts of you actually in agreement that this is indeed what
you feel about whatever it was? Is the only disagreement between them a matter of
whether it should have been said, here and now – and with one of them now forcing
the hand of the other? Everybody has heard of Freudian slips; everyone knows that
they tend to show up what’s on the slipper’s mind anyway. This, of course, includes
the friends who have just heard you make the slip, and who know you well too. All
of this reasoning is just as transparent to them as it is to you. How can your very
blush not be taken as confirmation, an admission that you’ve read the slip in exactly
the way they have? If what you’ve just said didn’t carry the meaning everyone has
now given it, why would you be so embarrassed about it? Even to talk about it and
try to offer some sort of explanation that it wasn’t what you really meant at all,
would be to acknowledge that yes, the words you’ve said do in fact mean exactly
what’s now crossed everyone’s mind, that you know what they mean and that every-
one else does, that the fact of having said them makes you uneasy and you’d love to
explain them away, but that every word you say from now on is going to do nothing
but dig you in deeper ... 

In the midst of which, another twist to the knife. You become aware of an even more
ghastly possibility. It is not enough for you to admit painfully to yourself that perhaps
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you did, in some sense, think that after all, and that the slip has just been a matter of
blurting out what you didn’t ever really want to say. What if you really did want to say
it? After all, the whole thing has been done with devastating timing: it couldn’t be
worse if it had been calculated. The horrible possibility dawns, that you – for what else
could it be that spoke in your voice anyway? – might in a sense have wanted to say the
unsayable, with all of the consequences of that saying, whose discomforts you have the
awful feeling you are just beginning to explore, and that in some sense you might actu-
ally have wanted and even called up this mortification. Everything happens as if this
fierce humiliation you are feeling carries with it a somewhat perverse enjoyment.
Which is doubly mortifying. And thus – by this deeply perverse logic from which there
no longer seems to be any secure exit, and in a way which is utterly inseparable from
this escalating mortification – somewhere, somehow, and to this someone you dare not
quite think of as yourself, even more enjoyable … 

By this stage, of course, it is no longer possible to convince those who heard you
of your innocence, for all of this is quite transparent to them too. It is no longer even
possible to know how far round these spirals they are willing to go, and how culpa-
ble they hold you. You are caught in a double bind: if you try to explain, you only
make yourself look more guilt-driven, and if you refuse to explain, you leave your
friends to think the worst. You have no tenable position, nowhere you can feel at all
comfortable. It is not even that the only places left for you to occupy are those you
feel are quite profoundly not you – false places, places that give a false idea to
others of what you really are. That would be some sort of comfort in itself. Neither is
it even any longer a question of having to admit to yourself that, yes, you really
were thinking that all along, yes, you really did want it to be expressed, with all of
its consequences, and that in some way you were after that mortification all along.
Things have got beyond that stage. The problem here is, now that you no longer
know what you wished; what your motivations might have been. Nothing will confirm
them one way or another. All you are left with is that acute sense of having nowhere
at all to go. Oddly enough, it is precisely at moments like this that you are most aware
of your own selfhood, as a series of empty positions, none of which fit. 

We can plot it out:

1 You didn’t want to say it.
2 You did want to say it.
3 There’s a perverse enjoyment in being skewered on the double bind of 1 and 2.

We make slips of the tongue. We dream, and wake amazed by the strangeness of
what has been passing through our minds. Ideas just come into our heads,
unbidden: we can beat our heads against a problem all evening without results
and then wake up in the morning knowing the answer in all its details. We per-
form elaborate and highly directed series of actions automatically, even when
they require a good deal of alertness, such as driving a car. Our everyday expe-
rience suggests that not all thought processes are actually accessible to our con-
sciousness, and that even those which are, are not conscious all the time. What’s
more, once those unconsciously-performed acts are examined, it’s often easy
to see in them all the detail, complexity and even lucidity we might usually
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associate with conscious thought. All of which suggests that we should not
equate mental processes and consciousness. There would seem to be mental
processes of which we are not conscious, but which nevertheless have all the
complexity of those of which we are aware.

Some of these may of course be easily brought up into consciousness.
Though the song ‘Happy Birthday to You’ isn’t always in my conscious atten-
tion, I can bring it to mind without effort when the situation calls for it. Much
of our day-to-day driving of a car is semi-automatic, but this state is one of
smoothly implemented skill rather than unawareness. The phrase for it is
exact: you really know what you’re doing only when your actual doing of it no
longer fills the centre stage of your consciousness. You start becoming a com-
petent driver once the complex co-ordination of different tasks for all four
limbs becomes automatic. A vast amount of our consciousness, our learning,
our memory, is like this: not occupying the forefront of attention, but neatly
packed somewhere off to one side, waiting for the moment when it’s needed,
when it springs out almost without bidding. Freud uses the term preconscious
for this off-stage consciousness. Preconscious mental processes seem to exist
seamlessly with conscious processes, sliding effortlessly from one to the other
as required.

Of course, there are other possibilities. Sometimes that unpacking of the
preconscious doesn’t take place as smoothly as we believe it should, and this
failure can be persistent, and even oddly consistent. We may forget the name of
an acquaintance or get it wrong, even when it’s someone we know perfectly well
and have regular dealings with. We may find ourselves doing this repeatedly,
even after being embarrassed by the lapse and making a deliberate effort to
remember the name the next time. We may even feel that the very repetition
we make to fix it in our mind may serve to increase our confusion about which
is the right version. In cases like this, there is not only the feeling that what
should be a clear passage between conscious and preconscious is blocked, but
that there even appears to be some sort of opposing force reinforcing the block-
age. It can work the other way around too for example, if ‘Happy Birthday to
You’ refuses to be sent back into the preconscious lumber room after the candles
have been blown out, and stays around as an annoying jingle for a good part of
the day. (Why is it that as often as not, the song which sticks in your mind is
one you don’t like – and one you certainly don’t want people to hear you singing
inadvertently?)

Not everything that is unconscious has the same easy relationship to con-
sciousness that the preconscious has. There are blockages: some things do not
slip easily from a preconscious to a conscious state, and even actively resist con-
sciousness. Or rather, since we obviously cannot be directly aware of something
that resists our awareness, it is better to say that our everyday experience of con-
sciousness is full of gaps. From these gaps, we can hypothesise mental events
that are not conscious. 

I go to bed worrying over a problem, and I wake up to find that somehow
the problem has been solved while I slept. But the fact that it has been solved,
there in my own head, doesn’t necessarily mean I have the slightest knowledge
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or memory of the processes my head used to solve it in my absence. I have been
landed with the solution, perhaps even an ingenious and elegant one, but I have
no idea of how it came about. Beyond doubt, some mental processes must have
taken place, but just what they might have been remains hypothetical for the
simple reason that I was not there to see them. Even to reconstruct those processes
with a high degree of probability and conviction may not in itself be enough to
bring them back to memory. But what a careful reconstruction can do is provide
a smooth, credible and comprehensible chain of reasoning which links the
problem to its solution. Without this, we are left with a solution that appears
from nowhere, without explanation.

EEaarrllyy  wwrriittiinnggss::

The Freud–Fliess correspondence (1887–1904)
‘Project for a Scientific Psychology’ (1887–1902)
Breuer and Freud, Studies on Hysteria (1893–95)

In 1881, the 25-year-old Freud graduated as a Doctor of Medicine from the
University of Vienna; the next year, he began work at Vienna General Hospital,
while continuing his researches in biology, physiology and neuroanatomy. Late
that year, Josef Breuer, an older friend and colleague told him of a successful
treatment in which an hysteric patient under hypnosis seems to have remem-
bered a long-buried trauma, with a cathartic and curative effect. In 1885–86, after
Freud had been appointed to a university lectureship in neuropathology, a trav-
elling bursary allowed him to spend several months in Paris, studying under the
great neurologist Charcot – at the Salpêtrière hospital for nervous diseases –
who, at this late stage of his career, had also become interested in hysteria and
the possibility of treating it with hypnosis. On his return to Vienna, Freud’s work
began to focus increasingly on the neuroses and their treatment, including elec-
trotherapy and hypnosis. 

In 1887, Breuer introduced Freud to Wilhelm Fliess, two years younger
than Freud but already a successful Berlin ear, nose and throat specialist,
whom Breuer had recommended attend Freud’s lectures while carrying out
further studies in Vienna. The two became close friends, and carried out a
regular and voluminous correspondence over the next 14 years. In Freud’s
letters, one can see in gestation many of the characteristic terms, concerns and
frameworks of what would become psychoanalysis, caught in the process
of separating themselves from their original neuroanatomical framework. He
sent Fliess a number of drafts of work in progress, including the substantial
but never completed ‘Project for a Scientific Psychology’ in 1895.

The ‘Project’ draws on the recent discovery of the neuron (in 1889 by
Santiago Ramón y Cajal, who would receive the Nobel Prize for the discov-
ery in 1906), but it makes use of it in a speculative rather than strictly neuro-
physiological sense. Freud postulates a quantity, Q, which he does not define,
but which works like a fluid or an electrical charge. This Q is cathected – made
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to flow from one point to another, to accumulate in some places and abandon
others – by the neurones, which are arranged in two systems. The first system,
Φ, is easily permeated by this flow of Q and retains none of it; this is the system
of perception. By contrast, the second system, ϕ, is impermeable, and in hold-
ing back Q allows for the possibility of memory. From this, Freud builds up a
conceptual system that is much closer to the outlines of the imaginary neu-
roanatomy, which underpin it, than any of his later and more strictly psychoana-
lytic work will be. Nevertheless, we can already see in it many of the concerns
of that later work: cathexis and a dynamic and economic model of fluids; the sub-
jection of these flows to a principle of constancy, which tends to keep the total
quantity of excitation in a system as low as possible; the essentially biological
modelling of an organism attempting to protect itself from the stimuli of a chaotic
external world; structures of repression and inhibition; the aetiology of hysteria;
the formation, intelligibility and functioning of dreams, and their similarity to hys-
teria; and the division of the psyche into primary and secondary processes
according to whether psychic energies are bound or controlled. 

But aside from the content, there is another dynamic at work in these 
letters and drafts, which makes this relationship such a crucial one for psy-
choanalysis. Freud and Fliess doubtless had certain commonalities, if only
broad ones. Both were Jews, in a profession where, and a time when, anti-
Semitism was still a major obstacle in a career path. Both were engaged in
fields of research that put them somewhat at odds with the medical orthodoxy
of the day. But Fliess was not an obvious ally for Freud, and oddly, this may
be precisely why the relationship seemed to work so well. Fliess’s concerns
seem quite crankish today, and have no part to play in Freud’s theories
beyond the occasional footnote of approval, all part of the pact. Fliess postu-
lated that all human life is governed by two physiological cycles, which inter-
sect in the life of any individual, a feminine one of 28 days and a masculine
one of 23. Do the calculations correctly, and one can predict optimal and cri-
sis points in an individual’s life. These cycles, he argued, are particularly evi-
dent in the mucous membrane of the nose, which has a close link to the
genitals. Treat the nose, and you can treat a variety of conditions, including
sexual dysfunctions and neuralgic pain. There is little here to intersect with
Freud’s interests, but that may be the point: given such distances between
them, the two men could not easily become rivals or pose a threat to each
other. That distance is quite literal too: their geographical separation meant
that they met only infrequently, and this too is no doubt an essential part of
the relationship: it is hard to imagine them finding much time for each other if
their paths had crossed daily. The letters do not just report on or consolidate
the relationship: they are the relationship, almost in its entirety.

Traditionally, to become a psychoanalyst, one must undergo an analy-
sis of one’s own. Analysis is not something one can do alone; it requires the
distance of a third party, that largely silent listener somewhere just out of
sight, who neither approves nor disapproves but simply encourages speech,
without any personal stake in the outcome. Freud himself analysed all of the
first generation of analysts who came to form part of his circle: Jones, Jung,
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Abraham, Ferenczi, Eitingon, Adler, even – against all precepts then and
since – his own daughter Anna. So if becoming a psychoanalyst requires that
there already be an analyst, who analysed Freud? One of the standard
answers – and one which makes perfect sense of the sheer unlikeliness of
the relationship – is that the correspondence with Fliess served much of that
function: a pact of listening.

*
For all of the neuroanatomical borrowings of the ‘Project’, during this time

Freud was also working with Josef Breuer on a quite different approach to hyste-
ria, based on the clinical practice the two of them had set up. In 1893, Freud and
Breuer published a preliminary paper whose title suggested the extent of the break
they were making: ‘On the Psychical Mechanism of Hysterical Phenomena’. Two
years later, that paper was to preface their joint Studies on Hysteria, which included
an account of Breuer’s earlier case history (‘Anna O.’, who provided the famous
description of psychoanalysis as ‘the taking cure’), a number of Freud’s case his-
tories, a theoretical chapter by Breuer, and a chapter on treatment by Freud. 

The neuroses, they argue, can be seen in psychic and experiential terms
quite different from those of the current medical or physiological frameworks. The
particular forms of hysteria they studied all revealed themselves to have been pre-
cipitated by some sort of trauma. Because the mind had been unable to process
that trauma and discharge its affect, the memory of it had been repressed and was
unavailable to the sufferer, though the effects of it remained in sometimes elabo-
rately displaced forms now left without apparent cause. ‘Hysterics suffer mainly
from reminiscences’ (Studies on Hysteria p. 7; emphasis in original). 

Both authors refer to these repressed thoughts as ‘unconscious’. The
term seems to have been first used in such a context in 1889 by the French
neurologist and psychologist Pierre Janet, though from the outset Freud and
Breuer’s sense of its usage is far more dynamic than Janet’s. For them, the
unconscious is not just a name for a region of the mind, but above all the
product of conflicting forces. At this stage, Freud still sees unconsciousness
largely in terms of a repression which it is the task of psychoanalysis to undo:
bring the forgotten memories back into consciousness, and the patient will be
cured. The treatment thus has an optimism and simplicity which psychoana-
lytic experience will later complicate immeasurably.

In the Studies, Freud and Breuer frequently refer to their procedures as
‘analysis’. The term ‘psychoanalysis’ does not yet occur; that will happen in
Freud’s 1896 paper, ‘Further Remarks on the Neuro-Psychoses of Defence’.

II::  UUnnccoonnsscciioouuss  aanndd  ccoonnsscciioouuss

The hypothesis

If we hypothesise the existence of unconscious thoughts, then all sorts of
things, which until now appeared senseless and without connection, suddenly
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fall into place. This ability to provide a chain of reconstruction is
what Freud points out in the 1915 paper on ‘The Unconscious’, though he is being
hyperbolic when
he calls this ‘incon-
trovertible proof’.•
No scientific hypo-
thesis is ever quite
incont rover t ib l e
when one of the cri-
teria for it to be
taken as scientific
is precisely that it
must, in principle,
be falsifiable, open
to revision in the light of new data. Newton’s theory of gravitation remains
scientific even though relativity and the Riemannian geometries of curved space
have since provided a more accurate and wider description of the phenomena.
As we have seen, Freud is forever revising his own work, sometimes with
far-reaching effect: adding material with each new edition, criticising his earlier
views, placing concepts into a different framework. This controvertibility is
exactly what gives it its claim to scientificity. The unconscious is not a fact, it is
a hypothesis: a perfectly legitimate one, perhaps even a valuable one – but cer-
tainly, as we shall see, one with quite peculiar and far-reaching consequences. 

The reason for taking the hypothesis seriously, Freud is saying, is first of
all that everything works as if it were true. Without the hypothesis, we have a
series of scattered phenomena that seem to make little sense, if any, when taken
individually. Dreams would thus be something like the sounds produced when
someone who knows nothing of music lets their fingers wander over a piano
keyboard.1 But with that hypothesis, everything snaps into place. As any good
scientific hypothesis must, the hypothesis of an unconscious aims to do the most
with the least. 

The hypothe-
sis does not, then,
bring hidden mater-
ial to light or make
the unconscious
workings conscious.
Instead, it provides
a series of conscious
mental construc-
tions, which, if they
were to exist, would
produce the same
effects, point for
point.• The criteria
for judging the

Reading Freud 16

All these conscious acts [dreams, mistaken actions and slips of
the tongue, and so on] remain disconnected and unintelligible if
we insist upon claiming that ever y mental act that occurs in us
must also necessarily be experienced by us through conscious-
ness; on the other hand, they fall into a demonstrable connection
if we interpolate between them the unconscious acts which we
have inferred. ... When ... it turns out that the assumption of
there being an unconscious enables us to construct a successful
procedure by which we can exer t an ef fective influence upon the
course of conscious processes, this success will have given us
an incontrover tible proof of the existence of what we have
assumed. (‘The Unconscious’ (1915d), p. 167)

Ever y  sc ience is based on obser vat ions and exper iences
ar r ived at  through the medium of  our  psychical  apparatus.
But s ince our sc ience has as i ts subject  that  apparatus
i tsel f ,  the analogy ends here.  We make our  obser vat ions
through the medium of  the same perceptual  apparatus,
precisely with the help of the breaks in the sequence of ‘psychi-
cal’ events: we fill in what is omitted by making plausible infer -
ences and t ranslat ing i t  into conscious mater ia l .  In  this way
we construct, as it were, a sequence of conscious events
complementar y to the unconscious psychical processes. The
re lat ive cer ta inty  of  our  psychical  sc ience is based on the
binding forces of  these inferences.  

[ I f ]  we say :  ‘A t  th is  po in t  an  unconsc ious memor y
in te r vened’ ,  what  that  means is :  ‘A t  th is  po in t  someth ing
occur red  o f  wh ich  we a re  to ta l l y  unab le  to  fo r m a  concep -
t ion ,  but  wh ich ,  i f  i t  had ente red our  consc iousness,  cou ld
on ly  have been descr ibed in  such and such a  way. ’  ( ‘An
Out l ine  o f  Psychoana lys is ’  (1940) ,  pp .  159,197)  
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explanation it offers cannot be their resemblance to the unconscious processes
they depict, because by definition we can have no direct conscious knowledge
of those processes to act as the basis for such a comparison. Instead, the crite-
ria are, on the one hand, the ability of these conscious mental processes of the
model to produce the same outcome, and on the other, the internal coherence
of the model itself. Given these two, the sense that the bare facts take on, in
light of the hypothesis of the unconscious, will be functional too. That is, it
will be a practical basis for intervention, from which one can make certain
predictions and produce real effects in a patient’s life. Freud keeps insisting
that he is not a philosopher, but a clinician, faced with real lives. Finally, that
is, the hypothesis of the unconscious stands or falls on the question of
whether or not it works.2

Freud goes on to make a number of hypotheses about the unconscious
in the course of almost half a century of psychoanalytic writing. As we
shall see, in the 1920s he even radically revised what he had said so far,

and offered a new
view of the topogra-
phy of the psyche.
Within each schema,
though, there are a
number of views
of the unconscious
offered, and even
a certain indecision
and instability•
about them. In part,
this is exactly what
one would expect of
a working hypothe-
sis, whose function
is to make itself
gradually more pre-
cise as it responds
to and takes into
account the data
experience offers it.
Freud says as much,
in a number of
places.• But there is
also something else
at work in this, as we
shall see – some-
thing which follows
from the unusual
nature of this partic-
ular hypothesis.

17 Unconscious

We have o f ten  heard  i t  ma in ta ined that  sc iences shou ld
be bu i l t  up  on c lear  and sharp l y  de f ined bas ic  concepts .  In
actua l  fac t  no  sc ience,  not  even the  most  exact ,  beg ins
wi th  such def in i t ions .  The t r ue  beg inn ing  o f  sc ient i f i c
ac t i v i t y  cons is ts  ra ther  in  descr ib ing  phenomena and then
in  p roceed ing  to  g roup,  c lass i f y  and cor re la te  them.  Even
at  the  s tage o f  descr ip t ion  i t  i s  not  poss ib le  to  avo id
app ly ing  cer ta in  abst rac t  ideas to  the  mater ia l  in  hand,
ideas der i ved f r om somewhere  o r  o ther  but  ce r ta in l y  not
f r om the new obser vat ions a lone.  Such ideas –  wh ich  w i l l
l a te r  become the bas ic  concepts  o f  the  sc ience –  a re  s t i l l
more  ind ispensab le  as  the  mater ia l  is  fu r ther  worked
over.  They  must  a t  f i rs t  necessar i l y  possess some degree
of  indef in i teness;  there  can be no quest ion  o f  any  c lear
de l imi ta t ion  o f  the i r  content .  So long  as  they  r emain  in
th is  cond i t ion ,  we come to  an unders tand ing  about  the i r
mean ing  by  mak ing  repeated re fe rences to  the  mater ia l
o f  obser vat ion  f r om wh ich  they  appear  to  have der i ved,
but  upon wh ich ,  in  fac t ,  they  have been imposed.  Thus,
s t r i c t l y  speak ing ,  they  a re  in  the  natu re  o f  convent ions –
a l though ever y th ing  depends on the i r  not  be ing  a rb i t ra r i l y
chosen but  dete r mined by  the i r  hav ing  s ign i f i cant  r e la -
t ions  to  the  empi r i ca l  mater ia l ,  r e la t ions that  we seem to
sense befo re  we can c lear l y  r ecogn ise  and demonst ra te
them.  I t  i s  on l y  a f te r  more  thorough invest iga t ion  o f  the
f ie ld  o f  obser vat ion  that  we a re  ab le  to  fo r mula te  i ts
bas ic  sc ient i f i c  concepts  w i th  inc reas ing  p rec is ion ,  and
progress ive l y  so  to  mod i f y  them that  they  become ser v ice -
ab le  and cons is tent  over  a  w ide a rea.  Then,  indeed,  the
t ime may have come to  conf ine  them in  def in i t ions .  The
advance o f  knowledge,  however,  does not  to le ra te  any
r ig id i t y  even in  de f in i t ions .  Phys ics  fu r n ishes an exce l lent
i l lus t ra t ion  o f  the  way  in  wh ich  even ‘bas ic  concepts ’  that
have been estab l ished in  the  fo r m o f  de f in i t ions  a re  con -
s tant l y  be ing  a l te red in  the i r  content .  ( ‘ Ins t inc ts  and The i r
V ic iss i tudes’  (1915b) ,  p .  117)  
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Cathexis

Freud’s first major theoretical discussion of the unconscious is in the long seventh
chapter of The Interpretation of Dreams (1900). Here he takes stock of the implications
of the techniques for analysis that have been developed in the previous chapters,
and quite explicitly phrases what he is doing in terms of a hypothesis intended
for ongoing refinement.• In the very last section of that chapter, he points
out how misleading
it can be to see the
unconscious in sim-
ply topographical
terms, as a particular
location within the
psyche (The Inter-
pretation of Dreams
(1900), vol. 5, p. 610).
That would be to see
conscious thoughts
as written in one par-
ticular place in the
mind and uncon-
scious thoughts in
another, and presum-
ably with an erasure
and reinscription
happening every
time an unconscious
thought becomes
conscious or vice
versa. Instead, he sug-
gests it may often be
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A sc ience e rec ted on empi r i ca l  in te rp re ta t ion  . . .  w i l l  no t  envy  specu la t ion  i ts
pr i v i lege  o f  hav ing  a  smooth ,  log ica l l y  unassa i lab le  foundat ion ,  but  w i l l  g lad l y
content  i tse l f  w i th  nebu lous,  scar ce l y  imag inab le  bas ic  concepts ,  wh ich  i t
hopes to  apprehend more  c lear l y  in  the  course o f  i ts  deve lopment ,  o r  wh ich  i t
is  even p repared to  r ep lace by  o thers .  Fo r  these ideas a re  not  the  foundat ion
of  sc ience,  upon wh ich  ever y th ing  rests :  that  foundat ion  is  obser vat ion  a lone.
They  a re  not  the  bot tom but  the  top  o f  the  who le  s t r uc tu re ,  and they  can
be rep laced and d iscarded w i thout  damag ing  i t .  The same th ing  is  happen ing  in
our  day  in  the  sc ience o f  phys ics ,  the  bas ic  not ions o f  wh ich  as  regards  mat te r,
cen t r es  o f  fo r ce ,  a t t rac t i on ,  e tc . ,  a r e  sca r ce l y  l ess  deba tab le  than  the
cor respond ing  not ions in  psychoana lys is .  ( ‘On Nar c iss ism:  An In t r oduct ion ’
(1914a) ,  p .  77)

Zoology and botany d id not  star t  f rom cor rect  and adequate def in i t ions
of  an animal  and a p lant ;  to th is ver y  day b io logy has been unable to g ive
any cer ta in meaning to the concept of  l i fe .  ( ‘An Autobiographical  Study’  (1925a),
p .  58)

There  is  no  poss ib i l i t y  o f  exp la in ing dreams as a  psych ica l
p rocess,  s ince to  exp la in  a  th ing  means to  t race i t  back  to
someth ing  a l r eady  known,  and there  is  a t  the  p resent  t ime
no estab l ished psycho log ica l  knowledge under  wh ich  we
cou ld  subsume what  the  psycho log ica l  examinat ion  o f
d reams enab les  us  to  in fe r  as  a  bas is  fo r  the i r  exp lana -
t ion .  On the  cont ra r y,  we sha l l  be  ob l iged to  set  up  a  num-
ber  o f  f r esh hypotheses wh ich  touch tenta t i ve l y  upon the
st r uc tu re  o f  the  apparatus  o f  the  mind and upon the  p lay
o f  fo r ces operat ing  in  i t .  We must  be  care fu l ,  however,  not
to  pursue these hypotheses too  fa r  beyond the i r  f i rs t  log -
i ca l  l inks ,  o r  the i r  va lue  w i l l  be  los t  in  uncer ta in t ies .  Even
i f  we make no fa lse  in fe rences and take a l l  the  log ica l
poss ib i l i t ies  in to  account ,  the  p robab le  incompleteness o f
our  p remises th reatens to  b r ing  our  ca lcu la t ion  to  a  com-
p le te  miscar r iage.  No conc lus ion  upon the  const r uc t ion
and work ing  methods o f  the  menta l  ins t r ument  can be
ar r i ved  a t  o r  a t  least  fu l l y  p roved f r om even the  most
pa instak ing  invest iga t ion  o f  d reams or  o f  any  o ther  menta l
funct ion  taken in  iso la t ion .  To  ach ieve  th is  r esu l t ,  i t  w i l l
be  necessar y  to  cor re la te  a l l  the  estab l ished imp l ica t ions
der i ved f r om a comparat i ve  s tudy  o f  a  who le  ser ies  o f
such funct ions.  Thus the  psycho log ica l  hypotheses to
wh ich  we a re  led  by  an  ana lys is  o f  the  p rocesses o f
d reaming  must  be  le f t ,  as  i t  were ,  in  suspense,  unt i l  they
can be re la ted to  the  f ind ings  o f  o ther  enqu i r ies  wh ich
seek to  approach the  ker ne l  o f  the  same prob lem f r om
another  ang le .  ( The  In te rp re ta t ion  o f  D reams (1900) ,
vo l .  5 ,  p .  511;  emphas is  in  o r ig ina l )  
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more useful to think of conscious and unconscious as agencies under whose
control a given set of concepts may fall at various times depending on how
they are cathected, or infused with psychic energy. This gives a picture of the
psyche as also economic (this energy circulates, increasing in some places and
correspondingly decreasing in others) and dynamic (that is, as the result of
conflicting forces).•

Cathexis is a
central term for Freud.
He uses it through-
out his career, from
the early and pre-

psychoanalytic ‘Project for a Scientific Psychology’ to the posthumous ‘An
Outline of Psychoanalysis’. Or rather, it is more correct to say that his English
translator, James Strachey, uses it to translate Freud’s term Besetzung. Cathexis is a
made-up word, not found outside psychoanalytic writings in English: it comes
from the Greek word at the root of the English cathode and catheter, and so gives
the idea of drawing off a current or a flow from one place to another. But the
word it translates, Besetzung, is by contrast relatively commonplace in German,
even though Freud uses it in his own very particular senses. The main meanings
of besetzen, the verb form, involve occupying something – a place, an office, a
role, or a country. 

Significantly, in all of that voluminous output over almost 50 years,
nowhere does Freud actually define the term. The closest he gets to it is in an early
paper on ‘The Neuro-Psychoses of Defence,’ from 1894.• It is a transitional paper

like so many of his
writings of this time:
not yet quite psycho-
analysis, but setting
up many of the con-
cepts psychoanalysis
will soon take as its
own: a marginal
piece of Freud. It
does not even call
what it is describing
by the term cathexis,
though this is clearly
what it is about. 

This almost
complete absence of definition is, of course, partly what Freud means by a
working hypothesis, one that begins vague so that in the course of the inves-
tigation it can gradually be refined and made more precise. But there is also
something else going on here. This definition, if it is that, occurs very
early on, before there even is quite such a thing as psychoanalysis. It never
occurs again. Contrary to what Freud suggests about the necessary initial

19 Unconscious

I  p ropose that  when we have succeeded in  descr ib ing  a
psych ica l  p rocess in  i ts  dynamic ,  topograph ica l  and eco -
nomic  aspects ,  we shou ld  speak o f  i t  as  a  metapsycho log -
i ca l  p resentat ion .  ( ‘The Unconsc ious’  (1915d) ,  p .  181) ’  

I  shou ld  l i ke ,  f ina l l y,  to  dwe l l  fo r  a  moment  on  the  work ing
hypothes is  wh ich  I  have made use o f  in  th is  expos i t ion  o f
the  neuroses o f  de fence.  I  r e fe r  to  the  concept  that  in
menta l  funct ions someth ing  is  to  be  d is t ingu ished –  a
quota  o f  a f fec t  o r  a  sum of  exc i ta t ion  –  wh ich  possesses
a l l  the  characte r is t i cs  o f  a  quant i t y  ( though we have no
means o f  measur ing  i t ) ,  wh ich  is  capab le  o f  inc rease,
d iminut ion ,  d isp lacement  and d ischar ge,  and wh ich  is
spread over  the  memor y - t races o f  ideas somewhat  as  an
e lec t r i c  char ge  is  spread over  the  sur face o f  a  body.  Th is
hypothes is  . . .  can be app l ied  in  the  same sense as phys i -
c is ts  app ly  the  hypothes is  o f  a  f low o f  e lec t r i c  f lu id .  I t  i s
p rov is iona l l y  jus t i f ied  by  i ts  u t i l i t y  in  co -o rd inat ing  and
exp la in ing  a  g reat  va r ie t y  o f  psych ica l  s ta tes .  ( ‘The Neuro -
Psychoses o f  Defence’  (1894)  pp .  60–61)  
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incompleteness of scientific hypotheses, he does not return to it to make it
more precise. It just remains, as if in time the accumulative weight of the
edifice built on top of it will stand for this refinement and definition.
Neither does it quite work as, say, ‘life’ does for a biologist: neither a
scientific term nor amenable to definition, but the loose name for a series of
phenomena science will attempt to describe exhaustively in other terms
altogether – those of chemistry, physics, information theory, and so on.
Cathexis remains something like a foundational metaphor, or an axiom in
mathematics: something which will not be proved, but the acceptance of
which allows one to deduce a wide range of conclusions which, Freud argues,
are in perfect keeping with the evidence offered to us by both the clinic and
everyday life.•

Cathexis has
its clear antece-
dents in nineteenth-
century physiology.
The abandoned
‘Project for a Sci-
entific Psychology’,
after all, speaks the
language of neu-
roanatomy, and
variations on that
terminology will
be everywhere in
Freud’s later work,
even if he is generally quite careful to point out that what he is proposing is
not to be taken as a physical model of the brain or of cellular structure, and
that the flows and currents of cathexis are not to be equated with the electri-
cal currents which pass across the neurones.• In fact, if anything, it is a
physiology that is
even looking a little 
old-fashioned by
Freud’s time. 

Occupying, fill-
ing, drawing off,
flows: Freud’s partic-
ular use for the term
is clear enough from
context. Cathexis is
a fluid model. Freud
tends to use the term to indicate both the fluid and its flows. Cathexis sees the psy-
che in terms of a series of locations, and a psychic charge which accumulates in
those locations, seeks discharge, encounters blockages, and flows, as if under pres-
sure, from one place to another. These accumulations and flows obey laws rather
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The concepts  o f  ‘psych ica l  ener gy ’  and ‘d ischar ge’  and
the t r eatment  o f  psych ica l  ener gy  as  a  quant i t y  have
become hab i tua l  in  my thoughts  s ince I  began to  a r range
the fac ts  o f  psychopatho logy  ph i losoph ica l l y  . . .  To  avo id
misunders tand ing ,  I  must  add that  I  am mak ing  no a t tempt
to  p roc la im that  the  ce l ls  and ner ve  f ib res ,  o r  the  systems
of  neurones wh ich  a re  tak ing  the i r  p lace today,  a re  these
psych ica l  paths ,  even though i t  wou ld  have to  be poss ib le
in  some manner  to  r epresent  such paths  by  o r gan ic  e le -
ments  o f  the  ner vous system.  ( Jokes and The i r  Re la t ion  to
the Unconsc ious (1905b) ,  pp .  147–48)  

Our  psych ica l  topography  has fo r  the  p resent  noth ing
to  do w i th  anatomy;  i t  has re fe rence not  to  anatomica l
loca l i t ies ,  but  to  r eg ions in  the  menta l  apparatus ,  wher -
ever  they  may  be s i tuated in  the  body.  ( ‘The Unconsc ious’
(1915d) ,  p .  175)  

[ E ] v e r y  a t t emp t  . . .  t o  d i s co ve r  a  l o ca l i s a t i on  o f  men ta l
p r o cesses ,  e ve r y  endeavou r  t o  t h i n k  o f  i d eas  as  s t o r ed
up  i n  ne r ve - c e l l s  and  o f  e x c i t a t i ons  as  m i g r a t i n g  a l ong
ne r ve - f i b r es ,  has  m i s ca r r i ed  comp l e t e l y.  T he  same  f a t e
wou l d  awa i t  an y  t heo r y  wh i ch  a t t emp ted  t o  r e cogn i se ,
l e t  us  sa y,  t he  ana tom i ca l  pos i t i o n  o f  t he  s y s t em  Cs . –
consc i ous  men ta l  a c t i v i t y  –  as  be i n g  i n  t he  co r t e x ,  and
t o  l o ca l i s e  t he  unconsc i ous  p r o cesses  i n  t he  subco r t i -
c a l  pa r t s  o f  t he  b r a i n .  T he r e  i s  a  h i a t us  he r e  wh i ch  a t
p r esen t  canno t  be  f i l l e d ,  no r  i s  i t  one  o f  t he  t asks  o f
p s y c h o l o g y  t o  f i l l  i t .  ( ‘ T h e  U n c o n s c i o u s ’  ( 1 9 1 5 d ) ,
pp .  174–75 )  
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like those which govern fluids or electricity, and form a coherent system: push the
fluid out of one location, and it will have to go somewhere else. 

Initially, and for a long while after, Freud argued that the accumulation of
excitation (whether it be from an external stimulus or generated internally) is
experienced as displeasure. Correspondingly, its discharge is experienced as plea-
sure. This is thus a profoundly homeostatic system: the psyche aims, if not at a
state of no excitation, at least at a state in which excitation is minimal, distrib-
uted and stable. This is what Freud calls variously the principle of constancy
or, more famously, the pleasure principle: the psyche seeks pleasure and avoids
unpleasure.

But pleasure is not, of course, always an immediate option. The psyche
itself may form, or try to form, such a homeostatic system, but try as it may,
something remains left over. The psyche is, after all, bombarded incessantly by
the stimuli of a world over which it has no direct control, but on which its
own pleasure may so often depend. There may be all sorts of subterfuges to

go through before
pleasure can be
achieved, all sorts of
discomforts submit-
ted to in the hope
of an eventual pay-
off. For the psyche
to have any chance
of establishing itself
as a homeostatic
system, it needs to
be able to take into
account a world
whose pressures are
unrelenting. The
pleasure principle,
that is, is inevitably
counterbalanced by
a reality principle. •

Between them,
the pleasure and
reality principles
allow Freud the fre-
quent analogy of the
psyche with the
imagined behaviour
of a simple organ-
ism, reacting to min-

imise and cope with the effects of the stimuli which bombard it from without
and within.•

21 Unconscious

[U ]nder  the  in f luence o f  the  ins t r uc t ress Necess i t y,  [ the
inst inc ts ]  soon lear n  to  r ep lace the  p leasure  p r inc ip le
w i th  a  mod i f i ca t ion  o f  i t .  Fo r  them the task  o f  avo id ing
unp leasure  tu r ns  out  to  be  a lmost  as  impor tant  as  that  o f
obta in ing  p leasure .  The ego d iscovers  that  i t  i s  inev i tab le
fo r  i t  to  r enounce immedia te  sat is fac t ion ,  to  postpone the
obta in ing  o f  p leasure ,  to  put  up  w i th  a  l i t t le  unp leasure
and to  abandon cer ta in  sour ces o f  p leasure  a l together.  An
ego thus educated has become ‘ r easonab le ’ ;  i t  no  longer
le ts  i tse l f  be  gover ned by  the  p leasure  p r inc ip le ,  but
obeys  the  rea l i t y  p r inc ip le ,  wh ich  a lso  a t  bot tom seeks to
obta in  p leasure ,  but  p leasure  wh ich  is  assured th rough
tak ing  account  o f  r ea l i t y,  even though i t  i s  p leasure  post -
poned and d imin ished.

The t rans i t ion  f r om the p leasure  p r inc ip le  to  the
rea l i t y  p r inc ip le  is  one o f  the  most  impor tant  s teps fo r -
wa r d  i n  t he  ego ’s  deve lopmen t .  ( Lec tu r e  22 ,  ‘Some
Thoughts  on Deve lopment  and Regress ion –  Aet io logy ’ ,
I n t r oduc t o r y  Lec t u r es  on  Ps y choana l y s i s  ( 1916–17 ) ,
vo l .  16,  p .  357;  emphas is  in  o r ig ina l )  

Let us picture a l iv ing or ganism in i ts most simpl i f ied pos-
sible form as an undif ferent iated vesic le of  a substance
that is suscept ib le to st imulat ion. Then the sur face turned
towards the external  wor ld wi l l  f rom i ts ver y s i tuat ion be
dif ferent iated and wi l l  ser ve as an or gan for receiv ing st im-
ul i .  . . .  I t  would be easy to suppose, then, that as a result
of  the ceaseless impact of external stimuli on the sur face
of the vesic le,  i ts substance to a cer tain depth may have
become permanent ly  modif ied, so that exci tator y processes
run a di f ferent course in i t  f rom what they r un in the deeper
layers. . . .  (Beyond the Pleasure Pr inciple (1920b),  p.  26)
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Displacement and condensation

Freud is not concerned with explaining precisely what this hypothetical
cathected fluid might be, or whether or not one could find any empirical
evidence for its actual existence. The test of it will be in the other direction
altogether, with the questions of whether the psyche in fact behaves as if this
were the case, and
whether it allows
one to weave a tight
and rigorous web of
inference connect-
ing otherwise mean-
ingless phenomena. 

And indeed,
the cathexis model
allows one to
describe a large num-
ber of features of
mental behaviour.•
It describes how it
may come about, for
example, that an
object or event can
seem to carry with it
a disproportionate
and even quite inappropriate effect, as in phobias. Little Hans is terrified of horses,
though he has never had any bad experiences with horses (‘Analysis of a Phobia in
a Five-Year-Old Boy’ (1909b)). The real object of that affect, the one to which it was
originally attached, Freud suggests, was the father whom Hans both loves and fears.
Through a series of moves, which we shall not try to summarise here but whose
intelligibility Freud makes clear, this affect comes to be displaced onto horses.

So, in general
an idea or affect
which arises in con-
nection with one
particular idea can
be displaced onto
another perhaps
even quite distant
idea.• And con-
versely, an idea may condense onto itself a number of aspects of other ideas.•

Between them,
these two forms of
cathexis, condensa-
tion and displace-
ment, are the two

Reading Freud 22

A man of twenty- four has preser ved the fol lowing picture
from his f i f th year. He is sitt ing in the garden of a summer
vi l la, on a small  chair beside his aunt, who is tr y ing to teach
him the letters of the alphabet. He is in dif f icult ies over the
dif ference between m and n and he asks his aunt to tel l  him
how to know one from the other. His aunt points out to him
that the m has a whole piece more than then – the third
stroke. There appeared to be no reason for chal lenging the
trustwor thiness of this chi ldhood memor y: i t  had, however,
only acquired i ts meaning at a later date, when it  showed
itself  suited to represent symbolical ly another of the boy’s
curiosit ies. For just as at that t ime he wanted to know the
dif ference between m and n, so later he was anxious to f ind
out the dif ference between boys and gir ls and would have
been ver y wi l l ing for this par t icular aunt to be the one to
teach him. He also discovered then that the dif ference was
a similar one – that a boy, too, has a whole piece more than
a gir l ;  and at the t ime when he acquired this piece of knowl -
edge he cal led up the recol lect ion of the paral lel  cur iosity of
his chi ldhood. (The Psychopathology of Ever yday Life (1901),
pp. 48–49) 

I  can perhaps cal l  up the impression [displacement]  pro-
duces of going astray i f  I  recal l  an anecdote. There was a
blacksmith in  a v i l lage,  who had commit ted a capi ta l
of fence. The Cour t  decided that the cr ime must be pun-
ished; but as the blacksmith was the only one in the v i l lage
and was indispensable, and as on the other hand there were
three tai lors l iv ing there, one of them was hanged instead.
(Lecture 11, ‘The Dream-Work’,  Introductor y Lectures on
Psychoanalysis (1916–17),  vol .  15, pp. 174–75) 

[Condensat ion ’s ]  r esu l ts  a re  par t i cu la r l y  easy  to  demon -
s t ra te .  You w i l l  have no d i f f i cu l t y  in  r eca l l ing  ins tances
f rom your  own dreams o f  d i f fe rent  peop le  be ing  con -
densed in to  a  s ing le  one.  A  compos i te  f i gu re  o f  th is  k ind
may look  l i ke  A  per haps,  but  may  be d ressed l i ke  B,  may
do someth ing  that  we remember  C  do ing ,  and a t  the  same
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basic mechanisms
of the unconscious.

Together, they account for the ways in which the dream is constructed, for the
slips of the tongue and bungled actions of everyday life, for the workings of
jokes and puns.• Slips of the tongue, such as the one we began this chapter
with, tend to rely on condensation of a second set of meanings onto an oth-
erwise innocent word or phrase; screen memories, such as the young

man’s memories of
his governess, tend
to be displaced
substitutes for the
memory which is
actually significant.
In some forms of
neurosis, such as
anxiety neuroses or
phobias, as in the
case of little Hans,
displacement pre-
dominates. In other

forms, such as conversion hysterias, condensation is the mechanism through
which the symptoms find their focus in a particular part or system of the
body, which comes to bear the full weight of the affect involved, in forms such
as hysterical paralyses or contractions, tics, and the loss or intensification of
sensation.

Repression

But why should affect need to be displaced in the first place? The Little Hans
case gives us a simple answer: Hans is caught in a dilemma. On the one hand,
he sees his father as a worrying rival for his mother’s attention – the one
who displaces him from his mother’s bed when he is at home, and who is also
somehow partly responsible for that nasty new arrival who now takes up all
his mother’s time, baby sister Hanna. On the other hand, Hans genuinely
loves his father, whom Freud pictures as a kind and loving man. The boy’s
hatred for his rival will not go away, but neither will his love for his father.
As a result, that hatred can be expressed only obliquely – here, through that
complex set of displacements Freud traces out in detail.

Much later, with the anthropologist Gregory Bateson in the mid
1950s, the logical structure of this sort of no-win situation will become known as
a double bind. In a double bind, you are faced with a number of contradictory
demands, all of which must be obeyed, but all of which are mutually contra-
dictory. To obey any one of them logically entails disobeying the others – but
the others remain just as imperative as the one that has been obeyed, and just

23 Unconscious

[A d isp lacement  joke: ]
A horse -dea le r  was recommending  a  sadd le -horse to

a  customer.  ‘ I f  you  take th is  horse and get  on  i t  a t  four  in
the  morn ing  you’ l l  be  a t  P ressbur g  a t  ha l f -past  s i x . ’  –
‘What  shou ld  I  be  do ing  in  P ressbur g  a t  ha l f -past  s i x  in
the  morn ing?’  

[A condensat ion  joke: ]  
[A  man boasts ]  o f  h is  r e la t ions w i th  the  wea l thy

Baron Rothsch i ld ,  and f ina l l y  says :  ‘And,  as  t r ue  as  God
sha l l  g rant  me a l l  good th ings ,  Docto r,  I  sa t  bes ide
Sa lomon Rothsch i ld  and  he  t r ea ted  me qu i te  as  h is
equa l  –  qu i te  fami l l iona i r e l y. ’  ( Jokes and The i r  Re la t ion  to
the Unconsc ious (1905b) ,  pp .  54,16)  

t ime we may know that  he  is  D.  (Lec tu re  11,  ‘The
Dream-Work ’ ,  In t r oducto r y  Lectu res  on Psychoanalysis
(1916–17), vol. 15, p. 171) 
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as dire in the consequences they threaten for disobedience.3 The double bind
is commonplace, but it does put the one caught in it in an impossible situa-
tion: there is no possible way of acting that will fulfil all of the demands
being made.

It is important to emphasise that the double bind is a logical structure,
not just a matter of an individual’s fancy, or choice, or reluctance. This is why
the double bind can present itself so often as something over which one does
not have any control: something profoundly impersonal, into which one has
fallen like a trap, and which happens to one from the outside. And yet, at the
same time – and this will be familiar from our opening story – it is also a sit-
uation which is most profoundly and intimately personal. Those simultane-
ous and contradictory demands are not just external impositions on one’s
sense of self, or delusory ideas one might have about oneself: they are that
very sense of self, in the deepest and most intimate sense. To fail any of those
demands threatens the very self with collapse: hence the profound discom-
fort, even anguish, of the situation. And where there’s a double bind, there
would seem to be no option but to fail at least one of them. 

Unless, of course, some strategy can get around this implacable logic. And
that is exactly what happens with the ruses of the unconscious. If it is impossi-
ble to satisfy two mutually contradictory demands directly, it may be possible to
deflect one of them onto some sort of compromise formation. ‘I cannot love my
father and hate him at the same time, but I can certainly love my father and be
terrified of horses.’ To handle it this way is not to do the impossible and resolve
the contradiction; it’s to try to make it appear as if there never was any contra-
diction in the first place. The contradiction does not go away; the contradictory
demand has been met, but in a displaced, disguised way. For the ruse to work,
one of the contradictory terms has gone underground, as it were, and now can-
not any longer be spoken about by its own name. In effect, one of the ideas is
placed under repression. It remains unspoken, even unspeakable, in the sense
we have just suggested: not just because to speak it would be to admit to filial
ingratitude or personal shortcoming, but because to speak it would be to undo
that very sense of self. What can be spoken – and indeed must be spoken, under
the terms of the double bind – is the deflected, displaced substitute for the
repressed term. 

The effect of repression is like that of an internal censorship. It is as if there
were a censoring agency at the threshold of consciousness, scrutinising every-
thing which presents itself and determining whether it can be admitted to con-
sciousness. We should emphasise the ‘like’ and ‘as if’, because Freud is not quite
satisfied with the description he gives. Indeed, the famous statement of it in the
Introductory Lectures is followed immediately by a qualification suggesting it
should not be taken too seriously: for all that it approximates to the facts, it is
all too ‘crude and fantastic’.•

Reading Freud 24

Let  us . . .  compare the system of  the unconsc ious to  a  la r ge ent rance ha l l ,  in
which the menta l  impulses jost le  one another  l ike separate ind iv idua ls .  Ad jo in ing
th is  ent rance ha l l ,  there is  a  second,  nar rower,  room – a k ind of  drawing - room – 
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Remains and the reality principle

The reality principle is a paradoxical thing. At first, it seems to be opposed to
the pleasure principle, but their relationship is actually much more complex.
The reality principle does not deny pleasure so much as aim at it indirectly,
through a strategic rerouting. Its aims, that is, are the same as those of the plea-
sure principle, but deferred: the pleasure it aims at is not immediate, but some

time in the future.•
This future pleasure
may even lie on the
other side of unplea-
sure; with the reality
principle, present
unpleasure may be a

25 Unconscious

i n  wh ich consc iousness,  too,  r es ides.  But  on the th resho ld  between these two
rooms a  watchman per fo r ms h is  funct ion :  he  examines the  d i f fe rent  menta l
impu lses,  ac ts  as  a  censor,  and w i l l  no t  admi t  them in to  the  d rawing  r oom i f
they  d isp lease h im.  . . .  The impu lses in  the  ent rance ha l l  o f  the  unconsc ious a re
out  o f  s igh t  o f  the  consc ious,  wh ich  is  in  the  o ther  r oom;  to  beg in  w i th  they
must  r emain  unconsc ious.  I f  they  have a l r eady  pushed the i r  way  fo r ward  to  the
th resho ld  and have been tu r ned back  by  the  watchman,  then they  a re  inadmiss i -
b le  to  consc iousness;  we speak o f  them as repressed.  For  any  par t i cu la r
impu lse ,  . . .  the  v ic iss i tude o f  r epress ion  cons is ts  in  i ts  not  be ing  a l lowed by
the watchman to  pass f r om the system of  the  unconsc ious in to  that  o f  the  p re -
consc ious.  I t  i s  the  same watchman whom we get  to  know as res is tance when
we  t r y  t o  l i f t  t he  r ep r ess i on  b y  means  o f  t he  ana l y t i c  t r ea tmen t .  …

Now I  know  tha t  you  w i l l  sa y  t ha t  t hese  i deas  a r e  bo th  c r ude  and  f an tas -
t i c  and  qu i t e  impe r m iss i b l e  i n  a  sc i en t i f i c  accoun t .  I  know  tha t  t he y  a r e
c r ude :  and  mo r e  t han  t ha t ,  I  know  tha t  t he y  a r e  i n co r r ec t ,  and ,  i f  I  am  no t
ve r y  much  m is taken ,  I  a l r eady  have  someth i ng  be t t e r  t o  t ake  t he i r  p l a ce . †

Whe the r  i t  w i l l  seem to  you  equa l l y  f an tas t i c  I  canno t  t e l l .  They  a r e  p r e l im i -
na r y  wo rk i ng  h ypo theses ,  l i ke  Ampè r e ’ s  man i k i n  sw imming  i n  t he  e l ec t r i c  cu r -
r en t , + and  t he y  a r e  no t  t o  be  desp i sed  i n  so  f a r  as  t he y  a r e  o f  se r v i ce  i n
mak ing  ou r  obse r va t i ons  i n t e l l i g i b l e .  I  shou ld  l i ke  t o  assu r e  you  t ha t  t hese
two  h ypo theses  o f  t he  two  r ooms ,  t he  wa t chman  a t  t he  t h r esho ld  be tween
them and  consc i ousness  as  a  spec ta to r  a t  t he  end  o f  t he  second  r oom mus t
neve r t he l ess  be  ve r y  f a r - r each i ng  app r ox ima t i ons  t o  t he  r ea l  f a c t s .  ( Lec tu r e
19 ,  ‘Res i s tance  and  Rep r ess i on ’ ,  I n t r oduc to r y  Lec tu r es  on  Psychoana l ys i s
(1916–17 ) ,  vo l .16 ,  pp .295–96 )

Footnotes  added by  the ed i tors  o f  the  Standard Ed i t ion :

*[What  F reud had in  mind is  not  obv ious. ]
†[A .M.  Ampère  (1775–1836) ,  one o f  the  founders  o f  the  sc ience o f  e lec t r o -
magnet ism,  made use o f  a  magnet ic  meta l  man ik in  in  [exp la in ing ]  one o f  h is
ear l y  exper iments  estab l ish ing  the  re la t ion  between e lec t r i c i t y  and magnet ism. ]

[The real i ty  pr inciple]  does not abandon the intent ion of ul t i -
mately obtaining pleasure, but i t  never theless demands
and car r ies  in to  e f fec t  the  postponement  o f  sat is fac t ion ,
the  abandonment  o f  a  number  o f  poss ib i l i t ies  o f  ga in ing
sat is fac t ion  and the  temporar y  to le ra t ion  o f  unp leasure  as
a s tep on the  long  ind i r ec t  r oad to  p leasure .  (Beyond the
P leasure  P r inc ip le (1920b) ,  p .  10)
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way of making a future pleasure come to pass. Or at least, because the psyche
has no control over what happens to it from outside, as it were, it may be a way
of making a future pleasure more likely. The reality principle is thus also a sort
of wager: if you do this, then you make pleasure more likely at a later date. This
makes it a series of calculations on what is strictly incalculable – calculations
which are in principle endless, because at any stage they stand to be thrown
into disarray at the next incursion of the unpredictable, so that the path to a
promised ultimate pleasure needs to be recalculated all over again from the
start. Ultimately, the reality principle is indistinguishable from the pleasure
principle – it is the pleasure principle by another name, or separated from itself
by the insistence and persistence of a world which is not under the control of
the psyche, but which incessantly intervenes on the psyche’s calculations. 

This will be of tremendous importance to us later. What it amounts to is
that the reality principle divides the psyche radically from itself. It installs the unpre-
dictability of the external world in the very midst of the internal world of the
psyche, like an irreducible foreign body at its very heart. Even more, with the
reality principle, the boundaries between inside and outside are themselves no
longer clear. If the outside is what remains inaccessible to the psyche and the
pleasure principle, with the reality principle that outside nevertheless finds itself
already at the very heart of the inside. 

Though Freud does not use the actual term ‘reality principle’ until 1911,
in the brief ‘Formulations on the Two Principles of Mental Functioning’, the
concept itself can easily be seen as crucial everywhere in his earlier writing.•
In The Interpretation
of Dreams (1900),
for example, it is
precisely one of the
things which Freud
argues distinguishes
his project from the
‘dream-book’ meth-
ods of interpreta-
tion which are still
familiar today. The classic dream-book is a dictionary of symbols, in which
individual elements of a dream are each given an interpretation. It treats
dreaming as a content that has been disguised by a simple substitution code,
one meaning for another, according to a single consistent key; once the key is
known, the message underneath becomes obvious.•

For Freud,
though, the matter
is not so simple. The
dream is not just the
product of coding a
desire according to
regular and reversible
rules. Instead, it is

Reading Freud 26

Ins tead o f  [ha l luc inato r y  sat is fac t ion  o f  needs] ,  the  psy -
ch ica l  apparatus  had to  dec ide  to  fo r m a  concept ion  o f  the
rea l  c i r cumstances in  the  ex te r na l  wor ld  and to  endeavour
to  make a  rea l  a l te ra t ion  in  them.  A  new pr inc ip le  o f  men -
ta l  funct ion ing  was thus in t r oduced;  what  was p resented
in  the  mind was no longer  what  was agreeab le  but  what
was rea l ,  even i f  i t  happened to  be d isagreeab le .  Th is  set -
t ing  up o f  the  rea l i t y  p r inc ip le proved to  be a  momentous
step.  ( ‘ Fo r mula t ions on the  Two Pr inc ip les  o f  Menta l
Funct ion ing ’  (1911b) ,  p .  219;  emphas is  in  o r ig ina l )  

Suppose,  fo r  ins tance,  that  I  have d reamt  o f  a  le t te r  and
a lso  o f  a  funera l .  I f  I  consu l t  a  ‘d ream-book’ ,  I  f ind  that
‘ le t te r ’  must  be  t rans la ted by  ‘ t r oub le ’  and ‘ funera l ’  by
‘bet ro tha l ’ .  I t  then remains  fo r  me to  l ink  together  the
key -words wh ich  I  have dec iphered in  th is  way  and . . .  to
t r anspose  t he  r esu l t  i n t o  t he  f u t u r e  t ense .  ( T he
In te rp re ta t ion  o f  Dreams (1900) ,  pp .  97–98)  
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the result of the
collision of at least
two very different
things.• One of these,
of course, is the
unconscious material
which seeks expres-
sion and strives to

get through the dream-censor. The other, though, is what he calls the day’s
residues: something from the very recent waking life of the dreamer, from the
waking period immediately preceding the dream. These residues may be the
memory of an event which was obviously charged with some sort of importance
during the day, and which the dream thus continues to work out and dwell on;
but they may on the other hand just as easily be small and quite insignificant
events.•

Many writers
before Freud, of
course, have made
the obvious point
that you often
dream about things
you did in the pre-
vious waking day.
Freud’s argument,
though, is some-

thing more than that. Just as the dream is not a direct coding of unconscious
wishes, neither is it just a replay of earlier events. Instead, the dream emerges
at the intersection of these two, where the unconscious wish meets the
remains of the day. But – and here is the important point – those two series
are irreducible to one another: the day throws up all sorts of events that have
no relationship at all to unconscious desires. Instead of the smooth continu-
ity of memory of the previous day or the coded expression of desire, the jux-
taposition of the two produces new and unpredictable formations. This
means there can be no general key to dreams: every dream pulls a wild card,
something singular and unrepeatable drawn afresh from the contingencies of
a specific life.

Like the dream-work, the formation of the symptom also comes about in
the collision of two independent series. The symptom too is the sign of a repres-
sion: some sort of insistent behavioural pattern which may appear meaningless,
even to the one who performs it, but which takes its meaning from something
under repression. The symptom is the compromise formation which has been
able to evade the censor (and thus both expresses and conceals its cause). It can
do this precisely by latching onto something that seems not to be connected by
any direct necessity to what is repressed. Indeed, as with the dream, the more
indirect the connection, the more likely it is to be able to avoid the censor. Like
the dream, the symptom uses whatever happens to be at hand, available to it in

27 Unconscious

Something which is derived from our conscious l i fe and
shares its character ist ics – we cal l  i t  ‘ the day’s residues’ –
combines w i th  someth ing  e lse  coming  f r om the rea lm o f
the  unconsc ious in  o rder  to  const r uc t  a  d ream.  The d ream-
work  is  accompl ished between these two components .
(Lectu re  13,  ‘The Ar cha ic  Featu res  and In fant i l i sm o f
D r eams ’ ,  I n t r oduc t o r y  Lec t u r es  on  Ps y choana l y s i s
(1916–17) ,  vo l .15,  p .  212)  

In  ever y  under tak ing  there  must  be  a  cap i ta l is t  who cov -
e rs  the  requ i r ed  out lay  and an ent repreneur who has the
idea and knows how to  car r y  i t  out .  In  the  const r uc t ion  o f
d reams,  the  par t  o f  the  cap i ta l is t  is  a lways  p layed by  the
unconsc ious w ish  a lone;  i t  p rov ides the  psych ica l  ener gy
fo r  the  const r uc t ion  o f  the  d ream.  The ent repreneur is  the
day ’s  r es idues,  wh ich  dec ide  how the day ’s  out lay  is  to  be
emp loyed .  ( Lec tu r e  14 ,  ‘W ish - Fu l f i lmen t ’ ,  I n t r oduc to r y
Lectu res  on Psychoana lys is (1916–17) ,  vo l .  15,  p .  226;
emphas is  in  o r ig ina l )  
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the contingent events of a world. The symptom is always something that need
not have happened in quite that way. Hence the odd logic of analysis: we can
trace the symptom
back to its causes,
but we cannot start
from those causes and
predict the symp-
tom that results
from them.• We
shall have cause to
return to the com-
plex and retrospec-
tive temporality this
logic sets in place. 

The dream-
work, the symptom
and indeed psycho-
analysis itself are
always matters of a
life story and its vicissitudes and contingencies. Unlike the dream-book with its
general and universal methods, on the one hand, or, on the other, empirical
psychology’s focus on replicable phenomena, psychoanalysis is founded on the
meticulous attention to the specific, the singular and the unrepeatable which
makes it a sort of ‘science of biography’: psychoanalysis is granular. Before its
focus is on the individual human being, it is on the question of how it is that
such a thing as the subject can come about in a richly contingent world. 

Everywhere, the psyche is invaded by contingency. This is why Freud’s work
on questions of culture and society can be more than a sort of psycho-sociology
imagining the social world as essentially an aggregate of pre-social individuals. The
events of the world are not just things which happen to the psyche, outside it and
inflicted on it; they are constitutive of that psyche itself, in a way which no longer
permits a simple distinction between inner and outer, or between those structures
which belong to the psyche and those which are part of that already social world
into which it is born. If trauma is the name for the wound caused when the outer
invades the inner, then trauma is already at the heart of the psyche. (Figure 1.1)

What is unconscious forms an immense foreign territory whose logic
Freud unravels throughout his career.• Sometimes he seems to forget the
sheer strangeness of
this logic, or not
draw the full conclu-
sions from it, but its
repercussions run
throughout his work from early to late. In what follows, we shall hold fast to it
as a guiding thread through the labyrinths of the Freudian enterprise.

Reading Freud 28

… a s ta te  o f  t h i ngs  … con f r on ts  us  i n  many  … ins tances
in  wh i ch  l i gh t  has  been  th r own  by  psychoana l ys i s  on  a
menta l  p r ocess .  So  l ong  as  we  t race  the  deve lopment
f r om i t s  f i na l  ou tcome backwar ds ,  t he  cha in  o f  even ts
appea rs  con t i nuous ,  and  we  fee l  we  have  ga ined  an
ins i gh t  wh i ch  i s  comp le te l y  sa t i s fac to r y  o r  even  exhaus -
t i ve .  Bu t  i f  we  p r oceed  the  r eve rse  way,  i f  we  s ta r t  f r om
the  p r emises  i n fe r r ed  f r om the  ana l ys i s  and  t r y  t o  f o l l ow
these  up  to  the  f i na l  r esu l t ,  t hen  we  no  l onge r  ge t  t he
impress ion  o f  an  i nev i t ab le  sequence  o f  even ts  wh i ch
cou ld  no t  have  been  o the r w ise  de te r m ined .  We  no t i ce  a t
once  tha t  t he r e  m igh t  have  been  ano the r  r esu l t ,  and
tha t  we  m igh t  have  been  j us t  as  we l l  ab le  to  unde rs tand
and  exp la in  the  l a t te r.  The  syn thes is  i s  t hus  no t  so  sa t -
isfactor y as the analysis; in other words, from a knowledge
of  the  p remises we cou ld  not  have fo re to ld  the  natu re
o f  t he  r esu l t .  ( ‘ T he  Ps y chogenes i s  o f  a  Case  o f
Homosexua l i t y  in  a  Woman ’  (1920a ) ,  p .  167 ) 4 

… the repressed is  fo re ign  te r r i to r y  to  the  ego –  in te r na l
fo re ign  te r r i to r y  … (Lectu re  31,  ‘The D issect ion  o f  the
Psych i ca l  Pe r sona l i t y ’ ,  New  I n t r oduc to r y  Lec tu r es  on
Psychoana lys is (1933a) ,  p .  57)
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OOppeenniinngg  tthhee  ffiieelldd::

The Interpretation of Dreams (1900)

This is the first great text of psychoanalysis, and along with the Three Essays
on The Theory of Sexuality from five years later, its central text. Between them,
these two books provided most of the material Freud was to build upon, elabo-
rate, revise, and modify throughout his career. The Interpretation of Dreams ran
to eight editions in Freud’s lifetime, and in each of them, as psychoanalysis itself
developed and Freud’s views changed, the book gained new passages, foot-
notes, annotations, and entries in the bibliography. As a result, The Interpretation
of Dreams is a layered, palimpsested text, whose apparatus traces out much of
the subsequent development of Freud’s thought. It is exhaustively documented:
its first chapter is a long summary of the existing literature on dreams, popular
and scientific, and the book as a whole draws on a stock of some 200 dreams,
most of them carefully noted down by Freud from his patients.

As Freud points out, the interest in dreams arose directly from his work
on hysteria with Josef Breuer, and took over many of the same methods and
techniques.• Like the Studies on Hysteria, it takes phenomena that appear to

be senseless,
and shows an
unexpected and
deep intelligibil-
ity in them. But
where the stud-
ies focused on
p a t h o l o g i c a l
behaviour, The
Interpretation of

Dreams finds the workings of the unconscious in the commonplace and famil-
iar. Much of the apparatus of the unfinished ‘Project’ finds itself mirrored here
in a new way, cast adrift from the earlier neuroanatomical foundations. In place
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Causation of 
Neurosis

Sexual Constitution Infantile Experience
(Prehistoric Experience)

Disposition due
to Fixation of

Libido

Accidental [Adult]
Experience
(Traumatic)

+=

Figure 1.1 From Lecture 23, ‘The Paths to the Formation of Symptoms’,
Introductory Lectures on Psychoanalysis (1916–17), vol. 16, p. 360

My pat ients  were  p ledged to  communicate  to  me ever y  idea
or  thought  that  occur red  to  them in  connect ion  w i th  some
par t i cu la r  sub jec t ;  amongst  o ther  th ings  they  to ld  me the i r
d reams and so taught  me that  a  d ream can be inser ted  in to
the psych ica l  cha in  that  has to  be t raced backwards in  the
memor y  f r om a patho log ica l  idea.  I t  was then on l y  a  shor t
s tep to  t r eat ing  the  d ream i tse l f  as  a  symptom and to  app ly -
ing  to  d reams the method o f  in te rp re ta t ion  that  had been
worked out  fo r  symptoms.  (The In te rp re ta t ion  o f  Dreams
(1900) ,  vo l .  4 ,  pp .  100–101)  
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of a physical nervous system in which neurones bear their charges of Q, we now
have cathexes distributed across purely psychical agencies which Freud insists
should not be confused with anatomical locations.• The long final chapter of
The Interpretation
of Dreams gives
the first detailed
metapsychological
description of
these agencies,
which have now
taken on the
names of the
topography Freud
continued to
invoke until the
1920s: Pcpt, or
perception; Pcs,
or preconscious; Cs, or consciousness; and of course Ucs, the unconscious.

The concept of the unconscious is now much more complex than
when it made its first appearance in the Studies on Hysteria (1895):
Freud’s analyses and his ever-growing clinical experience have shown many
of the ramifications and implications of the concept. The idea of intrapsy-
chic censorship, for example, has a couple of cursory mentions in the
Studies, but here it becomes a key part of the apparatus, regulating as it
does the commerce between conscious and unconscious. So too do the
ways of avoiding that censorship: condensation and displacement become
the twin mechanisms of the dream work.

The distinction between (free) primary and (bound) secondary
processes is similarly developed, elaborated out in particular into the
opposition between manifest content and latent dream-thoughts. The
latent dream-thoughts are the material on which the profoundly uncon-
scious dream-work can construct the manifest and generally highly dis-
guised content remembered by the dreamer. Going the other way, it is the
task of psychoanalysis to reconstruct the latent thoughts from the mani-
fest content. Among other things, this allows Freud to argue that dreams
are wish-fulfilments. Even highly disturbing dreams are unpleasant only
on the manifest level of the dreamer’s experience of them, and inevitably
reveal some sort of wish-fulfilment – keeping in mind how ambiguous that
can be – in the latent dream-thoughts. In this, we can see a version of
what the ‘Project’ and (in passing) the Studies on Hysteria will have
already seen as a principle of constancy, and what will by 1911 (in
‘Formulations on the Two Principles of Mental Functioning’) have become
the pleasure principle. 

With this greater complexity of concept and method, the unconscious
is no longer as it was in the Studies, a mine of material to be brought back
to consciousness in the course of a cure. At a number of points in The
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I  shall entirely disregard the fact that the mental apparatus
with which we are here concerned is also known to us in the
form of an anatomical preparation, and I shall careful ly avoid
the temptation to determine psychical locality in any anatom-
ical fashion. I shall remain upon psychological ground, and I
propose simply to fol low the suggestion that we should pic-
ture the instrument which car ries out our mental functions as
resembling a compound microscope or a photographic appa-
ratus, or something of the kind. On that basis, psychical
locality wil l  cor respond to a point inside the apparatus at
which one of the prel iminar y stages of an image comes into
being. In the microscope and telescope, as we know, these
occur in par t at ideal points, regions in which no tangible
par t of the apparatus is situated. I see no necessity to apol-
ogise for the imper fections of this or of any similar imager y.
(The Interpretation of Dreams (1900), vol. 5, p. 536) 
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Interpretation of Dreams, the unconscious now begins to appear as an
internal and structural limit to analysis itself, as if psychoanalysis from now on
will have to calculate with its own incompleteness and remainders.•

Freud had
linked the infant
boy’s love for his
mother and jeal-
ousy of his father to
the Oedipus legend
at least as early as
1897 (Freud–Fliess
(1985), p. 272),
but his first pub-
lished comments
on it occur in The
Interpretation of
Dreams (vol. 4,

pp. 261–64). It was not until 1910, in an article on ‘A Special Type of Object
Choice Made by Men’, that he would call this relation the Oedipus complex.

The Psychopathology of Everyday Life (1901) and
Jokes and Their Relation to the Unconscious (1905)

The Psychopathology of Everyday Life was meant for a non-specialist audi-
ence. It was Freud’s most popular book during his lifetime, in which it went
through 11 German editions and was translated into ten other languages. In
the process, it grew considerably: while its first published version covered
some 80 pages in two instalments of a monthly journal, by the time of its
appearance in the collected German edition it occupied just over four times
that number. For each of these new editions, Freud added material, nearly all
of it new examples of his own and from friends, colleagues, and readers. The
book is essentially a compendium, whose theoretical apparatus is restricted
to the discussion of examples. These range from the forgetting of words and
intentions, to slips of the tongue and misreadings, from coherently and sys-
tematically bungled actions to the role of chance and belief in fate. 

*

Jokes and Their Relation to the Unconscious was written at the same time as
the Three Essays on the Theory of Sexuality, and similarly extends Freud’s pre-
vious work, though in other directions. One of the letters to Fliess (22 June
1897: Freud–Fliess (1985), p. 254) indicates that Freud began collecting jokes
(‘profound Jewish stories’) at roughly the same time that he began work on
The Interpretation of Dreams. Like the Psychopathology, its starting point is the
similarity of the phenomena it is investigating to dreams. Like dreams, jokes
work by condensation, displacement, and modification, yoking dissimilar things

31 Unconscious

There  is  o f ten  a  passage in  even the  most  thorough ly
in te rp re ted d ream wh ich  has to  be le f t  obscure ;  th is  is
because we become aware  dur ing  the  work  o f  in te rp re ta -
t ion  that  a t  that  po in t  there  is  a  tang le  o f  d ream- thoughts
wh ich  cannot  be  unrave l led  and wh ich  moreover  adds noth -
ing  to  our  knowledge o f  the  content  o f  the  d ream.  Th is  is
the  d ream’s nave l ,  the  spot  where  i t  r eaches down in to
the unknown.  The d ream thoughts  to  wh ich  we a re  led  by
in te rp re ta t ion  cannot ,  f r om the natu re  o f  th ings ,  have any
def in i te  end ings;  they  a re  bound to  b ranch out  in  ever y
direction into the intr icate network of our world of thought. It
is at some point where this meshwork is par ticularly close
that the dream-wish grows up, l ike a mushroom out of its
mycelium. (The Interpretation of Dreams (1900), vol.5, p.525
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together, with apparent nonsense capable of everting itself unexpectedly into
sense. As in dreams, this nonsense is often close to unease. Like dreams,
jokes have a content that is often sexual, or aggressive, or self-accusatory, and
the pleasure they afford may be bound up with all of these. Like dreams, jokes
provide ways of getting around restrictions on what is impermissible. Freud
even calls the unconscious mechanism of joke production the joke-work, by
analogy with the dream-work. But where the Psychopathology largely took over
the apparatus Freud had developed in The Interpretation of Dreams and pro-
vided a series of examples illustrating it from other quarters, Jokes uses its
examples to modify the theory wherever necessary. 

In particular, while dreams and the parapraxes of everyday life so easily
appear to be products of an individual psyche, jokes have an obvious and
irreducible social – or more strictly, interpersonal – dimension. A joke is not private:
it requires a teller and a listener.• Some types of tendentious joke, Freud will
argue, require at
least three parties:
the one who
makes the joke,
the one who is its
object, and the
one who takes
pleasure in the
joke, and whose
pleasure leads in
turn to the first’s.
Freud argues that masculine ‘smutty’ humour works this way, forming in effect a
pact in which two men pleasure each other by means of the degradation of a
woman (who is the object of humour within the joke, but also the woman before
whom the joke is performed). In the smutty joke, Freud proposes a mechanism
behind what Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick (1990) would much later come to call
homosociality. Like dreams, jokes are powerful disavowals. In their simultaneous
expression and disavowal of hostilities, they may generate a solidarity based not
on common belief, but on a common cynicism. Jokes thus opens up an interper-
sonal dialectic of a type which was then taken up in the 1913 Totem and Taboo
and the 1921 Group Psychology and the Analysis of the Ego. 

MMeettaappssyycchhoollooggiiccaall  ppaappeerrss::  

‘Instincts and Their Vicissitudes’ (1915),
‘Repression’ (1915), ‘The Unconscious’ (1915),

‘A Metapsychological Supplement to the Theory of
Dreams’ (1917) and ‘Mourning and Melancholia’ (1917)

These are some of Freud’s most concertedly theoretical writings. Where The
Interpretation of Dreams, The Psychopathology of Everyday Life and Jokes
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. . .  no  one can be content  w i th  hav ing  made a  joke fo r  h im-
se l f  a lone.  An  u r ge  to  te l l  the  joke to  someone is  inex t r i -
cab l y  bound up w i th  the  joke -work ;  indeed,  th is  u r ge  is  so
st rong  that  o f ten  enough i t  i s  ca r r ied  th rough in  d is regard
of  ser ious misg iv ings .  … A joke . . .  must  be  to ld  to  some-
one e lse .  The psych ica l  p rocess o f  const r uc t ing  a  joke
seems not  to  be  completed when the  joke occurs  to  one:
someth ing  remains  over  wh ich  seeks,  by  communicat ing
the idea,  to  b r ing  the  unknown process o f  const r uc t ing  the
joke to  a  conc lus ion .  ( Jokes and The i r  Re la t ion  to  the
Unconsc ious (1905b) ,  p .  143)  
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and Their Relation to the Unconscious were rich in specific examples, these
papers focus instead on the hypothetical machineries of the psyche and
their principles of operation. Along with seven other papers which have not
survived, they were meant to form a book, Preliminaries to a Metapsychology,
which would have been the first full-length work of psychoanalytic
theory. 

We can guess some of the reasons for its incompletion and the abandon-
ment of the other papers. Freud’s paper on narcissism in the previous year had
raised a number of problems for a model in which the three main agencies of
the psyche were conscious, preconscious and unconscious, and this
would eventually lead to his jettisoning that schema. On top of that, the
Introductory Lectures in Psychoanalysis were written during the time the extant
papers reached publication (1915–17), and although these lectures are popu-
lar rather than theoretical, they carry out many of the functions of consolidation
and summation which had been planned for the series. With the incomplete
metapsychological papers, Freud must have felt either that he was reworking
stale territory or that the conceptual ground was shifting under his feet.
In reply to Lou Andreas-Salomé’s query about the missing papers in 1919, he

wrote that he had
decided to aban-
don rather than
rewrite them.• Five
of the lost papers
were to have been
on consciousness,
anxiety, conversion
hysteria, obses-
sional neurosis,
and the trans-
ference neuroses;

the editors of the Standard Edition guess that the other two would have been
on sublimation and projection.

For all the clarity and exhaustive thoroughness of these papers,
one can sense their difficulties in holding the enterprise together. What
emerges so often across them is the way in which the psyche operates in
such a large and only partially systematisable variety of ways. The ‘vicissi-
tudes’ in the title of the first paper is entirely appropriate for the series as a
whole, where it is a frequent and significant word. There is something impro-
visatory about the psyche: in constructing symptoms or dreams, getting
around repression, managing affects and the pressures of the drives, it
makes use of whatever is at hand. The unconscious is itself an experience of
gaps and inconsistencies, not bound by the sequentialities and consequen-
tialities of conscious logic, and happily entertaining contradictions. As a result,
it is often difficult to derive any but the broadest general rules for its behav-
iour before the argument is forced to branch and meticulously follow through
each of the possibilities available and their consequences for the overall

33 Unconscious

Where is  my Metapsycho logy?  In  the  f i rs t  p lace i t  r emains
unwr i t ten .  Work ing -over  mater ia l  sys temat ica l l y  is  not  pos -
s ib le  fo r  me;  the  f ragmentar y  natu re  o f  my obser vat ions
and the  sporad ic  characte r  o f  my ideas w i l l  no t  per mi t  i t .
I f ,  however,  I  shou ld  l i ve  another  ten  years ,  r emain  capa -
b le  o f  work  dur ing  that  t ime,  not  s ta r ve ,  not  be  k i l led ,  not
be too  deep ly  taken up w i th  the  miser y  o f  my fami l y  o r  o f
those a round me –  a  l i t t le  much in  the  way  o f  cond i t ions –
then I  p romise to  p roduce fu r ther  cont r ibut ions to  i t .  A
f i rs t  one in  th is  l ine  w i l l  be  conta ined in  an  essay  ‘Beyond
the P leasure  P r inc ip le ’  . . .  (2  Apr i l  1919,  S igmund F reud
and Lou Andreas -Sa lomé:  Let te rs )
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picture.• Thus, for example, the  paper on ‘Repression’ declares that there
are no general rules governing the degree of disguise necessary for a
repressed con-
tent to work its
way through into
consciousness,
and that a small
change in initial
conditions may
result in a large
change in the out-
come. Yet what
happens to the
affect connected
with a repressed content – whether it remains as it is, or is transformed into
another sort of affect such as anxiety, or is simply suppressed (‘The
Unconscious’ (1915d), pp. 177–78) – depends precisely on these largely
unforeseeable vicissitudes. Everything is poised in a delicately chaotic system.

In the metapsychological papers, one can see the first topology strain-
ing with the task set it, as it devolves out into rich and ever more detailed com-
plexities of description. In them, and particularly in the fifth paper on
‘Mourning and Melancholia’, one can also see the emergence of the new
second topology, which will find its own detailed metapsychological descrip-
tion in 1923, with The Ego and the Id. 

IIII::  EEggoo,,  iidd  aanndd  ssuuppeerreeggoo

Problems with the model

So far, Freud has modelled the psyche around that great split between conscious
and unconscious, and the barrier separating them. But as we have seen, this split
has its own paradoxical consequences: when the unconscious is an internal
foreign territory with a logic which blurs insides and outsides, that topography
will come to look increasingly inadequate, and altogether too simple for the
phenomena it has to account for. 

Though the final chapter of The Interpretation of Dreams (1900) had suggested
that a topographical
view should be
replaced with a prop-
erly dynamic view,•
topography does
not go away quite
so easily. What Freud
calls a complete
metapsychological
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Thus,  we may speak of  an unconscious thought seeking to
convey i tsel f  into the preconscious so as then to be able to
force i ts way through into consciousness.  What we have in
mind here is  not  the forming of  a second thought s i tuated
in a new place,  l ike a t ranscr ipt ion which cont inues to ex ist
a longside the or ig inal ;  and the not ion of  forc ing a way
through into consciousness must be kept  carefu l l y  f ree
f rom any idea of  a change of  local i ty.  Again,  we may speak
of  a preconscious thought being repressed or  dr iven out
and then taken over  by the unconscious.  These images,

Each s ing le  der i va t i ve  o f  the  repressed may have i ts  own
spec ia l  v i c iss i tude . . .

The ex t raord inar y  in t r i cacy  o f  a l l  the  fac to rs  to  be
taken in to  cons idera t ion  [ in  r epress ion  and the  fo r mat ion
of  neurot ic  symptoms]  leaves on l y  one way  o f  p resent ing
them open to  us .  We must  se lec t  f i rs t  one and then
another  po in t  o f  v iew,  and fo l low i t  up  th rough the  mater -
ia l  as  long  as  the  app l i ca t ion  o f  i t  seems to  y ie ld  r esu l ts .
Each separate  t r eatment  o f  the  sub jec t  w i l l  be  incomplete
in  i tse l f ,  and there  cannot  fa i l  to  be  obscur i t ies  where  i t
touches upon mater ia l  that  has not  ye t  been t r eated;  but
we may hope that  a  f ina l  synthes is  w i l l  lead to  a  p roper
unders tand ing .  ( ‘Repress ion’  (1915c) ,pp .  150,  157–58)  
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35 Unconscious

description of any
aspect of the psyche
still requires not only
dynamic and eco-
nomic descriptions,
but also topographic
– even though this
topography is
increasingly treated
as an inaccurate fic-
tion: like the censor

guarding the door between the unconscious and the preconscious, its purchase is
as an aid to conceptualisation rather than strictly explanatory. Sometimes it

seems logical to see
the unconscious as a
different psychical
location fromthe con-
scious; sometimes it
seems better to see it
as a single location
cathected differently
within the two
different systems.
Sometimes the choice
seems just a matter of
convenience.• Which
to choose? Perhaps
the problem comes
about simply because
the question is actu-
ally not well phrased. 

The 1915 paper
on ‘The Unconscious’
attempts to act as a
summation of these
problems, and at
the very end offers
one possibility
which makes just
such a rephrasing of
the question, if only
a partial one. The
difference between
conscious and uncon-
scious,• it suggests, is

der ived f rom a set of  ideas relat ing to a str uggle for a piece
of ground, may tempt us to suppose that it is l i teral ly true
that a mental grouping in one locality has been brought to an
end and replaced by a fresh one in another locality. Let us
replace these metaphors by something that seems to cor re-
spond better to the real state of af fairs, and let us say
instead that some par ticular mental grouping has had a
cathexis of energy attached to it or withdrawn from it, so that
the structure in question has come under the sway of a par-
t icular agency or been withdrawn from it. What we are doing
here is once again to replace a topographical way of repre-
senting things by a dynamic one. (The Interpretation of
Dreams (1900), vol.5, p. 610) 

The f i rs t  o f  the two poss ib i l i t ies which we cons idered –
namely  that  the Cs. (consc ious)  phase of  an idea l  impl ies
a f resh reg ist rat ion of  i t ,  wh ich is  s i tuated in  another
p lace –  is  doubt less the cr uder  but  a lso the more conve -
n ient .  The second hypothes is  –  that  o f  a  mere ly  funct iona l
change of  s tate –  is  a  pr io r i more probable,  but  i t  is  less
p last ic ,  less easy to  manipu late . . . .

So for  the moment  we are not  in  a  pos i t ion to  dec ide
between the two poss ib i l i t ies that  we have d iscussed.
Perhaps la ter  on we shal l  come upon factors  which may
turn the ba lance in  favour  o f  one or  the other.  Perhaps we
shal l  make the d iscover y  that  our  quest ion was inade -
quate ly  f ramed and that  the d i f fe rence between an uncon -
sc ious and a consc ious idea has to  be def ined in  qu i te
another  way.  ( ‘The Unconsc ious’  (1915d) ,  pp.  175,  176;
emphasis  in  or ig ina l )

What  we have per miss ib l y  ca l led  the  consc ious [menta l ]
p resentat ion  o f  the  ob jec t  can now be sp l i t  up  in to
the p resentat ion  o f  the  word and the  p resentat ion  o f  the
th ing ;  the  la t te r  cons is ts  in  the  cathex is ,  i f  not  o f  the
d i r ec t  memor y - images o f  the  th ing ,  a t  least  o f  r emoter
memor y - t races der i ved f r om these.  We now seem to  know
al l  a t  once what  the  d i f fe rence is  between a  consc ious
and an unconsc ious p resentat ion .  The two a re  not ,  as  we
supposed,  d i f fe rent  r eg is t ra t ions o f  the  same content  in
d i f fe rent  psych ica l  loca l i t ies ,  nor  ye t  d i f fe rent  funct iona l
s ta tes  o f  ca thex is  in  the  same loca l i t y ;  but  the  consc ious
presentat ion  compr ises the  p resentat ion  o f  the  th ing  p lus
the p resentat ion  o f  the  word ,  wh i le  the  unconsc ious p re -
senta t ion  is  the  p resentat ion  o f  the  th ing  a lone.  . . .  A  p re -
senta t ion  wh ich  is  not  put  in to  words,  o r  a  psych ica l  ac t
wh ich  is  not  hyper cathected [w i th  i ts  word -p resentat ion ] ,
r emains  thereaf te r  in  the  Ucs [unconsc ious] ,  in  a  s ta te  o f
r epress ion .  ( ‘The  Unconsc ious’  (1915d) ,  pp .  201–02;
emphas is  in  o r ig ina l )
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that conscious mental acts are connected to language, in a way in which unconscious
processes are not. It is no surprise that this passage’s invocation of the role of lan-
guage in the psyche should find its echoes in Lacan’s post-Saussurean linguistic
revision of psychoanalysis from the 1950s on.

In the 1920s, Freud did away with the view that the unconscious is a system
in its own right, and replaced it with another topography altogether – one which
cuts across the previous division into unconscious, preconscious, and conscious. 

The second topography

‘Unconscious’, the adjective, describes perfectly well the quality of much,
even most activity of the psyche: Freud does not step back from that key
insistence for a moment. Add the definite article and turn it into a substantive –
the unconscious – and we have opened up some difficulties. There is no problem
if we take care still to use the word in a strictly descriptive sense, as a term for
the aggregate of all things unconscious. The problem comes once we start to fol-
low the pull of the definite article, and think of the unconscious as something
substantial, as some sort of system or agency in itself. That unconsciousness is a
quality of certain activities of the psyche does not necessarily mean that there
is some sort of agency in the psyche concerned exclusively with those activities
and no others – and, of course, we can say exactly the same of consciousness. It
may be that in any adequate model of the psyche, any of its systems or compo-
nents may produce some unconscious effects, some conscious. ‘Unconscious’
and ‘conscious’ may be perfectly legitimate and necessary descriptions of two
qualities that psychic processes have, but they are not explanations of their
mechanisms, or of agencies within the psyche. 

Beginning in 1923 with The Ego and the Id, Freud offered another tripartite
division to replace that of conscious, preconscious and unconscious: ego, id, and
superego. These are not just different names for the same thing: they are a thor-
ough rethinking of the topography and the interrelations of its parts. Though the
ego and the id may seem close to the old ‘conscious’ and ‘unconscious,’ respec-
tively, neither of them is defined in terms of the presence or absence of conscious-
ness – and a large part of the ego is actually not even preconscious but unconscious,
in the strict descriptive sense. Even superficially, the superego is reducible to nei-
ther ego nor id; it is in effect a way of formalising certain ideas which had initially
been worked out in ‘On Narcissism’ (1915) and Group Psychology and the Analysis of
the Ego (1921), and of suggesting that the very nature of their functioning warrants
describing them as a separate psychical agency. 

And just as with the neologistic Greek of cathexis, the Latin forms chosen
for the English translation give a rather different impression than the German terms.
Ego translates das Ich, the substantive form of the German first-person pronoun –
literally, the I. Significantly, for a writer who is always at pains to distinguish what he
is doing from philosophy, das Ich does not carry with it the Cartesian overtones
ego has. And id is similarly and simply das Es, where es is the third-person neuter
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37 Unconscious

pronoun, it. In this
case, though, there is
a more direct philoso-
phical lineage. Freud
notes that he is fol-
lowing his contempo-
rary Georg Groddeck’s
usage, and through
him Nietzsche.• (And
significantly enough,
in this case we have
the writer who wishes
to distinguish what
he does from philoso-
phy happy to claim
his debt to a philoso-
pher who is at pains
to distinguish what

he is doing from science ...). Superego, though, appears to be Freud’s own coinage. 
Ego is a term Freud had already used frequently throughout his writing –

quite unsurprisingly, given that it was already a commonplace term in the psy-
chology of the time. Often as not, in the early writings he uses it in a quite loose
and open way, to designate nothing more than the sense of self or the person-
ality. But from the outset, there are also times when he uses it in a much more
strongly metapsychological way,• as part of thoroughly topographical, dynamic or

economic descrip-
tions, beginning with
the abandoned
‘Project for a Scientific
Psychology’ (1895).
Throughout the
Studies on Hysteria

(1895), this ego or sense of self is the scene of conflict: the ego is variously a
defence mechanism, the agency whose task is precisely to manage the double
binds of the psyche, or that part of the psyche which lies beyond the censor’s
anteroom and must be protected from the dissension just outside it. From the
outset, that is, Freud has already been thinking of the ego as something more
precise and systematic than the vague sense of it as a synonym for ‘self’. 

Freud’s first major essay in metapsychological description, however – the
final chapter of The Interpretation of Dreams (1900) – leaves little room for follow-
ing this through, with its focus on conscious, unconscious, and preconscious as
agencies. Nevertheless, this more specific sense of ego as agency keeps emerging
in a number of writings, mostly as the signal of a problem for the first topogra-
phy, something whose mechanisms are still to be thought through. In
the brief 1911 ‘Formulations on the Two Principles of Mental Functioning’,

Now I think we shal l  gain a great deal by fol lowing the sug-
gest ion of a wri ter who, f rom personal motives, vainly
asser ts that he has nothing to do with the r igours of pure
science. I  am speaking of Georg Groddeck, who is never t i red
of insist ing that . . . ,  as he expresses it ,  we are ‘ l ived’ by
unknown and uncontrol lable forces. We have al l  had impres-
sions of the same kind, even though they may not have over -
whelmed us to the exclusion of al l  others, and we need feel
no hesitat ion in f inding a place for Groddeck’s discover y in
the structure of science. I  propose to take it  into account by
cal l ing the entity which star ts out from the system Pcpt.
[perception] and begins by being Pcs. [preconscious] the
‘ego’, and by fol lowing Groddeck in cal l ing the other par t of
the mind, into which this entity extends and which behaves
as though it  were Ucs. [unconscious], the ‘ id’.*

[F reud’s  footnote : ]
*G roddeck  h imse l f  no  doubt  fo l l owed the  example  o f
N ie tzsche,  who hab i tua l l y  used th is  g rammat ica l  te r m
for whatever in our nature is impersonal and, so to speak,
subject to natural  law. (The Ego and the Id (1923),  p.  23) 

Thus we f ind  ourse lves  qu i te  unexpected l y  be fo re  the
most  obscure  p rob lem:  the  o r ig in  o f  the  ‘ego’  –  that  is ,  o f
a  complex  o f  neurones wh ich  ho ld  fast  to  the i r  ca thex is ,  a
complex ,  there fo re ,  wh ich  is  fo r  shor t  per iods a t  a  con -
s tant  leve l .  ( ‘P ro jec t  fo r  a  Sc ient i f i c  Psycho logy ’  (1895) ,
p .  369)  
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for example, Freud suggests that there are two divergent types of drive: the sex-
ual drives (aimed ultimately at the propagation and welfare of the species) and
the ego-drives (which are concerned with self-preservation). In ‘On Narcissism’
(1914a), narcissism is characterised elegantly and concisely as a crossing of those
boundaries: in narcissism, the ego presents itself as a love object for the sexual
drives. The ego which can do that, is no longer just a broad term for the sense
of self, but is now a quite specific agency in the self, a name for a part of the self
which can offer itself for the approval and love of another part. Neither is it any
longer a synonym for the conscious of the first topography, as consciousness is
no longer a necessary part of everything it does. 

The second topography is a recognition of this insistent agency of the ego,
which had been so
increasingly difficult
to think through in
the first topogra-
phy’s terms. This
agency is largely a
matter of mediation.
The ego juggles the
often conflicting and
incommensurable
demands placed on
it from elsewhere• –
by the other two
agencies of the psy-
che, the id and the
superego, but also by
the external world,
and the unforeseen
and unforeseeable
events the psyche
has no option but to
cope with. Freud
often depicts the ego
as that part of the
psyche which is most
directly in contact
with, and thus most
directly modified by
the world. Because of
this proximity, the ego is thus the seat of the reality principle. 

The ego includes but is not restricted to consciousness. The id, by contrast, is
that most deeply unconscious part of the psyche.• Furthest of all the psychic
agencies from direct
contact with the
world, it is that

Reading Freud 38

Here a re  the  p r inc ipa l  charac te r is t i cs  o f  the  ego. In  con -
sequence  o f  t he  p r e - es tab l i shed  connec t i on  be tween
sense per cept ion  and muscu la r  ac t ion ,  the  ego has vo lun -
ta r y  movement  a t  i ts  command.  I t  has the  task  o f  se l f -
p reser vat ion .  As  regards  ex te r na l events ,  i t  per fo r ms that
task  by  becoming  aware  o f  s t imu l i ,  by  s to r ing  up exper i -
ences about  them ( in  the  memor y ) ,  by  avo id ing  exces -
s i ve l y  s t r ong  s t imu l i  ( th r ough f l i gh t ) ,  by  dea l ing  w i th
moderate  s t imu l i  ( th rough adaptat ion )  and f ina l l y  by  lear n -
ing  to  b r ing  about  exped ient  changes in  the  ex te r na l  wor ld
to  i ts  own advantage ( th rough ac t i v i t y ) .  As  regards  in te r -
na l events ,  in  r e la t ion  to  the  id ,  i t  per fo r ms that  task
by  ga in ing  cont ro l  over  the  demands o f  the  ins t inc ts ,  by
dec id ing  whether  they  a re  to  be  a l lowed sat is fac t ion ,  by
postpon ing  that  sat is fac t ion  to  t imes and c i r cumstances -
favourab le  in  the  ex te r na l  wor ld  o r  by  suppress ing  the i r
exc i ta t ions ent i r e l y.  I t  i s  gu ided in  i ts  ac t i v i t y  by  cons ider -
a t ion  o f  the  tens ions p roduced by  s t imu l i ,  whether  these
tens ions a re  p resent  in  i t  o r  in t r oduced in to  i t .  The ra is -
ing  o f  these tens ions is  in  genera l  fe l t  as  unp leasure
and the i r  lower ing  as  p leasure .  I t  i s  p robab le ,  however,
that  what  is  fe l t  as  p leasure  o r  unp leasure  is  not  the
abso lu te he ight  o f  th is  tens ion  but  someth ing  o f  the
r hy thm of  the  changes in  them.  The ego s t r i ves  a f te r  p lea -
su re  and seeks  to  avo id  unp leasure .  An  inc rease in
unp leasure  that  is  expected and fo reseen is  met  by  a  s ig -
na l  o f  anx ie ty ;  the  occas ion o f  such an inc rease,  whether
it threaten from without or within, is known as a danger. From
time to time the ego gives up its connection with the external
world and withdraws into the state of sleep, in which it makes
far-reaching changes in its organisation. It is to be infer red
from the state of sleep that this organisation consists in a par-
t icular distr ibution of mental energy. ( ‘An Outl ine of
Psychoanalysis’ (1940), pp. 145–46; emphasis in original)  

[The id]  is the dark,  inaccessible par t  of  our personal i ty ;
what l i t t le we know of i t  we have learnt f rom our study of
the dream-work and of the constr uct ion of neurot ic symp-
toms, and most of  that is of  a negat ive character and can be 
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‘internal foreign terri-
tory’ whose doings
seem quite out of the
conscious control of
the very person doing
them, and source of
those uncontrollable
forces which live us
out. If the ego is the
home of the reality
principle and its cal-
culated compromise
on pleasure, the id is
home to the pleasure
principle at its purest,
with its relentless
and unquenchable
demands. Where the
first topography saw
the unconscious as
made up almost
entirely of repressed
ideational content,
repression plays a
much smaller part in
the id, which is pri-
marily a repository of
libido and drive, two
terms about which
we shall have more
to say in the next
chapter.

And this means
that the boundary
between ego and id is
not the sharp line of
demarcation which
censorship tries to

draw between conscious and unconscious in the first topography, but is somewhat
blurred and shifting. Just as there is essentially no difference between the pleasure
principle and the reality principle, when the latter is just the former with a knowl-
edge of the ways of the world, Freud sometimes even goes on to suggest that there
is no essential difference between id and ego other than the ego’s greater proxim-
ity to the systems of perception and the stimuli of the outside world.5 The ego is
simply that part of the id closest to the surface (see Figure 1.2).

39 Unconscious

descr ibed on l y  as  a  cont rast  to  the  ego.  We approach the
id  w i th  ana log ies :  we ca l l  i t  a  chaos,  a  cau ld ron fu l l  o f
seeth ing  exc i ta t ions.  . . .  I t  i s  f i l l ed  w i th  ener gy  r each ing  i t
f r om the ins t inc ts ,  but  i t  has no o r gan isat ion ,  p roduces
no co l lec t i ve  w i l l ,  bu t  on l y  a  s t r i v ing  to  b r ing  about  the
sat is fac t ion  o f  the  ins t inc tua l  needs sub jec t  to  the  obser -
vance  o f  the  p leasu re  p r inc ip le .  The  log i ca l  l aws  o f
thought  do  not  app l y  in  the  id ,  and th is  is  t r ue  above a l l
o f  the  laws o f  cont rad ic t ion .  Cont ra r y  impu lses ex is t  s ide
by  s ide ,  w i thout  cance l l ing  each o ther  out  o r  d imin ish ing
each o ther :  a t  the  most  they  may  conver ge  to  fo r m com-
p r om ises  unde r  t he  dom ina t i n g  e conom i c  p r essu r e
towards the  d ischar ge o f  ener gy.  There  is  noth ing  in  the  id
that  cou ld  be compared w i th  negat ion ;  and we per ce ive
wi th  surp r ise  an except ion  to  the  ph i losoph ica l  theorem
that  space and t ime are  necessar y  fo r ms o f  our  menta l
ac ts .  There  is  noth ing  in  the  id  that  co r responds to  the
idea o f  t ime;  there  is  no  recogn i t ion  o f  the  passage o f
t ime,  and –  a  th ing  that  is  most  r emarkab le  and awa i ts
cons idera t ion  in  ph i losoph ica l  thought  –  no  a l te ra t ion  in
i ts  menta l  p rocesses is  p roduced by  the  passage o f  t ime.
Wishfu l  impu lses that  have never  passed beyond the  id ,
but  impress ions,  too ,  wh ich  have been sunk in to  the  id  by
repress ion ,  a re  v i r tua l l y  immor ta l ;  a f te r  the  passage o f
decades they  behave as  though they  had jus t  occur red .  . . .

The id  o f  course knows no judgements  o f  va lue :  no
good and ev i l ,  no  mora l i t y.  The economic  o r,  i f  you  p re fe r,
the  quant i ta t i ve  fac to r,  wh ich  i s  i n t imate l y  l i nked  to
the  p l easu r e  p r i n c i p l e ,  dom ina tes  a l l  i t s  p r ocesses .
Inst inc tua l  ca thexes seek ing  d ischar ge –  that ,  in  our  v iew,
is  a l l  there  is  in  the  id .  I t  even seems that  the  ener gy  o f
these ins t inc tua l  impu lses is  in  a  s ta te  d i f fe rent  f r om that
in  the  o ther  r eg ions o f  the  mind,  fa r  more  mob i le  and
capab le  o f  d ischar ge;  o ther w ise  the  d isp lacements  and
condensat ions wou ld  not  occur  wh ich  a re  characte r is t i c  o f
the  id  and wh ich  so  complete l y  d is regard  the  qua l i t y  o f
what  is  cathected –  what  in  the  ego we shou ld  ca l l  an
idea.  You can see,  inc identa l l y,  that  we a re  in  a  pos i t ion
to  a t t r ibu te  to  the  id  characte r is t i cs  o ther  than that  o f  i ts
be ing  unconsc ious,  and you can recogn ise  the  poss ib i l i t y
o f  por t ions o f  the  ego and superego be ing  unconsc ious
wi thout  possess ing  the  same pr imi t i ve  and i r ra t iona l  char -
ac te r is t i cs .  (Lec tu re  31,  ‘The D issect ion  o f  the  Psych ica l
Persona l i t y ’ ,  New In t r oducto r y  Lectu res  on Psychoana lys is
(1933a) ,  pp .  73–75)  

Thawaites-3448-Chapter-01.qxd  6/16/2007  4:11 PM  Page 39



Reading Freud 40

With the ego and the id, Freud is rethinking and redistributing those qual-
ities of consciousness and unconsciousness. Now, they are no longer the names
of separate agencies, but qualities that the workings of a particular agency may
have: the id is unconscious in its workings, but only some parts of the ego are
conscious, with much or, perhaps even most of it, unconscious. And from about
1914 on, Freud began to focus his attention on the possibility of another agency
in the psyche, one which, because it too is partly conscious and partly uncon-
scious, does not fit well into the first topography. This is the emergence of what
the second topography will eventually come to call the superego.

As we saw, the 1914 paper on narcissism postulated that narcissism is what
happens when the ego presents itself as a love object for the sexual drives. For
that to happen, though, there must be some sort of separate internal self-image,
an ideal against which the psyche can measure up its own behaviour and
desires. This ‘ego-ideal’ or ‘ideal ego’, as Freud calls it at this stage,6 is formed in
the course of the individual’s personal history. It is what remains, stored up in
the psyche, of all the demands placed on the infant from outside, by the par-
ents and others. This ego-ideal is a loop, or a sort of cast-net, an image which
tries to capture the
images others have
of oneself: how I see
others see me. It is
also, Freud suggests,
the remains of the
primary narcissism of
the infant domi-
nated by its own
demands.• A few
years later, Group
Psychology and the
Analysis of the Ego
(1921) elaborated
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Figure 1.2 From Lecture 31, ‘The Dissection of the Psychical Personality’, New Introductory
Lectures (1933), p. 78

Th is  idea l  ego is  now the ta r get  o f  the  se l f - love  wh ich  was
en joyed in  ch i ldhood by  the  ac tua l  ego.  The sub jec t ’s  nar -
c iss ism makes i ts  appearance d isp laced onto  th is  new
idea l  ego,  wh ich ,  l i ke  the  in fant i le  ego,  f inds  i tse l f  pos -
sessed o f  ever y  per fec t ion  that  is  o f  va lue .  As  a lways
where  the  l ib ido  is  concerned,  man has here  aga in  shown
h imse l f  incapab le  o f  g i v ing  up a  sat is fac t ion  he had once
en joyed.  He is  not  w i l l i ng  to  fo rego the  nar c iss is t i c  per -
fec t ion  o f  h is  ch i ldhood;  and when,  as  he g rows up,  he  is
d is tu rbed by  the  admoni t ions o f  o thers  and by  the  awaken -
ing  o f  h is  own c r i t i ca l  judgement ,  so  that  he  can no longer
re ta in  that  per fec t ion ,  he  seeks to  r ecover  i t  in  the  new
for m o f  an  ego - idea l .  What  he  p ro jec ts  befo re  h im as h is
idea l  is  the  subst i tu te  fo r  the  los t  nar c iss ism of  h is  ch i ld -
hood in  wh ich  he was h is  own idea l .  ( ‘On Nar c iss ism:  An
In t r oduct ion ’  (1914a) ,  p .  94)  
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41 Unconscious

on the role of the ego-ideal and gave it a central role in all sorts of social and
inter-personal phenomena. To put another person in the place of one’s ego-ideal, it
suggests, is the mechanism behind the fascination with another person which
is at the heart of the appeal of the loved one – and of the political leader. We
shall have more to say on that in Chapter 3. 

This self-image implies an agency whose function is to carry out the
corresponding self-scrutiny and self-criticism. While the essay on narcissism sees
this as somewhat different from the ego-ideal, by the time of the first major state-
ment of the new topography – the 1923 The Ego and the Id – both of these func-
tions, the ideal and its scrutiny are part of a new hypothetical agency,
the superego. Like the dream-censor, the super-ego is a judge or censor; but this
time, it is not on the boundary between conscious and unconscious but a split
within the ego itself; and its object is not forbidden thoughts which must not be
allowed to enter consciousness, but self-image. 

The superego is
a harsh critic of how
the ego appears to
itself across this split;
one finds it at work
in things like feel-
ings of inferiority,
the murmurings of
guilt or conscience,
and the incessant
and despairing self-
criticism of depres-
sion (Freud uses the
term common in his
day: melancholia).•
In this split, the
superego is thus not
only the possibility
of identification
(with myself, with
an idea of myself,
with myself as seen
by others, with
others). It is also, and
by the very same
processes, the impossi-
bility of that
identification. 

The superego is both a demand (Be this) and a prohibition (Do not be
this) – and on one and the same thing.• Whatever identifications I might have

are immediately
caught up in a whirl

Whi le  a  melancho l i c  can,  l i ke  o ther  peop le ,  show a  g reate r
o r  lesser  degree o f  sever i t y  to  h imse l f  in  h is  hea l thy  per i -
ods ,  dur ing  a  melancho l i c  a t tack  h is  superego becomes
over -severe ,  abuses the  poor  ego,  humi l ia tes  and i l l - t r eats
i t ,  th reatens i t  w i th  the  d i r est  pun ishment ,  r eproaches i t
fo r  ac t ions in  the  remotest  past  wh ich  had been taken
l igh t l y  a t  the  t ime –  as  though i t  had spent  the  ent i r e
in te r va l  in  co l lec t ing  accusat ions and had on l y  been wa i t -
ing  fo r  i ts  p resent  access o f  s t r ength  in  o rder  to  b r ing
them up and make a  condemnator y  judgement  on  the i r
bas is .  The superego app l ies  the  s t r i c test  mora l  s tandard
to  the  he lp less ego wh ich  is  a t  i ts  mer cy ;  in  genera l  i t  r ep -
r esents  the  c la ims o f  mora l i t y,  and we rea l ise  a l l  a t  once
that  our  mora l  sense o f  gu i l t  i s  the  express ion  o f  the  ten -
s ion  between the  ego and the  superego.  I t  i s  a  most
remarkab le  exper ience to  see mora l i t y,  wh ich  is  supposed
to  ha ve  been  g i v en  t o  us  b y  God  and  t hus  deep l y
imp lanted in  us ,  funct ion ing  [ in  these pat ients ]  as  a  per i -
od ic  phenomenon.  For  a f te r  a  cer ta in  number  o f  months
the who le  mora l  fuss  is  over,  the  c r i t i c ism of  the  superego
is  s i len t ,  the  ego is  r ehab i l i ta ted  and aga in  en joys  a l l
the  r i gh ts  o f  man unt i l  the  nex t  a t tack .  In  some fo r ms o f
the  d isease,  indeed,  someth ing  o f  a  cont ra r y  sor t  occurs
in  the  in te r va ls ;  the  ego f inds i tse l f  in  a  b l iss fu l  s ta te
of  in tox ica t ion ,  i t  ce lebra tes  a  t r iumph,  as  though the
super -ego had los t  a l l  i ts  s t r ength  o r  had mel ted  in to  the
ego;  and th is  l ibe ra ted,  man ic  ego per mi ts  i tse l f  a  t r u l y
un inhibited satisfaction of all its appetites. Here are happen-
ings rich in unsolved riddles! (Lecture 31, ‘The Dissection of
the Psychical Personal i ty’ ,  New Introductor y Lectures
(1933a) ,pp. 60–61) 

[The superego’s ]  r e la t ion to  the ego is  not  exhausted by
the precept :  ‘You ought  to  be l ike  th is  ( l i ke  your  fa ther ) . ’
I t  a lso compr ises the proh ib i t ion :  ‘You may not  be l ike  th is
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of other identifica-
tions which are
now, and from the
outset, impossible either to complete and see the end of, or, on the other hand,
to separate out from it.• The way in which I see myself is inseparable from the
way in which I see
myself seen by
others, and the way
in which I see
others see myself.
And all of this is in
turn inseparable
from – but at the
same time quite
irreducible to – the
ways in which
others see me, and
the ways in which
those others see me
seeing them, and see me seeing their seeing me. Once started, there is no neces-
sary stopping point at which the reflections end – though of course there are
generally all sorts of pragmatic and perfectly legitimate reasons for stopping well
before vertigo.

That multiplication might seem a game with words, or at most a descrip-
tion of a certain paranoia. Of course, the calculations involved in those initial
layers of wondering how others see us are the small change negotiated by all of
us every day; we do it with practised care, but for most of the time without any
great drama. Most of the time, those deeper potential layers along the lines of
seeing others seeing us seeing ourselves as seen by others or seeing others seeing us see-
ing ourselves as others see us seeing others seeing ourselves ... barely impinge into our
daily experience. Of course. But, of course, not always. We all know the
moments of acute discomfort when such a vista suddenly opens up before us, as
it does with the faux pas at the party. When identification itself is built on such
a hall of mirrors, and I have no possibility of even momentarily separating
myself out from the way in which I see myself, that vertigo is always there as an
in-principle possibility, even if it’s one realised with thankful infrequency. Just
that fact that it remains as a possibility is enough to make an abyss beneath the
apparently solid ground. Paying most attention to what’s happening in the
closest mirrors may be the most pragmatic and comfortable thing to do, but it
doesn’t mean you’re no longer in the hall of mirrors. 

Each of these agencies – ego, id, and superego – is in some way split,
divided against itself. The id most obviously owes no allegiance at all to consis-
tency, and happily harbours contradictions within itself. But the ego is only
partly conscious, and is largely unknown to itself; it takes a distance from itself,
offers itself as the object of love in narcissism, or of criticism by the superego,
with whose imperative the very sense of self devolves into a hall of mirrors.

Reading Freud 42

Since [ the  superego]  goes back  to  the  in f luence o f  par -
ents ,  educators  and so on,  we lear n  s t i l l  more  o f  i ts  s ign i f -
i cance i f  we tu r n  to  those who are  i ts  sour ces.  As  a  r u le
parents  and author i t ies  ana logous to  them fo l low the  p re -
cep t s  o f  t he i r  own  supe r egos  i n  educa t i n g  ch i l d r en .
Whatever  unders tand ing  the i r  ego may  have come to  w i th
the i r  superego,  they  a re  severe  and exact ing  in  educat ing
ch i ld r en .  They  have  fo r go t ten  the  d i f f i cu l t i es  o f  the i r
own ch i ldhood and they  a re  g lad  to  be  ab le  now to  ident i f y
t hemse l ves  f u l l y  w i t h  t he i r  own  pa r en t s  who  i n  t he
past  la id  such severe  rest r i c t ions upon them.  Thus a
ch i ld ’s  superego is  in  fac t  const r uc ted on the  mode l
not  o f  i ts  parents  but  o f  i ts  parents ’  superego. . .  (Lec tu re
31 ,  ‘ T he  D i ssec t i on  o f  t he  Ps y ch i ca l  Pe r sona l i t y
on  Psychoana lys is ’ ,  New In t r oducto r y  Lectu res  (1933a) ,
p .  67)

( l i ke  your  fa ther )  –  that  is ,  you  may  not  do  a l l  that  he
does;  some th ings  a re  h is  p re rogat i ve . ’  (The Ego and the
Id (1923) ,  p .  34)  
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Far from an unmovable centre of the self, the ego is more a series of endless
negotiations of conflicting demands from the other agencies and from the
world itself • – demands which are ultimately irreconcilable because they share
that structure of the double bind: to fulfil one is not just to ignore another, but
to refuse it. At the heart of the self is irreducible dissension. And as we shall see
in Chapter 3, that double-bind structure may be intimately linked to questions
of ideology. 

AA  nneeww  ttooppooggrraapphhyy::  

The Ego and the Id (1923)

The Ego and the Id is the first detailed exploration of a new topography of
the psyche. For almost a decade, Freud had been finding inadequacies in
the division of the mind into conscious, preconscious, and unconscious agen-
cies. It had been becoming increasingly clear the consciousness or uncon-
sciousness was not the property of a single agency. The 1914 paper, ‘On
Narcissism’, in particular, and then the fifth of the metapsychological papers,
on ‘Mourning and Melancholia’, had taken the psychic censorship which was
so central in The Interpretation of Dreams (1900), and elaborated it into a
self-critical mechanism. This mechanism is constantly observing and judging
the sense of self, and measuring it up against an ego-ideal – the sort of thing
seen in guilt, conscience, an awareness of been watched by others, depres-
sion and paranoia. It acts as if it had a coherent program of its own, and works
with what can be a considerable degree of autonomy from the other agen-
cies: conscience can, after all, be quite severe and distressing to the ego

43 Unconscious

[The ego]  fee ls  hemmed in  on  th ree s ides,  th reatened by  th ree k inds o f  danger,
to  wh ich ,  i f  i t  i s  hard  p ressed,  i t  r eacts  by  generat ing  anx ie ty.  Owing  to  i ts  o r i -
g in  f r om the exper iences o f  the  per ceptua l  sys tem,  i t  i s  ear marked fo r  r epre -
sent ing  the  demands o f  the  ex te r na l  wor ld ,  but  i t  s t r i ves  too  to  be a  loya l
ser vant  o f  the  id ,  to  r emain  on good te r ms w i th  i t ,  to  r ecommend i tse l f  to  i t  as
an ob jec t  and to  a t t rac t  i ts  l ib ido  to  i tse l f .  In  i ts  a t tempts  to  med ia te  between
the id  and rea l i t y,  i t  i s  o f ten  ob l iged to  c loak  the  Ucs. commands o f  the  id  w i th
i ts  own Pcs.  ra t iona l isa t ions,  to  concea l  the  id ’s  conf l i c ts  w i th  r ea l i t y,  to  p ro -
fess ,  w i th  d ip lomat ic  d is ingenuousness,  to  be  tak ing  not ice  o f  r ea l i t y  even when
the id  has remained r ig id  and uny ie ld ing .  On the  o ther  hand i t  i s  obser ved a t
ever y  s tep i t  takes by  the  s t r i c t  superego,  wh ich  lays  down def in i te  s tandards
fo r  i ts  conduct ,  w i thout  tak ing  any  account  o f  i ts  d i f f i cu l t ies  f r om the d i r ec t ion
of  the  id  and the  ex te r na l  wor ld ,  and wh ich ,  i f  those s tandards a re  not  obeyed,
pun ishes i t  w i th  tense fee l ings  o f  in fe r io r i t y  and o f  gu i l t .  Thus the  ego,  d r i ven by
the id ,  conf ined by  the  super  ego,  r epu lsed by  r ea l i t y,  s t r ugg les  to  master  i ts
economic  task  o f  b r ing ing  about  har mony  among the  fo r ces and in f luences work -
ing  in  and upon i t ;  and we can unders tand how i t  i s  that  so  o f ten  we cannot  sup -
p ress a  c r y :  ‘L i fe  is  not  easy ! ’  I f  the  ego is  ob l iged to  admi t  i ts  weakness,  i t
b reaks out  in  anx ie ty,  –  r ea l is t i c  anx ie ty  r egard ing  the  ex te r na l  wor ld ,  mora l  anx -
ie t y  r egard ing  the  superego and neurot ic  anx ie ty  r egard ing  the  s t rength  o f  the
pass ions in  the  id .  (Lec tu re  31,  ‘The D issect ion  o f  the  Psych ica l  Persona l i t y ’ ,
New In t r oducto r y  Lectu res  on Psychoana lys is (1933a) ,  pp .  77–78)  
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over which it watches and judges. Yet it fits only uneasily into the previous
topography. Its working is neither purely conscious nor purely unconscious,
but a mixture of both; and neither is it simply latent, in the manner of the pre-
conscious. Thus Freud gives this mechanism the status of a separate agency,
the superego. 

The new topography abandons the idea that there are separate agen-
cies in charge of conscious, unconscious, and preconscious activities, and
retains those terms purely as broad adjectival descriptions of functions car-
ried out by the new agencies, ego, id, and superego. Where the id is pro-
foundly unconscious, the other two agencies are a mixture of conscious and
unconscious activities. What characterises them are, instead, their modes of
organisation and operation. The id has least organisation of all: it is made up
of free, unbound cathexes; has no recognition of time; and is not governed
by the need to avoid contradiction. The ego, on the other hand, is made up
of bound (though not necessarily conscious) cathexes; it has a sense of tem-
porality, and seeks to exclude contradiction (and hence resistance is one of
its functions). Freud describes the ego as that external rim of the id which
has been modified by its contact with the world – a bodily ego, in the sense
that it is in effect a mental representation of the body’s surfaces. The super-
ego is the function of watching and judging, and holds itself apart from both
of the other agencies. Unlike the id, its cathexes are bound, but in its critical
function it divides itself off from the ego, often fiercely.

The Ego and the Id traces out how these agencies might develop in the
infant: we shall examine this more closely in Chapter 2.

IIIIII::  TThhee  iinnhhuummaann

The human machine

Go back to that image of the censor in the antechamber, vetting everything that
appears at the door from the unconscious and deciding whether or not to allow it
into the conscious. We may suspect that one of the reasons for the felt insuffi-
ciency of this model is that it simply does not provide what we have seen Freud
characterise as a metapsychological description. It provides an imaginative basic
topography, certainly, with its image of the two chambers and the censoring
agency between them, but it does not describe the situation in either economic or
dynamic terms, as the circulation and distribution of energy or as the conflict of
forces. Instead, it provides a quite straightforward example of a homuncular model. 

The problem with homuncular models is that they are circular: they
explain the workings of their object, in this case the psyche, in terms which
assume the very thing they are meant to be explaining. In this particular exam-
ple, Freud is trying to give an adequate description of how it is that the psyche
appears to partition itself off into two, and make decisions about what passes
from one part into the other, and under what conditions. To do that, he posits
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45 Unconscious

a watchman to make those decisions within the psyche. But that is not an expla-
nation so much as a repetition of the initial problem, one level down: how then
does the watchman make those decisions? As Freud pictures it in this example,
the watchman is itself a psyche in miniature, and thus ultimately of no use in
explaining the psyche. (We should, of course, remember that the image is sim-
ply meant as an analogy to help understanding, not as a rigorous explanation.
In the Introductory Lectures, Freud is using it to illustrate things to a partly lay
audience, and pointing out to them the limits of its use as he does so. In the
short metapsychological paper on ‘Repression’ of the previous year (1915), his
argument is much more carefully metapsychological, and he does not use the

analogy at all.) 
With the same

reasoning, we can
also see just why
Freud so often
expresses his dislike
for the term ‘subcon-
scious’•: an explana-
tion of consciousness
which relies on
another hidden con-
sciousness tucked
away one level down
is also a homuncular
explanation, which is
to say no explanation
at all.

What Freud
calls a metapsychol-
ogy, though, sets out
to do something
quite different. In its

emphasis on spatial organisation, the distribution and flows of energies across and
within these spaces (and balances and conflicts of forces), metapsychological
description aims deliberately at terms which do not simply take human conscious-
ness for granted, but see it as something which needs to be examined and explained

in other, prior terms.
(What seem to be
Freud’s very first uses
of the term, in letters
to Wilhelm Fliess,
suggest precisely this
sense.)•

Metapsychological description is an attempt to forestall homuncular
explanations: the next level down from the conscious individual is not a
person in miniature sitting in the psychic control-room, but an elaborate

We must  avo id  . . .  the  d is t inc t ion  between ‘supracon -
sc ious’  and ‘subconsc ious’ ,  wh ich  has become so popu la r
in  the  recent  l i te ra tu re  o f  the  psychoneuroses,  fo r  such a
d is t inc t ion  seems prec ise l y  ca lcu la ted to  s t r ess the  equ iv -
a lence o f  what  is  psych ica l  to  what  is  consc ious.  (The
In te rp re ta t ion  o f  Dreams (1900) ,  vo l .  5 ,  p .  615)

[W]e have to take into account the fact that analyt ic
investigat ion reveals some of these latent processes as hav-
ing character ist ics and pecul iar i t ies which seem al ien to us,
or even incredible, and which run direct ly counter to the
attr ibutes of consciousness with which we are famil iar.  Thus
we have grounds for modify ing our inference about ourselves
and saying that what is proved is not the existence of a
second consciousness in us, but the existence of psychical
acts which lack consciousness. We shal l  . . .  be r ight in
reject ing the term ‘subconscious’ as incor rect and mislead-
ing. ( ‘The Unconscious’ (1915d), p. 170)

I f  someone ta lks  o f  subconsc iousness,  I  cannot  te l l
whether  he  means the  te r m topograph ica l l y  –  to  ind icate
someth ing  l y ing  in  the  mind beneath  consc iousness –  o r
qua l i ta t i ve l y  –  to  ind icate  another  consc iousness,  a  sub -
te r ranean one,  as  i t  were .  (The Quest ion  o f  Lay  Ana lys is
(1926b) ,  p .  198)

I  am  con t i nua l l y  o c cup i ed  w i t h  ps y cho l og y  –  r ea l l y
metapsycho logy.  (13 Febr uar y  1897)

I  am go ing  to  ask  you ser ious l y,  by  the  way,  whether
I  may  use the  name metapsycho logy  fo r  my psycho logy
that  leads beh ind consc iousness.  (10 Mar ch 1898,  The
Complete  Let te rs  o f  S igmund F reud to  Wi lhe lm F l iess ,
1887–1904,  pp .  172,  301–02)
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machinery at work. It is also an attempt to forestall the possibility that the
description will really only be based on unrecognised and unexamined presup-
positions about what human beings are. Instead, Freud’s metapsychology rum-
mages though and borrows from all sorts of other bodies of knowledge – the
physics of forces, thermodynamics, fluid mechanics, electromagnetism, neu-
roanatomy, cellular biology, evolutionary biology. This ego which is no longer
master of its own house is now to be described in terms which are quite simply
inhuman.• The attraction the terms have is precisely in their distance from the
traditional terms of
the humanities – a
distance which may
mean they are capa-
ble of providing
some new, unfamil-
iar and perhaps
even very powerful
ideas and frame-
works. We should
remember that ‘as
if’ by which Freud
so often introduces
his borrowings and
the careful (if some-
times only initial)
disclaimers: even if
the terms of his
descriptions are bor-
rowed from the
physical sciences,
the systems he uses
to describe them are
nevertheless not to be confused with the physical organism itself. After the
early (and abandoned) ‘Project for a Scientific Psychology’, at least, their pur-
pose is to draw on bodies of knowledge which are not humanistic, and which
do not start from and take for granted the human being, but seek to explain it
in different terms. 

Nevertheless, this is far from a complete expulsion, even with the second
topography. Freud
will often describe
these psychic agen-
cies in openly
homuncular terms.•
The superego in par-
ticular seems to
invite such des-
cription, with its

Reading Freud 46

In  the  course o f  centu r ies  the  na ïve  se l f - l ove  o f  men has
had to  submi t  to  two ma jo r  b lows at  the  hands o f  sc ience.
The f i rs t  was when they  lear n t  that  our  ear th  was not  the
cent re  o f  the  un ive rse but  on l y  a  t iny  f ragment  o f  a  cosmic
system of  scar ce l y  imag inab le  vastness.  Th is  is  assoc i -
a ted  in  our  minds w i th  the  name o f  Copern icus,  though
some th i n g  s im i l a r  had  a l r ead y  been  asse r t ed  b y
A lexandr ian  sc ience.  The second b low fe l l  when b io log ica l
r esear ch  dest royed man’s  supposed ly  p r i v i leged p lace in
c reat ion  and p roved h is  descent  f r om the an imal  k ingdom
and h is  inerad icab le  an imal  natu re .  Th is  r eva luat ion  has
been accompl ished in  our  own day  by  Dar w in ,  Wal lace ,
and the i r  p redecessors ,  though not  w i thout  the  most
v io lent  contemporar y  oppos i t ion .  But  human mega lomania
wi l l  have suf fe red i ts  th i r d  and most  wound ing  b low f r om
the psycho log ica l  r esear ch  o f  the  p resent  t ime wh ich
seeks to  p rove  to  the  ego that  i t  i s  not  even master  in  i ts
own house,  but  must  content  i tse l f  w i th  scanty  in fo r ma -
t ion  o f  what  is  go ing  on unconsc ious l y  in  i ts  mind.  We psy -
choana lys ts  were  not  the  f i rs t  and not  the  on l y  ones to
ut te r  th is  ca l l  to  in t r ospect ion ;  but  i t  seems to  be our  fa te
to  g i ve  i t  i ts  most  fo r c ib le  express ion  and to  suppor t  i t
w i th  empi r i ca l  mater ia l  wh ich  a f fec ts  ever y  ind iv idua l .
(Lec tu re  18,  ‘F i xa t ion  to  Traumas –  ‘The Unconsc ious’ ,
I n t r oduc t o r y  Lec t u r es  on  Ps y choana l y s i s (1916–17 ) ,
vo l .16,  pp .  284–85)

As a  f r ont ie r - c reatu re ,  the  ego t r ies  to  med ia te  between
the wor ld  and the  id ,  to  make the  id  p l iab le  to  the  wor ld
and,  by  means o f  i ts  muscu la r  ac t i v i t y,  to  make the  wor ld
fa l l  in  w i th  the  w ishes o f  the  id .  In  po in t  o f  fac t  i t  behaves
l ike  the  phys ic ian  dur ing  an ana ly t i c  t r eatment :  i t  o f fe rs
i tse l f ,  w i th  the  a t tent ion  i t  pays  to  the  rea l  wor ld ,  as  a
l ib id ina l  ob jec t  to  the  id ,  and a ims at  a t tach ing  the  id ’s
l ib ido  to  i tse l f .  I t  i s  not  on l y  a  he lper  to  the  id ;  i t  i s  a lso
a  subm iss i v e  s l a ve  who  cou r t s  h i s  mas te r ’ s  l o ve .
Whenever  poss ib le ,  i t  t r ies  to  r emain  on good te r ms w i th
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47 Unconscious

functions of judge
and critic which it so
frequently exercises
with harshness and
cruelty. Sometimes it
is hard not to slip
into it. If the title of
the paper on ‘The

Economic Problem of Masochism’ (1924d, the year after the introduction of the
term superego) suggests its emphasis on metapsychological description, the paper
itself finds itself returning to its arresting depiction of ego and superego as them-
selves masochist and sadist, locked in a vicious dance around each other.

A related problem arises with the id, and the way in which Freud fre-
quently describes in terms of a deep primordiality – that is, not as something
which comes into existence in the course of an individual’s development, along
with the rest of the psyche, but something which is in a sense already there, a
repository of the most primitive (or alternatively, most infantile), deepest
and truest kernel of the self.• But to picture the id in this way is little more

than a disguised ver-
sion of a homuncu-
lar argument, as it
finds its explanation
of how the psyche
comes to be in a
miniature primitive
psyche which has
always been there at
its heart. 

Freud’s meta-
psychology, then, is
incomplete, and not

consistent. One can often feel that, far from leading to a complete expulsion of
homuncular explanations and humanistic presuppositions, the declaration of
their expulsion is precisely what lets them continue their presence in Freud’s
writing, as if invisible while still in full view.

The inconstant subject

Freud is inconsistent – radically inconsistent. Side by side, at one and the
same time, and with an ever-shifting balance, we find both the most radical
rethinking of what the human subject might be and some of the familiar
commonplaces of the time. We find declarations that a particular line of thought
is to be abandoned, and yet that same line of thought continues under the cloak
of invisibility that the very declaration provided. We find hypotheses introduced

the id;  i t  c lothes the id’s Ucs. commands with i ts Pcs.
rat ional isat ions; i t  pretends that the id is showing obedi -
ence to the admonit ions of real i ty,  even when in fact i t  is
remaining obst inate and unyielding; i t  d isguises the id’s
conf l icts with real i ty  and, i f  possible,  i ts conf l icts with
the superego too. In i ts posit ion midway between the id
and real i ty,  i t  only too often y ie lds to the temptat ion to
become sycophant ic,  oppor tunist and ly ing, l ike a pol i t i -
c ian who sees the tr uth but wants to keep h is  p lace in
popu la r  favour.  (The Ego and the  Id (1923) ,  p .  56) .  

I t  i s  p robab le  that  th ink ing  was o r ig ina l l y  unconsc ious,  in
so fa r  as  i t  went  beyond mere  ideat iona l  p resentat ions
and was d i r ec ted to  the  re la t ions between impress ions o f
ob jec ts ,  and that  i t  d id  not  acqu i r e  fu r ther  qua l i t ies ,  per -
cept ib le  to  consc iousness,  unt i l  i t  became bound to  ve rba l
r es idues.*

[F reud’s  note : ]
*In  the  same way,  a  nat ion  whose wea l th  r ests  on the
exp lo i ta t ion  o f  the  p roduce o f  i ts  so i l  w i l l  ye t  set  as ide
cer ta in  a reas fo r  r eser vat ion  in  the i r  o r ig ina l  s ta te  and
fo r  protect ion from the changes brought about by civ i l iza-
t ion. (E. g. Yel lowstone Park.) ( ‘Formulat ions on the Two
Principles o f  Menta l  Funct ion ing ’  (1911b) ,  p .  221)  
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as speculation, and then, after repetition and development, coming to be treated
as though the very familiarity they had gained were enough guarantee.

There are a number of reasons for this inconsistency, and why it is neither
simply an indicator of the bankruptcy of Freud’s project nor something to be
explained away. On the contrary, it is central to the entire Freudian project, a
point we shall miss entirely if we try to turn what he is doing into a complete
and rigorously consistent system. Our task here, and precisely in order to appre-
ciate the radicality of what Freud is doing and its implications, is neither simply
to upbraid him for that inconsistency nor to try to correct it, but to focus on it
as a central necessity of his project.

The most obvious thing to say about it – the weakest, too, but no less
necessary for that – is that we are after all speaking about a huge body of texts
produced over more than four decades. It is not only hardly surprising that
Freud’s views would change during this time: it is hardly likely that they
wouldn’t, especially given his insistence that the very business of a science is
to raise and try out hypotheses; abandoning, replacing, or modifying them
when needed.

But to leave it there sounds like apologetics. We can and should go further
than that. More importantly, this inconsistency is perfectly consistent with and
even a necessary conclusion from his very premises. Freud is, after all, pointing
out how the data of consciousness are always necessarily inconsistent.
Consciousness’s attempts to explain itself in its own terms – and that cannot
help but include psychology and psychoanalysis, at the very moment at which
they make their different claims to scientificity – inevitably meet the blind
spots, the silences and the hesitations to which Freud gives the name ‘uncon-
scious’. A consistent psychoanalysis, or any science of the psyche, is inconceiv-
able, for the same reason that a consistent psyche is. What sets such a science
apart from other branches of knowledge, as we have seen, is that its very object
is the subject: what it studies is what is doing the studying, and the gaze is always
on its own gazing. In such a situation, it is not only the object that is inconsis-
tent, but the very knowing is itself based on that inconsistency, as its condition
of possibility. This is why psychoanalysis is not a form of epistemological
nihilism: instead of saying All knowledge is inconsistent, so there can be no real
knowledge of anything, it says The psyche and all it does, including its knowing, in all
its accuracy and in all the concreteness of its effects, are made possible only through
the radical inconsistency at its heart. 

If the ego can never quite be master of its own house, neither can psycho-
analysis. The analysis always threatens to get away from the psychoanalyst, to
say things about the analyst behind the analyst’s back. It has often been pointed
out7 that reading a case history like ‘Dora’ (‘Fragment of an Analysis of a Case
of Hysteria’ (1905a), is like reading one of those Henry James narratives in
which the narrator is blissfully unaware of the real significance of what she or
he is saying, and of the extent of her or his own active role in the events told:
what Dora thinks of Freud seems to be clearer to Freud’s reader, and even to his
very narrative, than it is to Freud himself. The texts of psychoanalysis may
themselves display precisely the sorts of hesitation, revision, even disarray, that
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mark secondary revi-
sion and repression
in the clinical analy-
ses they recount.
The intermingling of
metapsychological
and homuncular
description is pre-
cisely the sort of
‘kettle-logic’ Freud
so acutely points out
elsewhere, even in
his own behaviour. •
Footnotes can indi-
cate the sort of
material which can
neither be left out
nor integrated with
the text in which it
is embedded, and so
remains hovering
somewhere on the
peripheries of vision,

on the margins of the text. The ‘Wolf Man’ case history (‘From the History of an
Infantile Neurosis’ (1918)) is meant to be the vindication of Freud’s views

against the recent
heresies of Jung and
Rank, but the foot-
notes and revisions
it gathers in the
course of subsequent
editions show that
the matter is far
from closed to
Freud’s – or, as it
turns out, the Wolf
Man’s – satisfaction.
The last of his books
Freud saw through
the press, Moses and
Monotheism (1939)•
has the most extra-
ordinary structure of
all, which we can

attribute only partly to the great difficulty of the personal and political circum-
stances in which it was written, four years during which Germany annexed

49 Unconscious

[The d ream of  I r ma’s  in jec t ion  car r ies  the  excu lpat ion
that ]  I  was not  to  b lame fo r  I r ma’s  pa ins ,  s ince she her -
se l f  was to  b lame fo r  them by  r e fus ing  to  accept  my so lu -
t ion .  I  was not  concerned w i th  I r ma’s  pa ins ,  s ince they
were  o f  an  o r gan ic  natu re  and qu i te  incurab le  by  psycho -
log ica l  t r eatment .  I r ma’s  pa ins  cou ld  be sat is fac to r i l y
exp la ined by  her  w idowhood . . .  wh ich  I  had no means o f
a l te r ing .  I r ma’s  pa ins  had been caused by  Ot to  g i v ing  her
an incaut ious in jec t ion  o f  an  unsu i tab le  d r ug  –  a  th ing  I
shou ld  never  have done.  I r ma’s  pa ins  were  the  resu l t  o f
an  in jec t ion  w i th  a  d i r t y  need le  . . .  –  whereas I  never  d id
any  har m wi th  my in jec t ions.  I  not iced,  i t  i s  t r ue ,  that
these exp lanat ions o f  I r ma’s  pa ins  (wh ich  agreed in  excu l -
pat ing  me)  were  not  ent i r e l y  cons is tent  w i th  one another,
and indeed they  were  mutua l l y  exc lus ive .  The who le  p lea  –
fo r  the  d ream was noth ing  e lse  –  r eminded one v i v id l y  o f
the  defence put  fo r ward  by  the  man who was char ged by
one o f  h is  ne ighbours  w i th  hav ing  g i ven h im back a  bor -
r owed  ke t t l e  i n  a  damaged  cond i t i on .  The  de fendant
asser ted  f i rs t ,  that  he  had g i ven i t  back  undamaged;
second ly,  that  the  ket t le  had a  ho le  in  i t  when he bor -
r owed i t ;  and th i r d l y,  that  he  had never  bor rowed a  ket t le
f r om h is  neighbour at al l .  So much the better: i f  only a sin-
gle one of these three l ines of defence were to be accepted
as va l id ,  the  man wou ld  have to  be acqu i t ted .  (The
Interpretat ion o f  Dreams (1900) ,  vo l .  4 ,  pp .  119–20)  

MOSES,  H IS PEOPLE AND MONOTHEIST IC REL IG ION
PART I I

SUMMARY AND RECAPITULAT ION
The par t  o f  th is  s tudy  wh ich  fo l lows cannot  be  g i ven to  the
pub l i c  w i thout  ex tens ive  exp lanat ions and apo log ies .  Fo r
i t  i s  noth ing  o ther  than a  fa i th fu l  (and o f ten  word - fo r -word )
repet i t ion  o f  the  f i rs t  par t  [o f  the  th i r d  Essay ] ,  abbrev i -
a ted  in  some o f  i ts  c r i t i ca l  inqu i r ies  and augmented by
add i t ions re la t ing  to  the  p rob lem of  how the spec ia l  char -
ac te r  o f  the  Jewish peop le  a rose.  I  am aware  that  a
method o f  expos i t ion  such as  th is  is  no  less  inexped ient
than i t  i s  ina r t is t i c .  I  myse l f  dep lo re  i t  unreser ved l y.  Why
have I  not  avo ided i t?  The answer  to  that  is  not  hard  fo r
me to  f ind ,  but  i t  i s  not  easy  to  confess.  I  found myse l f
unab le  to  w ipe out  the  t races o f  the  work ’s  o r ig in ,  wh ich
was in  any  case unusua l .

… Un luck i l y  an  author ’s  c reat i ve  power  does not
a lways  obey  h is  w i l l :  the  work  p roceeds as  i t  can,  and
of ten  p resents  i tse l f  to  the  author  as  someth ing  indepen -
dent  o r  even a l ien .  (Moses and Monothe ism:  Three Essays
(1939) ,  pp .  103,  104)  
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Austria and the aged and seriously ill Freud was forced to flee to England. As the
editors of the Standard Edition describe it, the book is made up of ‘three essays
of greatly differing length, two prefaces, both situated at the beginning of the
third essay, and a third preface situated half-way through that same essay, con-
stant recapitulations and repetitions’ (Moses and Monotheism (1939), p. 4). This
is material whose recalcitrance is everywhere in the very shape of the text itself. 

Such cases are, of course, partly a matter of the limits of an author’s pow-
ers. Yet there is more at stake in them than this. What they point to is not just
the possibility that a certain body of knowledge is not yet complete, or that it is
uncompletable because of a fundamental error in the assumptions with which
it began. Instead, metapsychological description is and must be itself inconsistent –
and that this, far from this being a crippling weakness, is the very thing that opens up
new and quite radical possibilities. 

We must be quite clear about the implications of this. Inconsistency is
not a malfunction or a sign of psychic ill health. It is not just the hysterical or
neurotic subject that is inconsistent, while all around them the healthy and
well-balanced have achieved that elusive psychic consistency. The subject itself –
any subject – is inconsistent, as a condition of being a subject in the first place.
What distinguishes Little Hans is not that he is caught in a double bind whereas
others are not. The double bind, psychoanalysis suggests, is a basic and irreducible
structure of the psyche. One does not solve double binds; one lives with them.
They are not so much dissolved as managed, in a pragmatic, ad hoc way, with
whatever happens to be at hand. What has happened in Hans’s case is that by a
largely fortuitous series of events, certain of the ways in which the boy has tried
to manage those conflicting demands have multiplied them in ways which are
less and less sustainable and functional. Rather than make the double bind bear-
able, they have
become a panic-
stricken retreat.
From the earliest,
what Freud offers is
not the promise of
some sort of psychic
reconciliation, but
something much
more modest: the
possibility of man-
aging the irreconcil-
able in a bearable
way.•

The non-existent unconscious

The new topography of ego, id, and superego emphasises that ‘the unconscious’
is not a name for a system. All it now names, at most, is an aggregate of things
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When I  have p romised my pat ients  he lp  o r  improvement  by
means o f  a  cathar t i c  t r eatment  I  have o f ten  been faced by
th is  ob jec t ion :  ‘Why,  you te l l  me yourse l f  that  my i l lness
is  p robab ly  connected w i th  my c i r cumstances and the
events  o f  my l i fe .  You cannot  a l te r  these in  any  way.  How
do you p ropose to  he lp  me,  then?’  And I  have been ab le  to
make th is  r ep l y :  ‘No doubt  fa te  wou ld  f ind  i t  eas ie r  than I
do  to  r e l ieve  you o f  your  i l l ness.  But  you w i l l  be  ab le  to
conv ince yourse l f  that  there  is  much to  be ga ined i f  we
succeed in  t ransfo r ming  your  hys te r i ca l  miser y  in to  com-
mon unhapp iness .  W i th  a  menta l  l i f e  tha t  has  been
resto red to  hea l th  you w i l l  be  bet te r  a r med aga inst  that
unhapp iness’ .  ( ‘The Psychotherapy  o f  Hyste r ia ’ ,  S tud ies
on Hyste r ia (1895) ,  p .  305)  
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whose only common feature would be their attribute of unconsciousness. And
yet in a sense, the new topography has left this substantive and systemic use
of the term in tact. What it has disqualified is the conscious: in place of a single
agency which would be the seat of consciousness, what we now have is two
agencies, both of which are made up of processes which are both conscious and
unconscious. Certain processes which the first topography happily assigned
to ‘the unconscious’ pure and simple now get reassigned to the ego and the
superego. What is left as the id is not so much a radical redefinition – as the
other two agencies are – but a sort of distillation of the unconscious:• as the dia-

grams Freud some-
times draws show,
he often conceives of
it as the most deeply
unconscious parts of
the old unconscious.

It is not quite true to see the id as identical to the Ucs. of the old topography: if
the system Ucs. is made up almost entirely of what has been repressed, the id is
also a reservoir of libido and the energies of the drives, as we shall see in the next
chapter. But these new aspects are themselves also profoundly unconscious and
quite unamenable to direct representation to consciousness. 

We should be clear about the very particular nature of this hypothesis
of an unconscious, and about why it must remain beyond simple direct
demonstration. The unconscious is not an entity, like any other except for the
one fact that it is unknown. Neither is it even enough to say that it is
some sort of entity which is in principle unknowable: something hidden,

secret, existing in
some transcendent
realm inaccessible
to our mortal logic.
(That would turn
the unconscious
into a theological
category.)  Freud will
state, over and over,
that the uncon-
scious is an assump-
tion: one makes it
because with it all
sorts of data, which
would otherwise be
incoherent and
without meaning,
suddenly reveal
themselves to be
intelligible, and use-
ful in the analysis.•

51 Unconscious

You w i l l  no t  expect  me to  have much to  te l l  you  that  is  new
about  the  id  apar t  f r om i ts  new name.  (Lectu re  31,  ‘The
Dissect ion  o f  the  Psych ica l  Persona l i t y ’ ,  New In t r oducto r y
Lectu res  on Psychoana lys is  (1933a) ,  p .  73)  

[The assumpt ion  o f  an  unconsc ious]  is  necessar y because
the data  o f  consc iousness have a  ve r y  la r ge  number  o f
gaps in  them;  both  in  hea l thy  and in  s ick  peop le  psych ica l
ac ts  o f ten  occur  wh ich  can be exp la ined on l y  by  p resup -
pos ing  o ther  ac ts ,  o f  wh ich ,  never the less,  consc iousness
af fo rds  no ev idence.  These not  on l y  inc lude parapraxes
and dreams in  hea l thy  peop le ,  and ever y th ing  descr ibed
as a  psych ica l  symptom or  an  obsess ion in  the  s ick ;  our
most  persona l  da i l y  exper ience acqua in ts  us  w i th  ideas
that  come in to  our  head we do not  know f r om where ,  and
wi th  in te l lec tua l  conc lus ions a r r i ved  a t  we do not  know
how.  A l l  these consc ious ac ts  r emain  d isconnected and
un in te l l i g ib le  i f  we ins is t  upon c la iming  that  ever y  menta l
ac t  that  occurs  in  us  must  a lso  necessar i l y  be  exper i -
enced by  us  th rough consc iousness;  on  the  o ther  hand,
they  fa l l  in to  a  demonst rab le  connect ion  i f  we in te rpo la te
be tween  t hem t he  unconsc i ous  a c t s  wh i ch  we  ha ve
in fe r red .  ( ‘The Unconsc ious’  (1915d) ,  pp .  166–167)  

[W]e call a psychical process unconscious whose existence we
are obliged to assume – for some such reason as that we infer
it from its ef fects – but of which we know nothing. (Lecture 31,
‘The Dissection of the Psychical Personality’, New Introductor y
Lectures on Psychoanalysis (1933a) ,  p .  102)  
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There is a conclusion we can draw from this. It is one which Freud
himself does not make consistently: even in the later work, where the new
topography of ego, id, and superego seems designed to put to rest that tendency
to turn the unconscious into something substantial, a second or deeper version
of consciousness, homuncular arguments crop up frequently – if anything, with
even more frequency, as if their ostensible banishment had led to a disavowed
proliferation. Nevertheless, alongside those arguments, rubbing shoulders with
them, we will find a different view, which is implicit in and a strictly logical
consequence of Freud’s very premises. To put it in its most lapidary and para-
doxical form, it is simply that the unconscious does not exist.

The ‘Wolf Man’ case history (‘From the History of an Infantile Neurosis’
(1918)) – so called because of the centrality to Freud’s analysis of a recurrent
dream of wolves his patient had in childhood – is one of Freud’s most impor-
tant, meant as a summation of his methods and a refutation of the various here-
sies which were beginning to appear in psychoanalysis. The whole analysis
revolves around Freud’s analytic reconstruction of a primal scene, which in this
case is the infant’s inadvertent sight of its parents engaged in sex. Like the
hypothesis of the unconscious itself, the justification for the primal scene is not
that it can in any way be brought into direct view or even recollection (it hap-
pens, after all, in early infancy), but that it makes sense of a lot of things which
without it remain
scattered and with-
out pattern.• In his
discussion of this,
Freud even goes so
far as to suggest that
it may not describe
an actual event at
all, but a later and
retrospective con-
struction: the point
is not that it hap-
pened, but that
everything takes
place precisely as if
it had happened.
The primal scene
does not need to
exist as any positive
event for it to have
its effect. That it may, presumably, exist is irrelevant to its effect. What has effect
in the primal scene is not its existence as a documentable event on a timeline;
it works in just the same way even if it should be fantasy. In as much as its effec-
tivity is concerned,
the primal scene
does not exist.•

Reading Freud 52

The v iew,  then,  that  we a re  put t ing  up fo r  d iscuss ion is  as
fol lows. I t  maintains that scenes f rom ear ly  infancy,  such as
are brought up by an exhaust ive analysis of  neuroses …,
are  not  r eproduct ions o f  r ea l  occur rences,  to  wh ich  i t  i s
poss ib le  to  ascr ibe  an in f luence over  the  course o f  the
pat ient ’s  la te r  l i fe  and over  the  fo r mat ion  o f  h is  symp-
toms.  I t  cons iders  them ra ther  as  p roducts  o f  the  imag ina -
t ion ,  wh ich  f ind  the i r  ins t iga t ion  in  mature  l i fe ,  wh ich  a re
in tended to  ser ve  as  some k ind  o f  symbol ic  r epresenta -
t ion  o f  r ea l  w ishes and in te rests ,  and wh ich  owe the i r  o r i -
g in  to  a  r eg ress ive  tendency,  to  a  tu r n ing -away  f r om the
tasks o f  the  p resent .  I f  that  is  so ,  we can o f  course spare
ourse lves  the  necess i t y  o f  a t t r ibu t ing  such a  surp r is ing
amount  to  the  menta l  l i fe  and in te l lec tua l  capac i t y  o f
ch i ld ren  o f  the  tenderest  age.… 

Per haps  what  the  ch i ld  obser ved  was  no t  copu la t ion
between h is  parents  but  copu la t ion  between an imals ,
wh ich  he then d isp laced on to  h is  parents ,  as  though
he had in fe r red  that  h is  parents  d id  th ings  in  the  same
way.  ( ‘ F r om the H is to r y  o f  an  In fant i le  Neuros is ’  (1918a) ,
p .  49,  57)  

I  may d is regard the fact  that  i t  was not  poss ib le  to  put  [ the
behav iour  o f  the four - year -o ld  ch i ld  towards the react ivated
pr imal  scene]  in to  words unt i l  twenty  years af ter wards;  
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Freud comes
to exactly the same
conclusion in
another article from
this time, on a sado-
masochistic child-

hood fantasy often reported in cases of hysteria or obsessional neuroses. The
final form the fantasy takes, the way it presents itself to the one who fanta-
sises it, is that A child is being beaten. There is something quite impersonal and
non-committal about it (who is being beaten? by whom?), and yet it is accom-
panied by an obvious pleasure. It is not too hard to reconstruct the first phase
this final form hides, where we can see the action clearly and understand the
sadistic nature of the pleasure: My father is beating a child whom I hate because
he is my rival, the one who has replaced me in my parents’ affections. But neither
is there generally any difficulty for the patient to admit this level of the fan-
tasy. Why then should it be disguised in such a non-committal way? We must
suspect that there is some other emotive charge at work here as well – one
which we would pass over too quickly if we see only the first and the last
phase, and one which has been so well disavowed as to be all but invisible.
Between these two phases, Freud argues, we must hypothesise another. That
my father is beating this child gives me enjoyment; I must be bad, and in
order to retain the love of my parents must be punished in turn: the missing
masochistic second stage is I am being beaten by my father. But this phase is
never remembered, never traceable back to a specific event or memory. It has
precisely the same logic as the primal scene: an event which never took place
in any historical timeline, but which is at the heart of the consistency of the

fantasy and its
desire.•

We may follow
exactly the same
logic with the
unconscious. As
Freud says, the
unconscious is a

function of the gaps in the data of consciousness. In the course of an analysis,
one does not fill in those gaps and make the unconscious conscious: one con-
structs a different chain of conscious reasoning that would produce the same
results. Far from being an entity, or even from having any sort of existence
whatsoever outside of its assumption, the unconscious is, precisely, a name for
the inconsistency of what exists. The radicality of Freud’s logic is that this incon-
sistency that is the unconscious is not only hypothesised as not existing, but in
this very non-existence it provides the possibility of there being such a thing as
a self.

For that to sound less odd, consider memory. Memory is full of holes. Even
someone with eidetic memory – so-called ‘photographic’ memory – does not
remember absolutely everything.8 This is not an accident which happens to

53 Unconscious

fo r  a l l  the  e f fec ts  that  we t raced back  to  the  scene had
a l ready  been mani fested in  the  fo r m o f  symptoms,  obses -
s ions,  e tc . ,  in  the  pat ient ’s  ch i ldhood and long  befo re  the
ana lys is .  I t  i s  a lso  a  mat te r  o f  ind i f fe rence in  th is  connec -
t ion  whether  we choose to  r egard  i t  as  a  p r ima l  scene or
a  p r ima l  phantasy .  ( ‘ F r om the H is to r y  o f  an  In fant i le
Neuros is ’  (1918) ,  p .  120,  fn .  1 )  

Th is  second phase is  the  most  impor tant  and the  most
momentous o f  a l l .  But  we may say  o f  i t  in  a  cer ta in  sense
that  i t  has never  had a  rea l  ex is tence.  I t  i s  never  r emem-
bered,  i t  has never  succeeded in  becoming  consc ious.  I t
i s  a  const r uc t ion  o f  ana l ys is ,  but  i t  i s  no  less  a  necess i t y
on  t ha t  a c coun t .  ( ‘ “ A  Ch i l d  i s  Be i n g  Bea ten” :  A
Con t r i bu t i on  t o  t he  S t ud y  o f  t he  O r i g i n  o f  Se xua l
Per vers ions’ ,  (1919) ,  p .  185)  
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memory, or the flaws of a human mind which tends to forget where it should
remember, but a logical and necessary property of memory itself: without it,
there would be no such thing as memory.

Even mechanical memory devices have this property: a database, say, or
something as simple as a card index. In order to use a database to remember any-
thing, first of all a decision must be made about just what is to be remembered
and what is not. Some things need to be remembered, others do not. I run a shop,
and I am using a database to make an inventory. There are certain things I need
to know about the products on the shelves: each type of product, how many I
have of each, what they cost me and what I sell them for, where I got them from
and where I can get more from when I run out, when I got them and how long I
can stock them before they deteriorate or can no longer be sold, and so on. There
are other aspects of them, just as much objectively part of them as all of these,
which I am unlikely to put into a database of the products on the shelves: a spec-
troscopic analysis of the product, the weight and colour of the wrapping, the story
of its invention, the current cost of shares in the company which manufactures
them, and the name of its. If I were to add these, I would not make the database
any more useful to me, and quite probably less, because it would be bigger and
would take longer to find the information I do need among the welter of it I don’t.
What makes the database work is its selectiveness. It acts as a memory of some
things only because it chooses deliberately to forget others, to treat them as being
of no importance, accidental and irrelevant. Its remembering, in short, is posited
on the possibility of forgetting. Forgetting is not just an unfortunate accident or
an inadequacy external to memory: it is at the very heart of memory. Without for-
getting, nothing at all gets remembered. 

This is the way in which we should think of the unconscious: a profound
forgetting by which consciousness is possible. We need to take the full measure
of that forgetting. What is unconscious is not something that has been forgot-
ten on the immediate surface of consciousness, but nevertheless still remem-
bered at some deeper level, preserved for access by whoever gains the right key.
That is not forgetting: it’s remembering, behind a firewall. Neither is the uncon-
scious even an obliteration, no matter how thoroughgoing, because for some-
thing to be obliterated it needs to have existed previously, even though there
may now be no access to that past. What is forgotten, in contrast, in the sense
in which we are trying to think it through here, is never simply present, and
never has been. It is a thorough, radical and absolute outside to memory. This is
why the unconscious is, as Freud says, a function of the gaps in consciousness,
and why, indeed, the data of consciousness must always have gaps in them, as
a condition of their being conscious. The unconscious is not what fills in those
gaps: fill them in and what one has is just another conscious thought, freely
available to remembrance and no longer sunk in forgetfulness. Analysis does
not bring the unconscious to light; as Freud says, it constructs a conscious chain
of reasoning which would produce the same result. The logic of as if is being
used in a quite radically new sense here.
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One must be careful here. In dream analysis, for example, Freud begins
with what he calls the manifest dream, which is the dream remembered
on waking or recounted for the analyst, and from that Freud proceeds to
reconstruct the latent dream thoughts which the dream signifies – its meaning.•

But this distinction
between manifest
and latent is not
simply between
conscious surface
and unconscious
depth. The latent
dream thoughts
revealed by the
analysis are, Freud
emphasises, thoughts
like any other; they
may not have been
conscious until
their revelation by
the analysis, but
they are entirely
rational, and con-
structed in just the
same way as any
waking thought.
Where the uncon-

scious is to be found, though, is in the dream-work, the process by which the
dream thoughts are turned into the manifest dream, and that is a very differ-
ent matter. The unconscious dream-work has no content at all, it is a sheer
process of transformation.  

Freud will often speak of the psychoanalytic cure as a lifting of repression,
a substitution of conscious material for unconscious, but, as the famous image
of the draining of the Zuider Zee implies,• this is not a matter of eliminating the

sea of the unconscious,
just of relocating the
shoreline. When one
does this, what one
finds there is land, very
much like the land one

already knows, and cultivatible in all the same ways; but just beyond the bound-
ary of the dikes, the utter foreignness of the sea remains. We should not think
of that matter which psychoanalysis draws out of the depths as actually being
the unconscious – the unconscious, we remember, is not a thing at all, some-
thing to fill a gap or appear where there was a silence: it is those gaps, those
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Two separate  funct ions may  be d is t ingu ished in  menta l
ac t i v i t y  dur ing  the  const r uc t ion  o f  a  d ream:  the  p roduct ion
of  the  [ la tent ]  d ream- thoughts  and the i r  t ransfo r mat ion
in to  the  [man i fest ]  content  o f  the  d ream.  The d ream-
thoughts  a re  ent i r e l y  ra t iona l  and a re  const r uc ted w i th  an
expend i tu re  o f  a l l  the  psych ica l  ener gy  o f  wh ich  we a re
capab le . … However  many  in te rest ing  and puzz l ing  ques -
t ions the  d ream- thoughts  may  invo lve ,  such quest ions
have,  a f te r  a l l ,  no  spec ia l  r e la t ion  to  d reams and do not
ca l l  fo r  t r eatment  among the  p rob lems o f  d reams.  On the
other  hand,  the  second funct ion  o f  menta l  ac t i v i t y  dur ing
d r eam -cons t r uc t i on ,  t he  t r ans fo r mat i on  o f  t he  uncon -
sc ious thoughts  in to  the  content  o f  the  d ream,  is  pecu l ia r
to  d ream- l i fe  and characte r is t i c  o f  i t .  Th is  d ream-work
proper  d i ve r ges fu r ther  f r om our  p ic tu re  o f  wak ing  thought
than has been supposed even by  the  most  dete r mined
deprec ia to r  o f  psych ica l  funct ion ing  dur ing  the  fo r mat ion
of  d reams.  The d ream-work  is  not  s imply  more  care less,
more  i r ra t iona l ,  more  fo r get fu l  and more  incomplete  than
wak ing  thought ;  i t  i s  comple te l y  d i f fe rent  f r om i t  qua l i ta -
t i ve l y  and fo r  that  r eason not  immedia te l y  comparab le  w i th
i t .  I t  does not  th ink ,  ca lcu la te  o r  judge in  any  way  a t  a l l ;
i t  r es t r i c ts  i t se l f  to  g i v i ng  th ings  a  new fo r m.  ( The
In te rp re ta t ion  o f  Dreams (1900) ,  vo l .  5 ,  pp .  506–07)  

Where id was, there ego shall be. It is a work of culture –
not  un l ike  the  d ra in ing  o f  the  Zu ider  Zee.  (Lec tu re  31,
‘The  D issec t ion  o f  the  Psych ica l  Pe rsona l i t y ’ ,  New
In t r oduc t o r y  Lec t u r es  on  Ps y choana l y s i s  ( 1933a ) ,
p .  80)
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silences, in the very depths of their forgetting. What psychoanalysis does is not
so much make the unconscious visible as replace unconscious thought with con-
scious thought.•

And the odd
implication of this is
that the conscious
thought material which
stands in the place of what was unconscious, and which thus represents some-
thing that remains obdurately unrepresentable, need not – indeed cannot – bear
any real resemblance to what it represents. It too is ‘entirely rational’, like the
latent dream thoughts one reconstructs behind the manifest dream, to which
the unconscious it represents remains foreign territory, not even comparable.  It
is, after all, produced in and by the sophisticated and intricately rational tech-
nique of reading that is psychoanalysis, to stand in the place of something uncon-
scious. Its relation to what it stands in place of is not one of any necessary
resemblance (which would be impossible to determine), but of hypothesis: it all
works as if this were
the case.•

Should we not
take this as a general
description of psycho-
analysis, too, and the way all of its terms work? Psychoanalysis is concerned
with how the psyche comes to be there, how it emerges from what it is not –
and with how that is never just a single moment on a timeline or in a history,
done once and for all, but a gesture that is repeated endlessly, at every instant.
Psychoanalysis is concerned with the liminal, those paradoxical and impossi-
ble moments on the edge between being and not being, and the way in which
that liminality is oddly at the very heart of any possible subject, as its very
structure. The unconscious is both within me and yet foreign territory,
thought that I do not think but is nevertheless the very possibility of what I
do think. We could even go as far as to say that the thing which, above all,
distinguishes psychoanalysis from psychology is that while psychology takes
the subject as an object in a way which is modelled on the empiricism and
positivism of the other sciences, psychoanalysis focuses instead, and uniquely,
on the strange and often paradoxical logic of emergence. As we shall see,
above and beyond its theory of the individual human subject, it is this logic
of emergence that gives psychoanalysis its purchase on questions of the social
and the cultural. Psychoanalysis is thus something other than an application
of an individualist psychology to wider questions, even though those are
at times precisely the terms in which Freud will phrase it. It unravels a pre-
individual, inhuman logic that underpins both individual and social, as the
condition for both.

Psychoanalysis deals with the moment of emergence, with the liminal
and what is not quite there, not quite graspable. As a result, all of its terms are
necessarily ever so slightly wrong. They do not resemble what they name, any
more than the chain of conscious reasoning one reconstructs out of the latent
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. . .  so  fa r  as  my exper ience h i ther to  goes,  these scenes
f rom in fancy  a re  not  r eproduced dur ing  the  t r eatment
as reco l lec t ions,  they  a re  the  p roducts  o f  const r uc t ion .
( ‘F rom the H is to r y  o f  an  In fant i le  Neuros is ’  (1918) ,
pp .  50–51)  

The const r uc t ion  o f  a  symptom is  a  subst i tu te  fo r
someth ing  e lse  tha t  d id  no t  happen .  ( Lec tu re  18,
‘F i xa t ion  to  Traumas –  The Unconsc ious’ ,  In t r oducto r y
Lectu res  on Psychoana lys is (1916–17) ,  vo l .16,  p .  280:
emphas is  added)  
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dream or the symptom is the unconscious as such. Psychoanalysis does not
bring the contents of the unconscious to light, like those bizarre and unknown
deep-sea fish dragged up by trawlers; it constructs a chain of conscious reason-
ing which is nothing like the unconscious, but which produces the same
effects. All the terms of psychoanalysis must obey this law, from unconscious
on. All of them are ways of starting, as we must, on this side of consciousness,
and of peering back into what we cannot ever see, those moments at which
consciousness is profoundly, absolutely absent. In their very nature, what they
cannot ever hope to grasp or express is that profound absence, that not yet, of
consciousness.

The unconscious does not exist. This is a strange and seemingly fragile
hypothesis, but in its very fragility it opens up possibilities of thinking the indi-
vidual subject as already social, through and through. Let us follow this ques-
tion of emergence in more detail: first with the emergence of the individual
human subject, and then, in the final chapter, to look at how Freud turns this
logic of emergence onto the social and cultural.

How is it that something like an individual subject develops, already open
everywhere to the world around it? And if such a subject is already irreducibly
split against and within itself, is the very idea of the human similarly split? These
two questions will inform our next chapter.

Notes to Chapter 1

1Freud cites Strümpell to this effect in Introductory Lectures on Psychoanalysis (1916–17),
p. 87.
2Here, we can see Freud describing circles around the then well-known work of his
close contemporary, the German philosopher Hans Vaihinger (1852–1933). Vaihinger’s
1911 book, The Philosophy of ‘As If’, argues that once we get beyond the immediacy of
direct feeling and sensation, knowledge is an essentially fictional series of explanatory
constructions. We accept one version over another simply because it works better, or
because it is more useful to act as if the universe did in fact work that way. Freud is, in
general, fairly happy to accept this pragmatism as a description of scientific method
(see, for example, The Question of Lay Analysis (1926b), p. 194), but is less happy with
it when exactly the same reasoning is used to support religion’s claims to be beyond
the claims of logic and reason (in that context, in the 1927 The Future of an Illusion he
declares it a rather desperate argument (pp. 28–29)).
3The double bind is thus essentially a question of the ethical. The example philosophy so
often takes as the epitome of the ethical dilemma is the story of Abraham’s sacrifice of
Isaac. God demands of Abraham that he sacrifice Isaac, his only and dearly beloved son.
This is not just an extreme test of Abraham’s obedience: the demand is a double bind,
because whatever Abraham does he is guaranteed to disobey God. On the one hand, he can
refuse to kill Isaac, and thus disobey the explicit command God has just given him; on the
other hand, he can kill Isaac, and thus disobey God’s injunction against murder. And on
top of that, he has to act now, without a moment’s hesitation, for any delay will be seen
as doubt and disobedience too. (See, for example, Jacques Derrida’s The Gift of Death
(1995), particularly Chapters Three and Four.) It is significant that this basic logical struc-
ture, which opens up the entire question and possibility of the ethical, should be also at
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the very heart of Freud’s model of the psyche. Lacan later argues that the status of the
unconscious is ethical rather than ontological (Lacan (1977b), p. 33) or psychological
(Lacan (1977a), p. 302).
4Freud’s explanation here needs examination too. ‘Even supposing,’ he continues, ‘that we
have a complete knowledge of the aetiological factors that decide a given result, nevertheless
what we know about them is only their quality, and not their relative strength. Some of them
are suppressed by others because they are too weak, and they therefore do not affect the final
result. But we never know beforehand which of the determining factors will prove the weaker
or the stronger. We only say at the end that those which succeeded must have been the
stronger’ (‘The Psychogenesis of a Case of Homosexuality in a Woman,’ (1920a), p. 168). But
this last sentence risks the logical circularity of the famous phrase, ‘the survival of the fittest’
(which is Spencer’s rather than Darwin’s), in that it attributes the success of those that suc-
ceeded to an innate strength, as if all that was contributed by the actual events which led to
the success was the confirmation of what was there all along and the opportunity for it to
emerge. It inverts the actual logical chain: instead of saying that we call certain factors ‘strong’
because and only because they succeed, it offers a pseudo-explanation for their success by say-
ing that success is due to that ‘strength’. What Freud’s argument requires us to keep in mind,
here and in the entire logic of the symptom and the primal scene, is that those factors which
succeeded did not have to succeed – that their success was a contingent rather than a neces-
sary outcome. 
5See, for example, The Ego and the Id (1923), p. 24; New Introductory Lectures on
Psychoanalysis (1933a), pp. 76–77; The Question of Lay Analysis (1926b), pp. 195–96; ‘An
Outline of Psychoanalysis’ (1940), p. 145.
6For the most part, Freud does not make any clear distinctions among all three terms, ideal
ego, ego-ideal, and superego. While he seems to replace ego-ideal with the coinage superego
in 1923, he makes a distinction between them in the New Introductory Lectures of 1933.
There, while both terms describe the ways in which the ego measures itself up, superego
refers to the internalisation of authority, and is a matter of threat and fear (the superego
is formed under the threat of castration during the dissolution of the Oedipus complex),
but ego-ideal, on the other hand, is reserved for the rather different emulations which
come about through love or admiration (Lecture 31, ‘The Dissection of the Psychical
Personality’ (1933a), pp. 64–65). Later writers sometimes wanted to make clear distinc-
tions among the three terms. For Lacan, for example, ideal ego refers to that specular mir-
ror image I measure myself up against and identify with (and which is hence part of the
imaginary), whereas the ego-ideal is the point from which I am seen and judged (and
hence belongs to the symbolic order of the Law and of language): see, for example, Lacan,
1988, pp. 140–41. 
7See, for example, Bernheimer and Kahane (1990), In Dora’s Case: Freud – Hysteria –
Feminism, and in particular Neil Hertz’s contribution (Hertz (1990a), pp. 221–22).
8Jorge Luis Borges’s story ‘Funes the Memorious’ asks what a perfect memory might be,
and gives the answer: paralysis. Borges’s Funes is incapacitated by an accident, and as if in
compensation finds that he is now capable of remembering everything, in every detail:
every movement of every leaf on the tree outside his window, every occasion on which he
has remembered any movement of any leaf, every remembering of remembering. Borges’s
narrator concludes that, drowned in an ocean of impressions, Funes is no longer capable
of very much reasoning, or of the abstract thought which requires one to select – and for-
get – from that welter. John Frow uses this example to make the point of the necessary
relationship of memory and forgetting (Frow, 1997).
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Forgetting

I forget.
I run, I work, I see, I read, even I think: in short, I perform an action. But I for-

get? Who could this I that forgets possibly be?
First of all, the verb has to be intransitive: I forget, not I forget this, or I forget

that. As soon as I name an object, I have remembered it.
I can say I forgot to pay the bill, but that is in the past tense, and there is no

danger of paradox: I had forgotten, but now, at this moment of speaking, I
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certainly do remember about the bill – and I remember that I had forgotten it as
well. Nevertheless, something remains opaque. What I do not remember is that for-
getting itself, the act of forgetting as distinct from its consequences. I cannot catch
myself in the act of forgetting, even in retrospect. Even in retrospect, my forgetting
is a gap in which there is nothing, not even me. What is forgotten is also the one
who forgets.

I can say I forget to pay bills, which seems at first to get us back to the present
tense, but in fact does something quite different. What it says is that in the past I
have forgotten to pay bills, and with such a frequency that I expect it to happen in
the future too. I forget to pay bills describes a loop around the present, moving from
past to future and back again without really touching on the present in which, still
forgotten, some particular bill I can’t quite name at the moment might be waiting to
be paid. 

I can even say I forget to pay the bill if it is part of a narrative in which all events
are described in the present tense of their occurrence: I leave, forgetting to pay the
bill. Not until I am on the other side of town do I remember. But this would
really be just a past tense under the thinnest of disguises. The events themselves
clearly have a succession, in which that forgetting flashes momentarily forward to a
future moment in which the remembering will occur. That moment may be explicit
in the narrative (Not until I am on the other side of town ...), but even that is not
necessary. Even if there is no narrated point at which that recognition comes to me,
the remembering which will recognise that I forgot to pay must be some time after
my leaving. 

So to name something as a forgetting (I forget, or I forgot this) already implies at least
two instances, neither of which need be a precise instant on a timeline: there is a moment
at which the forgetting occurs (there in the cafe, as I am gathering up my belongings and
heading for the door), and there is a moment somewhere on the other side of town when
I recognise that the first has been a forgetting. Without the first, obviously, no forgetting
occurs. But without the second, in which everything is immediately contaminated by
memory, the forgetting and what is forgotten are never known as such. This is why the
utterance I forget this or I forget that is never really present tense, despite the grammat-
ical status of the verb. To forget something never happens in a now; or rather, it turns
that now into a fragmented serial moment, a loop reaching into the past and the future.
To forget something is thus an imperfect forgetting, one which draws on an imperfect
remembering to know at least something of what has been forgotten, and thus to rescue
at least part of it from forgetting. 

As with the something that is forgotten, so too at every point for the I who for-
gets. To say I forget this or I forgot this is to perform the same circuit of loss and recov-
ery on the I. What I forget is not only a thing or event, but my having experienced it. With
the forgetting, something of myself is forgotten too, to be reclaimed in small part by my
knowing it as forgotten. And yet at the same time, to say I forget is to assert that I as a
residue which has not been forgotten, and which takes over as its own the very forgetting
which eats away at it. The I is the subject that forgets, the active subject of the verb, only
to the extent that it is what remains, a precipitate formed in and by that forgetting. The
looped serial time of forgetting may be the very temporality of the psyche.
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But could one not say exactly the same things throughout about forgetting
pure and simple, whether or not its object is named? I forget implies an object, and
precisely a forgotten one. Is not forgetting itself then forever imperfect to the extent that
I can posit it? 

What would a perfect, absolute forgetting be? It would have to be quite
uncontaminated by memory, which is to say a forgetting which is no longer a forgetting
of anything at all or by anyone at all, where there is not even forgetter or forgotten. It
would have to be a forgetting without even the minimal remembering that could let it
know itself as forgetting. That means it would have to be a doubled forgetting, a for-
getting of forgetting, a forgetting which has forgotten even that it ever forgot
anything. 

Is there such a thing? Does it exist? Even to say that such a thing exists
is to pull it out of its forgetting into the remembering of what is or has been
or could be. The only answer has to be no, it does not exist. But this is the
very question we asked of the unconscious, which also does not exist; and
there, that non-existence was not the refutation of a faulty hypothesis but a
precise statement of the paradoxical status of the unconscious. There is uncon-
scious in all of us, but the unconscious does not exist: that is the radicality of
Freud’s discovery. Can we say something similar about this pure forgetting,
which does not exist?

Indeed. That perfect forgetting, where there has not even been anything or any-
one to forget, lies in the past for all of us. We all come from nothing.

Let us just add
one more thing to
that, very briefly. In
Beyond the Pleasure
Principle, Freud cites
a famous myth which
is precisely about
the time of a perfect
forgetting, before it is
even possible to
remember.• He retells
it in the context of
a question about the
origins of sexuality,
and also brings into
the mix the tendency
of the (death) drives
to restore an earlier
state of things.
Forgetting, and a state
before existence –
what links these to
sexuality?

61 Sexuality

[S ]c ience has so l i t t le  to  te l l  us  about  the  o r ig in  o f  sexu -
a l i t y  that  we can l i ken the  p rob lem to  a  darkness in to
wh ich  not  so  much as a  ray  o f  a  hypothes is  has pene -
t ra ted.  In  qu i te  a  d i f fe rent  r eg ion ,  i t  i s  t r ue ,  we do meet
w i th  such a  hypothes is ;  but  i t  i s  o f  so  fantast ic  a  k ind  –  a
myth  ra ther  than a  sc ient i f i c  exp lanat ion  –  that  I  shou ld
not  ventu re  to  p roduce i t  here ,  were  i t  not  that  i t  fu l f i l s
p rec ise l y  the  one cond i t ion  whose fu l f i lment  we des i r e .
For  i t  t races the  o r ig in  o f  an  ins t inc t  to  a  need to  r esto re
an ear l ie r  s ta te  o f  th ings .

Wha t  I  ha ve  i n  m i nd  i s ,  o f  c ou r se ,  t he  t heo r y  wh i ch
P l a t o  p u t  i n t o  t h e  m o u t h  o f  A r i s t o p h a n e s  i n  t h e
Sympos i um ,  and  wh i ch  dea l s  no t  on l y  w i t h  t he  o r i g i n o f
t he  se xua l  i n s t i n c t  bu t  a l so  w i t h  t he  mos t  impo r t an t  o f
i t s  v a r i a t i ons  i n  r e l a t i on  t o  i t s  ob j e c t .  ‘ T he  o r i g i na l
human  na t u r e  was  no t  l i k e  t he  p r esen t ,  bu t  d i f f e r en t .  I n
t he  f i r s t  p l a ce ,  t he  se xes  we r e  o r i g i na l l y  t h r ee  i n  num -
be r,  no t  two  as  t he y  a r e  now ;  t he r e  was  man ,  woman ,
and  t he  un i on  o f  t he  two  . . . ’  E ve r y t h i n g  abou t  t hese  p r i -
maeva l  men  was  doub l e :  t he y  had  f ou r  hands  and  f ou r
f ee t ,  two  f a ces ,  two  p r i v y  pa r t s ,  and  so  on .  E ven t ua l l y
Zeus  dec i ded  t o  cu t  t hese  peop l e  i n  two ,  ‘ l i k e  a  so r b -
app l e  wh i ch  i s  ha l v ed  f o r  p i c k l i n g ’ .  A f t e r  t he  d i v i s i on
had  been  made ,  ‘ t he  two  pa r t s  o f  man ,  each  des i r i n g
t he i r  o t he r  ha l f ,  c ame  t oge t he r,  and  t h r ew  t he i r  a r ms
abou t  one  ano the r  eage r  t o  g r ow  i n t o  one ’ .  ( Be yond  t he
P l easu r e  P r i n c i p l e (1920b ) ,  pp .  57–58 )
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SSeexxuuaalliittyy::

Three Essays on the Theory of
Sexuality (1905)

This was the most controversial of all of Freud’s writings, with its insistence
on the sexual feelings and interests of infants – though its argument about the
perversions and inversions of the drive is just as radical a reframing of con-
ceptual frameworks. That it is also the book he revised the most suggests the
centrality he gave it and the topic of sexuality in his work. Each of the six edi-
tions that came out in his lifetime contained new materials and revisions
intended to keep its argument current with recent developments in psychoana-
lytic thinking. Over the next 20 years, Freud would add sections on the sexual
researches of children, the phases of development of the sexual organisation
(with its distinction of oral, sadistic-anal and genital phases) and libido-theory,
as well as some 70 footnotes (some of them more than a page long), and
revisions to almost every page of the main text. 

In the first of the essays, on ‘The Sexual Aberrations’, the terms Freud uses
here – ‘aberrations’, ‘deviation’, ‘inversion’ (for homosexuality, male and female),
‘perversion,’ ‘normal’ behaviour – all come from the psychiatry and sexology of
the late nineteenth century, but Freud uses them in a way which defuses their
normativity and moralism. He does this by means of the concept of drive. Where
instinct (Instinkt) is usually imagined as an innate and purely animal tendency
which seeks the survival or reproduction of the organism, drive (Trieb) is more
oblique. Drive seeks satisfaction, and that may not be at all the same thing.
Satisfaction may have very little, if anything, to do with reproduction or even sur-
vival. The drive is not primarily reproductive, or even self-preservative. It may, and
of course often does, result in procreation, but this is not its aim: if it achieves
reproduction, it is because it aims elsewhere. This has the effect of undermining
the biologism implied in the concept of instinct, and with it the idea that reproduc-
tive heterosexual behaviour is the natural, innate tendency of the organism. This
argument is rehearsed in more detail in the following section of the present book.

The second of the essays is on ‘Infantile Sexuality’, a combination of words
which outraged many of Freud’s contemporaries. For Freud, sexuality is not
something which emerges for the first time in puberty: until about the age of four
or five, infancy is intensely charged with what he famously characterises as
‘polymorphously perverse’ sexual activities: sensual sucking, auto-stimulation of
those bodily zones which yield pleasure (the mouth, the genitals, the anus –
erogenous zones, in short). Between the ages of about three and five, the
child is also faced for the first time with the double question of sexual differ-
ence and where babies come from. To make sense of these, it conducts its
own researches and develops what are in effect its own theories of sexuality,
fantasies that nevertheless may have a great effect on its later development. 

The child’s sexual development is diphasic, in two waves. From about five-
years-old, the child’s intense sexual curiosity goes into a period of latency,
from which it re-emerges during ‘The Transformations of Puberty’, the topic of
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the third essay. This is when sexual differences become accentuated, and the
child’s sexuality tends to take on its final, adult features, in its choice of both
object and aim. It is also the time at which the child’s relationships with the
parents are transformed, and the child must negotiate its way beyond its, until
now, incestuous object choices (Freud did not use the term ‘Oedipus com-
plex’ until 1910, so its appearances here are all in the later footnotes, but it is
quite clear that this is the drama he is describing in even the earliest edition
of the book). 

The three essays are followed by a summary of the present state of psy-
choanalytic knowledge of sexuality. 

II::  DDrriivvee

Drive, instinct and stimulus

Unconsciousness is empty, radically empty, to the point where topographical
metaphors (including even those of fullness and emptiness) no longer
describe it adequately. And yet it is also an incessant dynamism and
exchange, and an interplay of forces. What is the motor energy fuelling the
various processes we have seen – repression, condensation, displacement,
censorship, and so on? The concept of the drive is an attempt to think
through these dynamic, economic aspects in the light of the paradoxical
logic of the unconscious. 

The word Freud gives to the motoric force behind all these processes is
Trieb, which the Standard Edition’s translation generally renders as instinct. But
that translation runs a risk of obscuring a rather significant and generally con-
sistent distinction in Freud’s German, and in his thought. Instinct renders two
quite different words: Trieb and Instinkt. Instinkt is in many ways the simpler of
the two; it is also the one most familiar from the scientific literature of the day,
and the one about which Freud has least to say. Instinkt refers to the purely
inbuilt, automatic reflex arc we associate with animal behaviour: an animal is
hungry, so it seeks food; when threatened, it flees. When speaking of the psyche
and human behaviour, though, Freud almost inevitably uses Trieb. (The paper
usually referred to in English as ‘Instincts and their Vicissitudes’, for example, is
in German ‘Triebe und Triebschicksale’.) Trieb corresponds quite closely to the
English word drive, in the sense of motive power or driving force – and this is
quite a different matter from the idea of automatic behaviour carried in the term
Instinkt. To retain that distinction, much English-language commentary on
Freud now refers to Trieb as drive. I shall do that here too, though I will leave the
Standard Edition’s translation untouched when quoting – it simply needs to be
kept in mind that the Standard Edition’s use of instinct nearly always corre-
sponds to that sense of Trieb and drive rather than the reflex arc of Instinkt.
Unlike instinct, the drive is not purely animal, physical or bodily, but has a com-
plex relationship to all of these. 

63 Sexuality
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Freud first uses
the term in the 1905
Three Essays on the
Theory of Sexuality.•
Both here and in the
1915 ‘Instincts and
their Vicissitudes’,
which sums up much of this initial work on the drives, he begins with the sim-
ilarities of drives to stimuli. We have seen that Freud is fond of the biological
model, so, as a first approximation: the drive is just like a stimulus, except it
comes from inside rather than outside the organism. Like stimuli, drives present
the psyche with impulses to which it must react.•

But we almost
immediately find
one highly signifi-
cant way in which
drives and stimuli
differ. Whereas the
psyche can deal with
external stimuli by
means of the motor
apparatus, say, which
allows it to flee, it
cannot do this with
the drives, which it
carries with it. An
odd paradox: where
the psyche can
potentially deal with
the impulse which
comes from outside,
it is powerless against
the impulse from
within itself, and pre-
cisely to the extent
that it is internal.
Already, just in the
juxtaposition of inside and outside and the almost immediate blurring of their
boundary, we can again see the characteristic logic of the unconscious.

In a number of places, Freud will suggest that the drive is precisely
a border concept, somewhere between the mental and the physical.• Sometimes
he will see the drive
as the mental repre-
sentation of bodily
processes; at other
times, he will see it
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By an ‘ ins t inc t ’  [Tr ieb ]  is  p rov is iona l l y  to  be  unders tood
the psych ica l  r epresentat i ve  o f  an  endosomat ic ,  cont inu -
ous l y  f low ing  sour ce  o f  s t imu la t ion ,  as  cont rasted w i th  a
‘s t imu lus ’ ,  wh ich  is  set  up  by  s ing le exc i ta t ions coming
f r om wi thout .  The concept  o f  ins t inc t  is  thus one o f  those
ly ing  on the  f r ont ie r  between the  menta l  and the  phys ica l .
( ‘The Sexua l  Aber ra t ions’ ,  Th ree Essays  on the  Theor y  o f
Sexua l i t y (1905c) ,  p .  168)

Let  us  t r y  to  g i ve  a  content  to  [ the  concept  o f  ins t inc t
[Tr ieb ]  by  approach ing  i t  f r om d i f fe rent  ang les . 1

F i rs t ,  f r om the ang le  o f  phys io logy.  Th is  has g i ven us
the concept  o f  a  ‘s t imu lus ’  and the  pat te r n  o f  the  re f lex
ar c  . . . .

What  is  the  re la t ion  o f  ‘ ins t inc t ’  [Tr ieb ]  to  ‘s t imu -
lus ’?  There  is  noth ing  to  p revent  our  subsuming the  con -
cept  o f  ‘ ins t inc t ’  under  that  o f  ‘s t imu lus ’  and say ing  that
an ins t inc t  is  a  s t imu lus  app l ied  to  the  mind.  But  we a re
immedia te l y  set  on  our  guard  aga inst  equat ing inst inc t
and menta l  s t imu lus .  There  a re  obv ious l y  o ther  s t imu l i  to
the  mind bes ides those o f  an  ins t inc tua l  k ind ,  s t imu l i
wh ich  behave fa r  more  l i ke  phys io log ica l  ones.  . . .

We have now obta ined the  mater ia l  necessar y  fo r
d is t ingu ish ing  between ins t inc tua l  s t imu l i  and o ther  (phys -
io log ica l )  s t imu l i  that  operate  on the  mind.  In  the  f i rs t
p lace,  an  ins t inc tua l  s t imu lus  does not  a r ise  f r om the
exte r na l  wor ld  but  f r om wi th in  the  o r gan ism i tse l f .  Fo r  th is
reason i t  opera tes  d i f fe rent l y  upon the  mind and d i f fe rent
ac t ions a re  necessar y  in  o rder  to  r emove i t .  Fu r ther,  a l l
that  is  essent ia l  in  a  s t imu lus  is  covered i f  we assume
that  i t  opera tes  w i th  a  s ing le  impact ,  so  that  i t  can be d is -
posed o f  by  a  s ing le  exped ient  ac t ion .  A  t yp ica l  ins tance
of  th is  is  motor  f l i gh t  f r om the sour ce  o f  s t imu la t ion .  . . .
An  ins t inc t ,  on  the  o ther  hand,  never  operates  as  a  fo r ce
g iv ing  a  momentar y  impact  but  a lways  as  a  constant  one.
( ‘ Ins t inc ts  and The i r  V ic iss i tudes’  (1915b) ,  p .  118)

I f  now we app ly  ourse lves  to  cons ider ing  menta l  l i fe  f r om
a b io log ica l po in t  o f  v iew,  an  ‘ ins t inc t ’  appears  to  us  as  a
concept  on  the  f r on t ie r  be tween the  menta l  and the
somat ic ,  as  the  psych ica l  r epresentat i ve  o f  the  s t imu l i
o r ig inat ing  f r om wi th in  the  o r gan ism and reach ing  the
mind,  as  a  measure  o f  the  demand made upon the  mind
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as what those mental
processes represent
(and thus available
to us only through
those representa-
tions).• Whichever
way we take it, the
drives themselves
are profoundly
unconscious. Their

effects and affects are quite accessible to consciousness, of course – as Freud
points out several times, while thought processes themselves may be conscious
or unconscious, it makes little sense to think of affect as anything other than
something which is experienced, which is to say conscious. Nevertheless, the
drives themselves remain well below the waterline of consciousness. And as
unconscious, they are thus not purely internal, in any simple juxtaposition with
the externality of the stimulus. They share with everything else unconscious
that rather uncanny property of being ‘internal foreign territory’, with all of its
consequent blurring of distinctions between inside and outside, self and not-
self. The value of Freud’s initial analogy of drive and stimulus may not be that
one is internal and the other external, but that for all its internality, drive too
shares something of the externality of the stimulus.

If drive is a mental representative of bodily processes, it is not purely bod-
ily. Bodily processes do not intrude directly into the psyche, but only through
their representatives. If there are such things as purely autonomous instincts,
reflex arcs such as those we imagine animals as having, they can have in them-
selves that no part in the psyche. What operates there is always and already dif-
ferent from the stimulus that gives rise to it. And yet at the same time, drive is
not purely psychic: it is an intrusion into the psyche, or the representation
within the psyche, of forces and demands which are not purely psychic, and
which may even threaten to disrupt the psychic economy or equilibrium. From
the very outset, the psyche is a mechanism called on to cope with the unfore-
seen, with what happens to it from outside itself, even if this outside should be
nestled at its very heart. No wonder, then, that drives present themselves as
implacable, demanding, out of my control: they drive me rather than I them.
Once again, the psyche is posited on what is not properly or exclusively its own,
and the most basic experience of the psyche is one of radical inconsistency. The
psyche is not homogeneous, consistent with itself, unified, or a synthesis. It is
a tension that is in principle unresolvable: driven, indeed, by what does not

stop. While one
can flee from threat-
ening external stim-
uli, there can be no
escape from the drive.
Drive is implacable.•
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fo r  work  in  consequence o f  i ts  connect ion  w i th  the  body.
( ‘ Ins t inc ts  and The i r  V ic iss i tudes’  (1915b) ,  pp .  121–122)

An inst inct can never become an object of  consciousness –
on ly  the  idea that  r epresents  the  ins t inc t  can.  Even in  the
unconsc ious,  moreover,  an  ins t inc t  cannot  be  represented
other w ise  than by  an  idea.  I f  the  ins t inc t  d id  not  a t tach
i tse l f  to  an  idea o r  man i fest  i tse l f  as  an a f fec t i ve  s ta te ,
we  cou ld  know  no th ing  abou t  i t .  ( ‘ The  Unconsc ious ’
(1915d) ,  p .  177)  

We thus a r r i ve  a t  the  essent ia l  natu re  o f  ins t inc ts  in  the
f i rs t  p lace by  cons ider ing  the i r  ma in  characte r is t i cs  –
the i r  o r ig in  in  sour ces o f  s t imu la t ion  w i th in  the  o r gan ism
and the i r  appearance as  a  constant  fo r ce  –  and f r om th is
we deduce one o f  the i r  fu r ther  featu res ,  namely,  that  no
act ions o f  f l i gh t  ava i l  aga inst  them.  ( ‘ Ins t inc ts  and The i r
V ic iss i tudes’  (1915b) ,  p .  119)
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Though drives may ultimately have their source in bodily processes, they
diverge from them everywhere. Think of an infant at its mother’s breast. On the
one hand, the infant is satisfying a purely bodily need for food – an instinctual
need, in that biological sense. It is subjected to all the internal and unpleasurable
stimuli of hunger, which will vanish again once it has fed. On the other hand,
though, it gains a different sort of satisfaction, because the action of suckling is
itself pleasurable, quite apart from the question of food. The mouth and lips and
tongue are exquisitely sensitive areas, as they have to be for the whole routine of
feeding to work. But that sensitivity means that they are also capable of arousal and
pleasure quite independently of what is happening in the digestive tract. Look at
how frequently babies remain sucking after the hunger has gone, or the comfort a
pacifier provides, or the baby who discovers that a part of its own body, its
thumb, is capable of giving that pleasure.• The very areas of the body involved
have changed. If the
strictly instinctual
satisfaction of hunger
belong to the stom-
ach, these new plea-
sures belong to the
mouth and lips: they
are no longer a
matter of depths, but of a bright ring of intense sensation on the surface of the
body, where body meets world. These erotogenic zones are generally, but not always,
focused on some aperture of the body – not surprisingly, a place of exchange where
that geometry of insides and outsides becomes complex and unstable.2

This is the very model of a drive. Drives are attached to and have their
source in bodily processes, but they peel away from these processes to exceed
them everywhere (Figure 2.1). In this attachment and divergence, drives generate
a sort of surplus, in the form of effects which can no longer be predicted from
purely bodily needs and instinctual reflexes.3

Aim and object

Because drives everywhere part company with the somatic, the bodily source of
a drive will tell us very little about the resultant drive. As a result, psychoanaly-
sis will nominally have very little interest in those biological, physiological
aspects – though, as we have seen, Freud continues to return to them as a source
of model and metaphor. When he introduces the term ‘drive’ at the very beginning
of the first of the 1905 Three Essays on the Theory of Sexuality, its first characteri-
sation is not by source but by object and aim (again, see Figure 2.1).•

The distinc-
tion between object
and aim is between
desired object and
desired act. Each of
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Our  s tudy  o f  thumb-suck ing  has a l r eady  g i ven us  the  th ree
essent ia l  charac te r is t i cs  o f  an  in fant i le  sexua l  man i festa -
t ion .  A t  i ts  o r ig in  i t  a t taches i tse l f  to  one o f  the  v i ta l
somat ic  funct ions;  i t  has as  ye t  no  sexua l  ob jec t ,  and is
thus auto -e ro t i c ;  and i ts  sexua l  a im is  dominated by  an
erotogen ic  zone.  ( ‘ In fant i le  Sexua l i t y ’ ,  Th ree Essays  on
the Theor y  o f  Sexua l i t y (1905c) ,  pp .  182–83)  

Le t  us  ca l l  t he  pe rson  f r om whom sexua l  a t t rac t i on
proceeds the  sexua l  ob jec t and the  ac t  towards wh ich  the
inst inc t  tends the  sexua l  a im.  ( ‘The Sexua l  Aber ra t ions’ ,
Th r ee  Essa ys  on  t he  Theo r y  o f  Se xua l i t y ( 1905c ) ,
pp .  135–36)
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these can vary enormously. For an adult, the object of desire is generally an adult
of the opposite or the same sex; but it may also, and less commonly, be a child,
an animal, or even an inanimate object. The act aimed at may be the genital
contact of sexual intercourse, but it may also be to see or touch (or be seen or
touched by) the desired object, to punish or be punished, or to engage in sexual
activity involving areas other than the genitals, such as the anus and the mouth.
There may be secondary aims serving others, as with the caress that is the pre-
lude to intercourse. Put object and aim together, each with their own possibili-
ties for variation, and you have a good picture of the enormous variety of sexual
behaviours.

Sexuality had been a burgeoning area of knowledge for medicine and psy-
chiatry in the decade or so before the Three Essays – the bibliography to the Standard
Edition lists many of these titles. Perhaps not surprisingly, though, the emphasis of
this knowledge had been overwhelmingly on sexual pathology. The sexology of the
1890s is anchored in a firm normativity: the normal, true object is an adult of the
other sex, and the normal, true aim is genital and ultimately reproductive inter-
course. One does not have to look far to see a familiar moral discourse at work in
this scientificity. Its standard term for variations from the heterosexual object is
inversion; perversions are variations in aim. These are terms Freud takes over, too (the
first of the Three Essays is called ‘The Sexual Aberrations’, after all), but we should
not let that hide from us the sheer radicality and novelty of what he does with them.
The framework into which he puts them, and the argument this lets him make
about them, work to undermine that normativity in unexpected and radically new
ways, even as he continues to use them – and at times, it even does this behind his
back and against the pull of the conclusions he sometimes wishes to draw. 

For a start, the distinction Freud makes between instinct and drive has
at one swoop removed the possibility of a moralism of what is ‘natural’. It
is no longer possible to argue that a certain pattern of sexual behaviour is
natural whereas others are not, when the very structure of the drive itself
can no longer be reduced to the body and its needs. All sexual behaviour,
including the most heterosexual and genitally oriented, diverges from the
instinctual and ‘natural’. The objects and aims of the drives are not hard-
wired into the organism as its nature. Instead, we get precisely the same
argument Freud had used just a few years earlier, as the ground-breaking
move of The Interpretation of Dreams: just as the dream becomes explicable
only if we take into account the sheer singularity of a life (the ‘residues of
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source

instinct

drive

aim
object

Figure 2.1
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the day’), so too
do objects and
aims of the drive
become established
only in all the
vicissitudes and
twists and turns
of an individual
history.• In this
quite contingent
process, no partic-
ular outcome is assured, even though some outcomes tend to occur more
often than others: heterosexualities, for example, are considerably more
frequent than homosexualities. When Freud talks of genital and reproduc-
tive heterosexuality as ‘normal’, he has thus robbed the term of its moral-
ising, naturalising sense, and reduced it to a far weaker and purely
numerical sense: what’s normal is nothing more than what happens most
often. There is nothing natural about the normal, once it is used in this
sense. It does not have to come about. If it does not, it is not because
some essential aspect of the process has failed, but because exactly the
same processes as those involved in heterosexuality have taken other
paths. This is an aetiology Freud would return to and emphasise in a num-
ber of additions to later editions of the Three Essays.

This is an important conclusion, and we should not let the standard
psychiatric terminology of perversion and inversion hide its extraordinary
novelty and liberality. With this move, the questions to be asked change
completely. For nineteenth-century sexology, the question was always, ‘How
is it possible for the sexual instincts to be diverted away from their natural
state of reproductive heterosexuality and into inversion and perversion?’ In
Freud’s framework, though, the question is rather, ‘Given that all sexuality is
a process of divergence from the instinctual, how is it that reproductive het-
erosexuality regularly comes to be so significantly the most frequent out-
come?• Why isn’t
there a more or less
even spread of all
possibilities?’ In
other words, with
Freud, heterosexual-
ity, not homosexual-
ity, is the problem,
the thing in need
of explanation.

When the aims and objects of the drive are the outcomes of a sort of
adventure in the contingencies of the world, it will be impossible to make any
rigorous separation between norm and its perversions and inversions other than
frequency. A kiss – to give a famous example – is ‘the bringing together of two
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Throughout  the  ent i r e  work  the  var ious fac to rs  a re  p laced
in  a  par t i cu la r  o rder  o f  p recedence:  p re fe rence is  g i ven to
the acc identa l  fac to rs ,  wh i le  d ispos i t ion  is  le f t  in  the
background,  and more  we ight  is  a t tached to  ontogenes is
than to  phy logenes is .  Fo r  i t  i s  the  acc identa l  fac to rs  that
p la y  the  p r i nc ipa l  pa r t  i n  ana l ys i s :  t hey  a r e  a lmos t
ent i r e l y  sub jec t  to  i ts  in f luence.  The d ispos i t iona l  ones
on ly  come to  l i gh t  a f te r  them,  as  someth ing  s t i r r ed  in to
act i v i t y  by  exper ience:  adequate  cons idera t ion  o f  them
would  lead fa r  beyond the  sphere  o f  psychoana lys is .
(P re face to  the  Th i r d  Ed i t ion  (1914) ,  Three Essays  on the
Theor y  o f  Sexua l i t y (1905c) ,  p .  131)  

[P ]sychoana lys is  cons iders  that  a  cho ice  o f  ob jec t  inde -
pendent l y  o f  i ts  sex  –  f r eedom to  range equa l l y  over  male
and female  ob jec ts  –  . . .  i s  the  o r ig ina l  bas is  f r om wh ich ,
as  a  r esu l t  o f  r es t r i c t ion  in  one d i r ec t ion  o r  the  o ther,
both  the  nor mal  and the  inver ted  t ypes deve lop .  Thus f r om
the po in t  o f  v iew o f  psychoana lys is  the  exc lus ive  sexua l
need fe l t  by  men fo r  women is  a lso  a  p rob lem that  needs
e luc idat ing  and is  not  a  se l f -ev ident  fac t  based upon an
at t rac t ion  that  is  u l t imate l y  o f  a  chemica l  natu re .  ( ‘The
Sexua l  Abe r ra t i ons ’ ,  Th r ee  Essays  on  t he  Theo r y  o f
Sexua l i t y  (1905c) ,  pp .  145–46,  fn .  1  [added 1915] )  

Thawaites-3448-Chapter-02.qxd  6/16/2007  3:51 PM  Page 68



oral erotogenic zones instead of the two genitals’: should we therefore see
kissing as perverse?•

One answer
Freud gives is that
such activities are
not perverse if they
are secondary aims
still in the service of
reproduction – if the
kiss is a prelude to
intercourse, say, or
an act which rein-
forces the marriage
bond. They become
perverse only if car-
ried out to the exclu-
sion of reproductive
aims. Thus the ques-
tion of normality or
perversion becomes
an essentially eco-
nomic one, with its
own economistic
moralism not too far
behind it: the normal
form of behaviour is
one where every-
thing is ultimately a
profit for (re)produc-
tion; perversion and
inversion are then
forms of behaviour
which refuse to put
themselves in the
service of produc-
tion, but which
squander  themselves
to other aims. This is
the same economism
we saw linking the

reality and pleasure principles. Just as the reality principle is the pleasure princi-
ple taking a canny detour to make its speculation that bit more secure, so is kiss-
ing subsumed into reproductive sexuality to the extent that it is just a detour on
the way to intercourse. 

There are some obvious objections. We can be quite confident that there
are some activities Freud would continue to see as deeply perverse even if put in the
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There  is  someth ing  e lse  that  I  must  add in  o rder  to  com-
p le te  our  v iew o f  sexua l  per vers ions.  However  in famous
they  may  be,  however  sharp l y  they  may  be cont rasted w i th
nor mal  sexua l  ac t i v i t y,  qu ie t  cons idera t ion  w i l l  show that
some per verse t ra i t  o r  o ther  is  se ldom absent  f r om the
sexua l  l i fe  o f  nor mal  peop le .  Even a  k iss  can c la im to  be
descr ibed as  a  per verse ac t ,  s ince i t  cons is ts  in  the  b r ing -
ing  together  o f  two o ra l  e ro togen ic  zones ins tead o f  the
two gen i ta ls .  Yet  no  one re jec ts  i t  as  per verse;  on  the
cont ra r y,  i t  i s  per mi t ted  in  theat r i ca l  per fo r mances as  a
sof tened h in t  a t  the  sexua l  ac t .  But  p rec ise l y  k iss ing  can
eas i l y  tu r n  in to  a  complete  per vers ion  –  i f ,  that  is  to  say,
i t  becomes so  in tense  tha t  a  gen i ta l  d i scha r ge  and
or gasm fo l low upon i t  d i r ec t l y,  an  event  that  is  fa r  f r om
rare .  We can lear n ,  too ,  that  fo r  one person fee l ing  and
look ing  a t  the  ob jec t  a re  ind ispensab le  p recond i t ions o f
sexua l  en joyment ,  that  another  person w i l l  p inch  o r  b i te  a t
the  c l imax  o f  sexua l  exc i ta t ion ,  that  the  h ighest  p i tch  o f
exc i tement  in  lovers  is  not  a lways  p rovoked by  the  gen i -
ta ls  but  by  some other  r eg ion  o f  the  ob jec t ’s  body,  and
any  number  o f  s imi la r  th ings .  There  is  no  sense in  exc lud -
ing  peop le  w i th  ind iv idua l  t ra i ts  o f  th is  k ind  f r om the c lass
of  the  nor mal  and put t ing  them among the  per ver ts .  On
the cont ra r y,  we sha l l  r ecogn ise  more  and more  c lear l y
that  the  essence o f  the  per vers ions l ies  not  in  the  ex ten -
s ion  o f  the  sexua l  a im,  not  in  the  rep lacement  o f  the  gen -
i ta ls ,  not  even a lways  in  the  var iant  cho ice  o f  the  ob jec t ,
but  so le l y  in  the  exc lus iveness w i th  wh ich  these dev ia -
t ions  a re  car r ied  out  and as  a  r esu l t  o f  wh ich  the  sexua l
ac t  ser v ing  the  purpose o f  r eproduct ion  is  put  on  one
s ide.  In  so  fa r  as  the  per verse ac t ions a re  inser ted  in  the
per fo r mance o f  the  nor mal  sexua l  ac t  as  p reparato r y  o r
in tens i f y ing  cont r ibut ions,  they  a re  in  r ea l i t y  not  per ver -
s ions a t  a l l .  The gu l f  between nor mal  and per verse sexu -
a l i t y  is  o f  course ver y  much nar rowed by  fac ts  o f  th is
k ind .  I t  i s  an  easy  conc lus ion  that  nor mal  sexua l i t y  has
emer ged out  o f  someth ing  that  was in  ex is tence befo re  i t ,
by  weed ing  out  cer ta in  featu res  o f  that  mater ia l  as  unser -
v i ceab le  and co l lec t ing  together  the  rest  in  o rder  to  sub -
o rd inate  them to  a  new a im,  that  o f  r eproduct ion .  (Lec tu re
21 ,  ‘ The  Deve lopment  o f  t he  L ib ido  and  the  Sexua l
Or gan isat ions’ ,  In t r oducto r y  Lectu res  on Psychoana lys is
(1916–17) ,  vo l .  16,  p .  322)
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service of reproductive heterosexuality – violent sadism, or rape, or the abuse of
children. We might object that his own and obviously far more innocuous example
of the kiss simply does not take into account the sheer variety of kisses and the com-
plex etiquette and mores which surround them – all those questions of whom one
kisses (Immediate family? Close friends? People of the same or opposite sex?), in what
circumstances (Public or private? Are different sorts of kisses exchanged in each
case?), when (At what point does a relationship become one in which kisses are
exchanged? Are kisses exchanged then on every occasion, or only on some? Which?),
on what part of the body (The hand? The lips? The neck? The cheek? The air beside
the cheek?), and so on. Kisses do not all even serve an erotic aim, let alone one whose
ultimate aim is reproductive sexual activity, and it would be a social blunder of the
most basic sort to work on the assumption that they did. It would not even be
enough to reply that Freud is, after all, interested here only in erotic kissing, for the
kiss can stand for personal social contact in general (and not only for an unstated or
potential sexual act) precisely to the extent that it is a contact of two non-genital ero-
togenic zones which is not primarily subservient to reproductive aims. 

But more than this, no drive has an aim that is that purely reproductive,
and where every quota of pleasure is turned to reproductive ends. Every drive
has some component which is not reproductive, and which ensures that its
aim and object are somewhere slightly off to one side of reproduction. In
opening up the possibility of a drive which does not depend on a biological
aim, Freud has ensured that this gap cannot ever be closed again – that some-
thing always remains, left over and unassimilable. Every drive has something
intractably perverse in it, even where its aims are the most thoroughly hetero-
sexual and reproductive. We can go further: that a drive is, by definition, not
dependent on a purely biological object or aim means that perversion is the very pos-
sibility of the drive. If perversion were not an ever-present possibility in every
drive, there could be no drives.

Because the aim and object of the drive are always divergent from instinct,
even if only minimally, it follows that drives cannot be satisfied in the way that
bodily needs can. Bodily needs can be met in the world, but the object that
meets them is never quite the same as the drive’s object, which is always some-
where off to one side. The drive’s object is never quite this or that object in the
world at all; whatever actual object is offered to the drive will never quite satisfy
it. There is something thoroughly phantasmatic about the object of the drive,
which corresponds to no actual thing in the world and remains after the actual
object has been exhausted.4 Drive cannot be satisfied, by reproductive heterosex-
uality or by any other form of behaviour or object. 

That the object of the drive is phantasmatic does not imply that it is some
sort of illusion from which one should presumably want to wake up, or which one
should want to replace with a more realistically attainable goal. No drive has an
attainable actual thing as its object. This is why the drive opens up the entire field
of desire, which bears precisely the same relationship to attainable need that the
drive itself has to instinct. Desire is what remains unsatisfied once need is met. 

In this scheme of things, reproductive heterosexuality is not a given. It is
not something we all begin with, or even with an innate tendency towards. The
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infant’s aim is not heterosexual reproductivity, but simply its own pleasure.
Reproductive heterosexuality is one of the many possibilities which can emerge
over a long period of development, as the result of the largely unforeseeable
events which make up any given individual’s history in a complex and contin-
gent social world. It emerges from an earlier state of childhood not yet governed
by the economies of reproduction. But what is not beholden to reproduction
can only be, by definition, perverse. Perversion is thus not only logically
prior to reproductive heterosexuality; it is chronologically prior to it as well.
The only conclusion is the one which deeply shocked Freud’s contemporaries

on the publication
of the Three Essays:
the infant is deeply,
thoroughly, irre-
ducibly perverse.
Freud’s famous term
for this is polymor-
phous perversity, and
it remains the fun-
damental ground
on which the child
and its sexuality will
develop.•

Freud is not
entirely easy with
the conclusions to be
drawn from that, and
will argue on a num-
ber of occasions –
indeed, often on the
same occasion – that
later variations from
reproductive hete-
rosexuality amount
to an inhibition of
proper development.
Yet the argument
from which he began
should strictly pre-
vent any such con-
clusion. As he so
often explains,
reproductive hetero-
sexuality itself arises
only through multi-
ple developmental
inhibition and those
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I t  i s  an  ins t r uc t i ve  fac t  that  under  the  in f luence o f  seduc -
t ion  ch i ld ren  can become po lymorphous ly  per verse,  and
can be led  in to  a l l  poss ib le  k inds o f  sexua l  i r r egu la r i t ies .
Th is  shows that  an  apt i tude fo r  them is  innate l y  p resent  in
the i r  d ispos i t ion .  There  is  consequent l y  l i t t le  r es is tance
towards car r y ing  them out ,  s ince the  menta l  dams aga inst
sexua l  excesses –  shame,  d isgust  and mora l i t y  –  have
e i ther  not  ye t  been const r uc ted a t  a l l  o r  a re  on l y  in  the
course o f  const r uc t ion ,  accord ing  to  the  age o f  the  ch i ld .
( ‘ I n fan t i l e  Sexua l i t y ’ ,  Th r ee  Essays  on  the  Theor y  o f
Sexua l i t y (1905) ,  p .  191)  

F i rs t  and fo remost ,  i t  i s  an  untenab le  e r r o r  to  deny
that  ch i ld ren  have a  sexua l  l i fe  and to  suppose that  sexu -
a l i t y  on l y  beg ins  a t  puber t y  w i th  the  matura t ion  o f  the  gen -
i ta ls .  On the  cont ra r y,  f r om the ver y  f i rs t  ch i ld ren  have a
cop ious sexua l  l i fe ,  wh ich  d i f fe rs  a t  many  po in ts  f r om
what  is  la te r  r egarded as  nor mal .  What  in  adu l t  l i fe  is
descr ibed as  ‘per verse’  d i f fe rs  f r om the nor mal  in  these
respects :  f i rs t ,  by  d is regard ing  the  bar r ie r  o f  spec ies  ( the
gu l f  between men and an imals ) ,  second ly,  by  overs tepp ing
the bar r ie r  aga inst  d isgust ,  th i r d l y  that  aga inst  incest  ( the
proh ib i t ion  aga inst  seek ing  sexua l  sat is fac t ion  f r om near
b lood - r e la t ions) ,  four th l y  that  aga inst  members  o f  one’s
own sex and f i f th l y  the t ransfer r ing of  the par t  p layed by
the gen i ta ls  to  other  or gans and areas of  the body.  None of
these bar r ie rs  ex is ted f rom the beg inn ing;  they  were on ly
gradual l y  e rected in  the course of  deve lopment  and educa -
t ion.  Smal l  ch i ld ren are f ree f rom them. They recognise no
f r ight fu l  gu l f  between human be ings and an imals … To
beg in  w i th ,  ch i ld ren  exh ib i t  no  d isgust  a t  exc re ta  but
acqu i r e  th is  s low ly  under  the  p ressure  o f  educat ion ;  they
at tach no spec ia l  impor tance to  the  d is t inc t ion  between
the sexes,  but  a t t r ibu te  the  same confo r mat ion  o f  the  gen -
i ta ls  to  both ;  they  d i r ec t  the i r  f i rs t  sexua l  lus ts  and the i r
cu r ios i t y  to  those who are  nearest  and fo r  o ther  r easons
dearest  to  them…; and f ina l l y,  they  show … that  they
expect  to  der i ve  p leasure  not  on l y  f r om the i r  sexua l
o r gans,  but  that  many  o ther  par ts  o f  the  body  lay  c la im to
the same sens i t i v i t y,  a f fo rd  them ana logous fee l ings  o f
p leasure  and can accord ing l y  p lay  the  par t  o f  gen i ta ls .
Ch i ld ren  may  thus be descr ibed as  ‘po l ymorphous ly  per -
v e r se ’… ( Lec t u r e  13 ,  ‘ T he  A r cha i c  Fea t u r es  and
I n f an t i l i sm  o f  D r eams ’ ,  I n t r oduc t o r y  Lec t u r es  on
Psychoana lys is (1916–17) ,  vo l .  15,  pp .  208–209)
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‘mental dams’ of
shame, disgust and
morality.• To say,
then, that non-
heterosexual or non-
reproductive sexuali-
ties are the result of
inhibitions, is not
really to make any
distinction at all
between them and
that ‘normal sexual-
ity’ the argument has
so effectively disman-
tled as a ground.•
What needs explana-
tion is, once more,
how reproductive
heterosexuality does
in fact arise so regu-
larly out of such a
po lymorphous ly
perverse set of initial
conditions. 

Sexual drives and ego drives

In classifying the drives, Freud initially draws a distinction between sexual drives
and ego drives. It appears to be quite straightforward: the ego drives are those
attached to the functions of self-preservation, while the sexual drives are attached
to reproduction and preservation of the species.• But we may wonder: if,
as we have seen, the
boundaries of that
ego, that self, are far
from clear, can this
new distinction be
any the more stable?

From the very
outset, Freud seems
oddly diffident
about it. In the Three
Essays, the text
which introduces the very concept of drive, his first statement of the distinction
is incomplete: he suggests that there are two sorts of drive, one of which is

Reading Freud 72

The t ime has ar r i ved for  me to  at tempt  to  summar ise what
I  have sa id .  . . .  In  v iew of  what  was now seen to  be the
wide d isseminat ion of  tendenc ies to  per vers ion we were
dr iven to  the conc lus ion that  a  d ispos i t ion to  per vers ions
is  an or ig ina l  and un iversa l  d ispos i t ion of  the human sex -
ua l  inst inct  and that  normal  sexual  behav iour  is  deve loped
out  o f  i t  as a resu l t  o f  o r gan ic  changes and psych ica l  inh i -
b i t ions occur r ing in  the course of  maturat ion;  we hoped to
be ab le  to  show the presence of  th is  or ig ina l  d ispos i t ion in
ch i ldhood.  Among the for ces rest r ic t ing the d i rect ion taken
by the sexual  inst inct  we la id  emphasis  upon shame,  d is -
gust ,  p i t y  and the st r uctures of  mora l i t y  and author i t y
erected by  soc iety.  We were thus led to  regard any estab -
l ished aber rat ion f rom normal  sexual i t y  as an instance of
deve lopmen ta l  i nh ib i t i on  and  i n fan t i l i sm.  ( ‘Summar y ’ ,
Three Essays on the Theor y  o f  Sexual i t y (1905c) ,  p .  231)  

I t  was not  poss ib le  to  say  what  amount  o f  sexua l  ac t i v i t y
can occur  in  ch i ldhood w i thout  be ing  descr ibed as  abnor -
ma l  o r  det r imenta l  to  fu r ther  deve lopment .  The natu re  o f
these sexua l  man i festa t ions was found to  be p redomi -
nant l y  masturbato r y.  Exper iences fu r ther  showed that  the
fu r ther  in f luences o f  seduct ion  a re  capab le  o f  p rovok ing
in te r r upt ions o f  the  la tency  per iod  o r  even i ts  cessat ion ,
and that  in  th is  connect ion  the  sexua l  ins t inc t  o f  ch i ld ren
proves in  fac t  to  be  po l ymorphous ly  per verse;  i t  seems,
moreover,  that  any  such p remature  sexua l  ac t i v i t y  d imin -
ishes a  ch i ld ’s  educab i l i t y.  ( ‘Summar y ’ ,  Th ree Essays  on
the Theor y  o f  Sexua l i t y (1905c) ,  p .  234)  

There  is  a  fu r ther  p rov is iona l  assumpt ion  that  we cannot
escape in  the  theor y  o f  the  ins t inc ts .  I t  i s  to  the  e f fec t
that  exc i tat ions of  two k inds ar ise f rom the somat ic  or gans,
based upon d i f fe rences o f  a  chemica l  natu re .  One o f
these k inds o f  exc i ta t ion  we descr ibe  as  be ing  spec i f i ca l l y
sexua l ,  and we speak o f  the  o r gan concerned as  be ing  the
‘e ro togen ic  zone’  o f  the  sexua l  component  ins t inc t  a r is ing
f r om i t .

The par t  p layed by  the  e ro togen ic  zones is  immedi -
a te l y  obv ious in  the  case o f  . . .  ( ‘The Sexua l  Aber ra t ions’ ,
Th r ee  Essa ys  on  t he  Theo r y  o f  Se xua l i t y  ( 1905c ) ,
pp .  168–69)  
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sexual, but turns out to have nothing to say about what the other sort might
be or how it differs from the sexual. In fact, it will not be until five years later,
with a short paper on ‘The Psychoanalytic View of Psychogenic Disturbance
of Vision’, that he will complete the distinction and actually give the name
ego-drives to those other excitations. In the 1915 essay on ‘Instincts and Their
Vicissitudes’, Freud is careful to qualify the distinction between the two by
immediately playing it down as nothing more than a working hypothesis
from the evidence, provisionally useful but with little consequence if new evi-

dence should require
it to be replaced.•
(One  wonders how
useful it could have
been in the first
place if it is quite so
easily replaceable.)
And while the sex-
ual drives are
central throughout
Freud’s output, the
ego-drives play a
relatively minor
role: the paper on
‘ P s y c h o g e n i c

Disturbances of Vision’ is one of the few places to focus on them in all of his
voluminous output. Even the key paper ‘On Narcissism’ from 1914 – and
surely narcissism is the very place one might expect to find a thorough dis-
cussion of the ego-drives – takes an ingenious twist which places the sexual
drives at the forefront again: in narcissism, it argues, the ego becomes the
object of the sexual drives. Where Freud does speak in passing of the ego-
drives, they are often not completely distinguishable from the level of the
purely somatic, as if they were not yet quite drives in the full sense generally
accorded the sexual drives. At other times, they are said to be at the root of
the sexual drives, though the sexual drives will inevitably form the focus of
the argument.• The relation the ego-drives have to the sexual drives can seem

73 Sexuality

I  have p roposed that  two g roups o f  such p r ima l  ins t inc ts
shou ld  be d is t ingu ished:  the  ego,  o r  se l f -p reser vat i ve ,
ins t inc ts  and the  sexua l  ins t inc ts .  But  th is  suppos i t ion
has not  the  s ta tus  o f  a  necessar y  postu la te  . . . ;  i t  i s
mere l y  a  work ing  hypothes is ,  to  be  re ta ined on l y  so  long
as i t  p roves usefu l  and i t  w i l l  make l i t t le  d i f fe rence to  the
resu l ts  o f  our  work  o f  descr ip t ion  and c lass i f i ca t ion  i f  i t  i s
rep laced by  another.  The occas ion fo r  th is  hypothes is
arose in  the  course o f  the  evo lu t ion  o f  psychoana lys is ,
wh ich  was f i rs t  employed upon the  psychoneuroses,  o r,
more  p rec ise l y,  upon the  g roup descr ibed as  ‘ t ransfe rence
neu roses ’  (h ys te r i a  and  obsess iona l  neu ros is ) ;  these
showed that  a t  the  r oot  o f  a l l  such a f fec t ions there  is  to
be found a  conf l i c t  between the  c la ims o f  sexua l i t y  and
those  o f  the  ego .  ( ‘ I ns t i nc ts  and  The i r  V i c i ss i tudes ’
(1915b) ,  p .  124)  

The sexua l  ins t inc ts  a re  a t  the  outset  a t tached to  the  sat is fac t ion  o f  the  ego -
ins t inc ts ;  on l y  la te r  do  they  become independent  o f  these,  and even then we
have an ind icat ion  o f  that  o r ig ina l  a t tachment  in  the  fac t  that  the  persons who
are  concerned w i th  a  ch i ld ’s  feed ing ,  ca re  and p ro tec t ion  become h is  ear l ies t
sexua l  ob jec ts :  that  is  to  say,  in  the  f i rs t  ins tance h is  mother  o r  a  subst i tu te  fo r
her.  ( ‘On Nar c iss ism:  An In t r oduct ion ’  (1914) ,  p .  87)  

At their f i rst appearance [the sexual drives] are attached to the instincts of
self -preser vation, from which they only gradually become separated; in their choice
of object, too, they fol low the paths that are indicated to them by the ego-instincts.
(‘ Instincts and Their Vicissitudes’ (1915b), p. 126) 
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very similar to that which instincts have to drives: some sort of necessary
precursor, about which psychoanalysis can have little to say. 

One conclusion it is tempting to draw from this is that for Freud, drives are
essentially sexual. The model of the drive is the sexual drive – or, to put it another
way, the sexual drives are the most drive-like of all drives, the ones furthest from
the purely somatic. As we have seen, it is characteristic of the drives that they
are highly mobile – and none are more mobile than those of sexuality. The
regions of the body on which the sexual drives focus are not limited to the gen-
itals; they may commonly also include – to name only the most obvious – the
mouth, the anus
and buttocks, the
breasts, and the eyes
(scopophilia and
exhib i t ion i sm) .•
Other organs may
represent the geni-
tals, and genital
pleasures may be displaced onto and eroticise other parts of the body in a com-
plex fashion (think of the variety of kisses, from the voluptuous to the perfunc-
tory). The sexual is at the heart of the drive. 

Here, we can grasp some of the logic behind Freud’s insistence on infan-
tile sexuality, and
indeed the central-
ity of sexuality to all
sorts of aspects of
human existence,
whether or not they
might be genital or
reproductive.• Freud
is well aware of the
outrage the idea of
infantile sexuality
was capable of arous-
ing, and several texts
even stage the famil-
iar objections as a
pre- emptive dia-
logue or an interjec-
tion from the floor,
as it were.• The
answers he gives are
generally of two
sorts. On the one
hand, there is the
pragmatic answer,
which comes from

Reading Freud 74

[ In  hys te r ia ]  i t  i s  qu i te  usua l  fo r  s igns o f  s t imu la t ion ,
sensat ions and inner vat ions,  and even the  p rocesses o f
e rec t ion ,  wh ich  be long p roper l y  to  the  gen i ta ls ,  to  be  d is -
p laced on to  o ther,  r emote  reg ions o f  the  body  –  as ,  fo r
ins tance,  by  t ranspos i t ion  upwards,  to  the  head and face.
(Lectu re  21,  ‘The Deve lopment  o f  the  L ib ido  and the
Sexua l  O r gan i z a t i ons ’ ,  I n t r oduc t o r y  Lec t u r es  on
Psychoana lys is (1916–17) ,  vo l .  16,  p .  324)  

I ts  p r inc ipa l  f ind ings  [ i .e . ,  o f  psychoana lys is  on  sexua l i t y ]
a re  as  fo l lows:

(a ) Sexua l  l i fe  does not  beg in  on l y  a t  puber t y,  but  s ta r ts
w i th  p la in  man i festa t ions soon a f te r  b i r th .

(b ) I t  i s  necessar y  to  d is t ingu ish  sharp l y  between the
concepts  o f  ‘sexua l ’  and ‘gen i ta l ’ .  The fo r mer  is  the
wider  concept  and inc ludes ac t i v i t ies  that  have noth -
ing  to  do  w i th  the  gen i ta ls .

(c ) Sexua l  l i fe  inc ludes the  funct ion  o f  obta in ing  p leasure
f r om zones o f  the  body  –  a  ser v ice  wh ich  is  subse -
quent l y  b rought  in to  the  ser v ice  o f  r eproduct ion .  The
two funct ions o f ten  fa i l  to  co inc ide  complete l y.

( ‘An  Out l ine  o f  Psychoana lys is ’  (1940) ,  p .  152)  

‘Why’ ,  we shal l  be asked,  ‘are you so obst inate in descr ib -
ing as being a l ready sexual i ty  what on your  own ev idence
are indef inable mani festat ions in chi ldhood out  of  which
sexual  l i fe  wi l l  later  develop? Why should you not  be con-
tent  wi th g iv ing them a physio log ical  descr ipt ion and s imply
say that  in  an infant  at  the breast  we a l ready obser ve act iv -
i t ies,  such as sensual  sucking or  hold ing back the excreta,
which show us that  he is st r iv ing for  “or gan-p leasure”? In
that  way,  you would have avoided the hypothesis,  so repug-
nant to ever y  feel ing,  of  the smal lest  babies hav ing a sex -
ual  l i fe . ’  (Lecture 21, ‘The Development of  the L ib ido and
the  Sexua l  O r gan i za t i ons ’ ,  I n t r oduc to r y  Lec tu r es  on
Psychoanalys is (1916–17),  vo l .  16,  p.323)5 
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the observations he and many others before him have made of children and
their behaviour: from an early age, the young child is already familiar with the
pleasures of genital stimulation, has recognised sexual difference, conducted its
own ‘sexual researches’, and made object-choices; working backwards, the
analysis arrives at these earlier pleasures only by passing through indisputably
sexual materials. On the other hand, there is the answer from principle: if the
drives do indeed behave as he has described them, then their very logic places
sexuality at their heart, and makes it impossible to distinguish between the
essentially sexual and non-sexual. When the very nature of the drive is its
mobility, how could one make any meaningful distinction between a sexual
pleasure and a non-sexual ‘organ-pleasure’? • This blurring of the boundaries

between sexual and
non-sexual occurs
even when Freud
really does want to
make a very clear
and incontrovertible
distinction between
them. 

Libido and narcissism

Freud gives a specific name to the mental energies of the sexual drives in partic-
ular: libido. Like cathexis, that other borrowing from fluid dynamics and ener-
getics which is central to his models, the term dates from the earliest
writings – the ‘project’ and the letters and drafts to Fliess – and is nowhere
defined. Libido is, by definition, fundamentally sexual, and belongs to the sex-
ual drives. Freud is quite insistent on this point, against Jung’s rival suggestion
that libido should be seen as a generalised mental energy common to all drives,
and does not give any specific name to the mental energies which might be the
counterpart of libido in the ego drives. 

Nevertheless, this distinction gets blurred quite quickly. What if – to take
as a starting point a question whose very terms we shall soon have to revise –
the (sexual) drives and their libido can take the ego as their (sexual) object? As we
have seen, this is precisely one of the explanations of narcissism Freud canvasses
in his 1914 essay ‘On Narcissism’. Freud suggests that there are two sorts of
libido within the sexual drives: object-libido, which is directed outwards to
others in the world, and ego-libido, which is directed back onto one’s own ego. •

This ego-libido,
Freud insists, is
different from the
question of ego-
drives. Ego-libido is
libido, and thus a
sexual drive, as is

75 Sexuality

Indeed,  Gent lemen, I  have no object ion at  a l l  to or gan-
p leasure.  I  know that  even the supreme pleasure of  sexual
union is only  an or gan-p leasure at tached to the act iv i ty  of
the geni ta ls.  But  can you te l l  me when th is or ig inal ly  ind i f -
ferent  or gan-p leasure acqui res the sexual  character  which
i t  undoubtedly  possesses in the later  phases of  develop -
ment? Do we know any more about ‘or gan-p leasure’  than
about sexual i ty? (Lecture 21, ‘The Development of the Libido
and the Sexual  Or ganizat ions’ ,  Int roductor y  Lectures on
Psychoanalys is (1916–17),  vo l .  16,  pp.  323–24) 

. . .  the  s ick  man w i thdraws h is  l ib id ina l  ca thexes back
upon h is  own ego,  and sends them out  aga in  when he
recovers .  ‘Concent ra ted is  h is  sou l , ’  says  Wi lhe lm Busch
of  the  poet  su f fe r ing  f r om toothache,  ‘ in  h is  mola r ’s  nar -
r ow ho le . ’  Here  l ib ido  and ego - in te rest  share  the  same
fate  and a re  once more  ind is t ingu ishab le  f r om each o ther.
( ‘On Nar c iss ism’  (1914a) ,  p .82)  
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object-libido. Ego- and object-libido are convertible from one to the other, the
sum total of both (as with Freud’s homeostatic models in general) remaining
constant: the more libido directed onto the self, the less there is available for
external objects, and vice versa. Narcissism, in this preliminary model, will open
up a new set of questions that will lead to the abandonment of the first topog-
raphy (conscious–unconscious–perception) in favour of the ego–id–superego
model.

Now the catch comes when Freud realises that it is never quite enough to
declare narcissism a pathological state, a perversion or diversion from the proper
processes of maturation. As we have seen, the trend of Freud’s thought, from at
least the 1905 Three Essays onwards, is away from such a progressivist and nor-
mative view of human development. In the two years or so before ‘On
Narcissism’, Freud had already suggested on a number of occasions that narcis-
sism might actually be a necessary stage of development: the stage in which the
child is levered away from its early and undifferentiated auto-erotism, and
which lays the
ground for its later
outward-directed
affection. • Thus
there would be a pri-
mary narcissism that
the child must go
through, in which
its first object is itself, and which would provide the model for all of the child’s
subsequent investments of libido. Secondary narcissism, by contrast, would be
the later withdrawal of libido from objects in the world to focus it instead on
the ego; it depends on and assumes the success of the process of primary narcis-
sism which has taken the child out into the world. The result of this is that, far
from being a detour
taken in error, nar-
cissism, with all of
its necessary blur-
ring of the bound-
aries between
object-libido and
ego-libido, turns out
to be at the heart of
object-choice.•

Indeed, in a
revision to the 1915
edition of the 1905
Three Essays on
Sexuality, Freud
added an entire
section drawing on
the recent essay on

Reading Freud 76

Fur ther  s tudy  has shown that  i t  i s  exped ient  and indeed
ind ispensab le  to  inser t  a  th i r d  s tage  between [au to -
e ro t ism and ob jec t - cho ice ] .  . . .  The sub jec t  behaves as
though he were  in  love  w i th  h imse l f ;  h is  ego is t i c  ins t inc ts
and h is  l ib id ina l  w ishes a re  not  ye t  separab le  under  our
ana lys is .  ( ‘ I I I .  An imism,  Mag ic  and the  Omnipotence o f
Thoughts ’ ,  To tem and Taboo (1913) ,  pp .  88–89)  

Recent  invest iga t ions have d i r ec ted our  a t tent ion  to  a
stage in  the  deve lopment  o f  the  l ib ido  wh ich  i t  passes
through on the  way  f r om auto -e ro t ism to  ob jec t - love .  Th is
stage has been g i ven the  name nar c iss ism.  What  happens
is  th is .  There  comes a  t ime in  the  deve lopment  o f  the  ind i -
v idua l  a t  wh ich  he un i f ies  h is  sexua l  ins t inc ts  (wh ich  have
h i ther to  been engaged in  auto -e ro t i c  ac t i v i t ies )  in  o rder  to
obta in  a  love -ob jec t ;  and he beg ins  by  tak ing  h imse l f ,  h is
own body,  as  h is  love -ob jec t ,  and on l y  subsequent l y  p ro -
ceeds f r om th is  to  the  cho ice  o f  some person o ther  than
h imse l f  as  h is  ob jec t .  Th is  ha l f -way  phase between auto -
e ro t ism and ob jec t - love  may  per haps be ind ispensab le
nor mal l y ;  but  i t  appears  that  many  peop le  l inger  unusua l l y
long  in  th is  cond i t ion ,  and that  many  o f  i ts  featu res  a re
car r ied  over  by  them in to  the  la te r  s tages o f  the i r  deve lop -
men t .  ( ‘ Ps y choana l y t i c  No tes  on  an  Au tob i og raph i ca l
Account  o f  a  Case o f  Parano ia  (Dement ia  Parano ides) ’
(1911a) ,  pp .  60–61)  
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narcissism and its
findings.• In this
new section, he sug-
gests that ego-libido
has a sort of primacy:
it is what object-
libido emerges from
and returns to, like a
‘great reservoir’.

Now, if this
were all there were to
it, Freud’s suggestion
would be all of a
piece with much of
the psychology of the
time. It would appear
to be an assertion of
something already
quite familiar, the
idea that we begin
with the individual

and move outwards from there. We would start with already-constituted individu-
als, already complete with their reservoirs of libido and psychical energies, and
whose maturation would be a process of discovering the world beyond themselves
and discovering just how their own energies can now be invested in that world.
What such a model leaves out of account is the entire question we are interested in:
How does that individual ego get to be there in the first place? And this is where an
interesting and far-reaching complication develops, for Freud says something else as
well, which shifts the argument into a very different gear. 

This ego-libido, he says, is really only ‘accessible to study’ – that is, is really
only visible at all – ‘when it has been put to the use of cathecting sexual objects’:
which is to say, when it is no longer ego-libido, but has instead become object-
libido. We look at ego-libido indirectly, ‘across a frontier we may not pass’, for
whenever we may be trying to observe it, it has always and already become
something else: all we have to read its existence from are the traces that this
original ego-libido has left behind it. Ego-libido is no more something we can
observe directly than the unconscious itself. This is familiar. Ego-libido shares
the same retrospective, hypothetical logic as the unconscious. 

We must take stock of the implications of this. It means that if ‘the narcis-
sistic libidinal cathexis of the ego is the original state of things, realised in ear-
liest childhood’, this original state is never accessible to us, even at the time.
There never is a time at which we can say, this – here, now – is ego-libido. That
moment of ‘earliest childhood’ at which it is realised, does not exist on any
timeline. We should read that ‘earliest’ as meaning that it is outside the devel-
opmental timeline altogether, precisely because it is that very instant which
initiates, and from which unrolls, the timeline of a life history. 

77 Sexuality

[E ]go - l ib ido  is ,  however,  on l y  conven ient l y  access ib le  to
ana ly t i c  s tudy  when i t  has been put  to  the  use o f  ca thect -
ing  sexua l  ob jec ts ,  that  is ,  when i t  has become ‘ob jec t
l ib ido’.  We can then perceive i t  concentrat ing upon objects,
becoming  f i xa ted to  them or  abandon ing  them,  mov ing
f r om one ob jec t  to  another  and,  f r om these s i tuat ions,
d i r ec t ing  the  sub jec t ’s  sexua l  ac t i v i t y  . . .

We can fo l low the ob ject - l ib ido through st i l l  fu r ther
v ic iss i tudes.  When i t  is  w i thdrawn f rom ob jects ,  i t  is  he ld
in  suspense in  pecu l ia r  condi t ions of  tens ion and is  f ina l l y
drawn back in to  the ego,  so that  i t  becomes ego - l ib ido
once aga in .  In  cont rast  to  ob ject - l ib ido,  we a lso descr ibe
ego - l ib ido as ‘nar c iss ist ic ’  l ib ido.  F rom the vantage po int
of  psychoanalys is  we can look across a f ront ie r,  wh ich we
may not  pass,  at  the act i v i t ies of  nar c iss ist ic  l ib ido,  and
may form some idea of  the re lat ion between i t  and ob ject -
l ib ido.  Narc iss ist ic  or  ego - l ib ido seems to be the great
reser vo i r  f r om which the ob ject -cathexes are sent  out  and
into which they  are wi thdrawn once more;  the nar c iss ist ic
l ib id ina l  cathex is  o f  the ego is  the or ig ina l  s tate of  th ings,
rea l ised in  ear l iest  ch i ldhood,  and is  mere ly  covered by  the
later  ext r us ions of  l ib ido,  but  in  essent ia ls  pers is ts  behind
them. ( ‘Transformat ions of  Puber ty ’ ,  Three Essays on the
Theor y  o f  Sexual i t y  (1905c:  1915 rev is ion) ,  pp.  168–69)
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This is where we have to revise the terms in which we originally posed the
question, ‘What happens when the (sexual) drives and their libido take the ego
as their (sexual) object?’ This describes secondary narcissism, in which there are
already things such as drives and their objects, libido and egos. This form of
libido is no more mysterious, reticent or indirect than any other, because it is
simply a form of object-libido: the only difference between it and any other
form of object-libido is that, in this particular case, the object happens to be the
ego, and is thus internal rather than external. The ego-libido which is involved
in this secondary narcissism is simply a derivative form of object-libido, not ego-
libido as an irreducibly different form of libido, and certainly not the ego-libido
which Freud talks about as being primary, prior to all object-libido, and to which
all object-libido returns as to a great reservoir. What could such an ego-libido be
which predates ego, the very sense of any sort of an ‘I’, the formation of any
object – and indeed even libido, in any sense of cathexis onto an object?

Here, Freud’s thought divides. There are many places in his writing in which
he uses the term ‘primary narcissism’ to refer simply to a very early form of object-
libido – the way in which the child is its own love-object before it takes an interest
in external objects. This is still an object-cathexis, even if doubtless a very early one
in the child’s life. The only mention of a primary narcissism in ‘On Narcissism’ is
in this sense of an object-choice.6• But there are also, and with no less frequency,
occasions on which
primary narcissism is
used to refer to that
much more paradox-
ical narcissism we
have suggested, ego-
less and object-less because predating both. At times, Freud will refer to this as a
state in which ego
and object are indis-
tinguishable; at
other times, it
appears as the stage
in which object and
ego make their
appearance.•

Primary narcis-
sism in this sense
thus appears as
something quite different from the first self-directed object-cathexes the child
makes. It is instead something much more paradoxical, an attempt to give a name
to and think through the very process by which there come to be both object and
that sense of ‘I’ – that moment at which both emerge from indifferentiation.

But what, then, is cathected in primary narcissism, if there is not yet an
object or even an
‘I’? • This is often
seen as an objection
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We say  that  a  human be ing  has o r ig ina l l y  two sexua l
ob jec ts  –  h imse l f  and the  woman who nurses h im –  and in
do ing  so  we are  postu la t ing  a  p r imar y  nar c iss ism in  ever y -
one,  wh ich  may  in  some cases mani fest  i tse l f  in  a  domi -
nat ing  fash ion in  h is  ob jec t  cho ice .  ( ‘On Nar c iss ism’
(1914a) ,  p .  88)

In  a  s leeper  the  p r ima l  s ta te  o f  d is t r ibu t ion  o f  the  l ib ido
is  r esto red –  to ta l  nar c iss ism,  in  wh ich  l ib ido  and ego -
in te rest ,  s t i l l  un i ted  and ind is t ingu ishab le ,  dwe l l  in  the
se l f -su f f i c ing  ego.  (Lec tu re  26,  ‘The L ib ido  ‘Theor y  and
Na r c i ss i sm’ ,  I n t r oduc to r y  Lec tu r es  on  Psychoana l ys i s
(1916–17) ,  vo l .  16,  p .  417)

When,  dur ing  the  s tage o f  p r imar y  nar c iss ism,  the
ob jec t  makes i ts  appearance,  the  second oppos i te  to  lov -
i n g ,  name l y  ha t i n g ,  a l so  a t t a i ns  i t s  de ve l opmen t .
( ‘ Ins t inc ts  and The i r  V ic iss i tudes’  (1915b) ,  p .  136) .

In  ch i ldhood … the sexua l  ins t inc t  is  not  un i f ied  and is  a t
f i rs t*  w i thout  an  ob jec t ,  that  is ,  auto -e ro t i c .  ( ‘Summar y ’ ,
Three  Essays  on the  Theory  o f  Sexua l i ty (1905c) ,  p .  233)

Thawaites-3448-Chapter-02.qxd  6/16/2007  3:51 PM  Page 78



to the very concept
of primary narcis-

sism.7 But may we not instead see it as a key to the radicality of the answer Freud
is intermittently proposing with the concept? We know that the object of the drive
is not that of any bodily instinct. The oral drives, for example, are not satisfied by
the food that satisfies the hunger; if milk satisfies the instinctual hunger, it is the
breast that is the object of the oral drive.• Drive is an originary deflection of

instinct. Its objects
are not objects-in-
the-world. The breast
that satisfies the oral
drive is not limited to
the actual breast of
the real mother; it
is also as easily the
latex pacifier the
infant sucks, or a
thumb.8 There is a

sense in which the object of the drive does not pre-exist the drive, but is brought
into being by and with the drive. Is this second, object-less and more tenuous ver-
sion of primary narcissism not a way of describing how it is that this ‘I’ comes into
being, as the path drive describes around a void? The ‘I’, in other words, is the prod-
uct of drive, and once it is available, all the possibilities of object relations flow
from it. This is why this sort of narcissism (if indeed one can even really call it a
narcissism) is primary for Freud, even if fitfully and inconsistently; it is an impos-
sible narcissism in which what we see is not the libido’s taking the ego as its object,
as a choice of object among many: it is a glimpse of the very possibility of the ‘I’.

Even when Freud wants to keep ego-drives and sexual drives conceptually
separate, the sexual drives and the processes which are meant to distinguish
them keep turning up at the very heart of the ego drives. Just as the reality prin-
ciple is inseparable from the pleasure principle, the ego drives turn out to be the
sexual drives by another name.

Eros and the death drive

By 1920, Freud would admit that the phenomena of narcissism confound any strict
division into ego- and sexual drives: the self-preservative drives are libidinal too.•

In that year, with
Beyond the Pleasure
Principle, he would
also propose a some-
what different group-
ing of the drives. This
new hypothesis is not
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*[Trans la to r ’s  note :  The words ‘not  un i f ied  and is  a t
f i rs t ’  were  added in  1920. ]  

In  a l l  th is  the  phy logenet ic  foundat ion  has so much the
upper  hand over  persona l  acc identa l  exper ience that  i t
makes no d i f fe rence whether  a  ch i ld  has rea l l y  sucked a t
the  b reast  o r  has been b rought  up  on the  bot t le  and never
en joyed the  tenderness o f  a  mother ’s  care .  In  both  cases
the ch i ld ’s  deve lopment  takes the  same path ;  i t  may  be
that  in  the  second case i ts  long ing  g rows a l l  the  g reate r.
And fo r  however  long  i t  i s  fed  a t  i ts  mother ’s  b reast ,  i t
w i l l  a lways  be le f t  w i th  a  conv ic t ion  a f te r  i t  has been
weaned that  i ts  feed ing  was too  shor t  and too  l i t t le .  ( ‘An
Out l ine  o f  Psychoana lys is ’  (1940) ,  pp .  188–89)

The ego now [w i th  the 1914 paper  on nar c iss ism]  found i ts
pos i t ion  among sexua l  ob jects  and was at  once g iven the
foremost  p lace among them. L ib ido wh ich was in  th is  way
lodged in  the ego was descr ibed as ‘nar c iss is t ic ’ .  Th is
nar c iss is t ic  l ib ido was o f  course a lso a  mani festat ion o f
the fo r ce o f  the sexua l  inst inc t  in  the ana ly t ica l  sense o f
those words,  and i t  had necessar i l y  to  be ident i f ied  w i th
the se l f -p reser vat i ve  inst inc ts  whose ex is tence had been
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only an attempt to
resolve the impasse
of the first division;
it is also an attempt
to incorporate a
number of things that remained persistently outside the scope and explanation of
that division between ego and sexual drives. Most spectacular of these were the so-
called ‘war neuroses’, of which, like all physicians and psychiatrists in Europe in the
wake of the Great War, Freud was to see many cases. In them – battle trauma, or
shell shock – the sufferer repeatedly lives through the original situation, experienc-
ing all of its trauma afresh each time. Characulsteristically, and oddly, these war
neuroses seemed to occur not to those who had actually been physically wounded,
but precisely to those who had otherwise escaped injury.

In The Interpretation of Dreams, Freud had argued that all dreams express the
fulfilment of a wish. Against the obvious objection that there are such things as
nightmares, he simply points out the distinction between manifest and latent:
whatever the manifest dream might be, the latent dream-thoughts are working to
fulfil a wish – and wishes, let us not forget, are inevitably a matter of what Freud
would come to call the superego, and thus the pleasures they offer may often be
harsh and self-punishing. In short, it is not at all difficult to see how dreams oper-
ate according to the pleasure principle. But war neuroses, it quickly became clear,
did not work in this way. They offered no quota of wish-fulfilment, only the seem-
ingly endless and senseless replay of the trauma in all of its horror. In their com-
pulsive and terrifying repetition, something erupts which is resolutely beyond
recuperation into the economic imperatives of the pleasure principle. 

Up until this point, as we have seen, Freud had imagined the drives as dom-
inated by the pleasure principle and its tendency to minimise excitations, which
are unpleasurable. Now, however, he proposes a different organisation. One the
one hand there are the life drives – or, to give them the collective name Freud
often uses, Eros – which are characterised by their tendency towards an ever
greater synthesis, continuity, inclusiveness, and union. These include both the
sexual drives and the ego drives, which for all of their earlier opposition are, after
all, both concerned with synthesis and continuity: one perpetuates the species,
the other preserves the individual. On the other hand, though, Freud postulates
the existence of death drives (sometimes – but not by Freud – called Thanatos,
to make a matching
pair). • These are
blindly implacable
forces of dissolution
analogous to the
bodily imperatives of
decay and death. Life
and death drives
are tightly bound
together, first one
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r ecogn ised f r om the f i rs t .  Thus the  o r ig ina l  oppos i t ion
between the  ego - ins t inc ts  and the  sexua l  ins t inc ts  p roved
to  be inadequate .  A  por t ion  o f  the  ego - ins t inc ts  was seen
to  be l ib id ina l ;  sexua l  ins t inc ts  –  p robab ly  a longs ide
o the rs  –  ope ra ted  in  the  ego .  (Beyond  the  P leasu re
Pr inc ip le  (1920b) ,  p .  52)

A f te r  long  hes i tanc ies  and vac i l la t ions we have dec ided to
assume the ex is tence o f  on l y  two bas ic  ins t inc ts ,  E ros
and the  dest r uc t i ve  ins t inc t .  (The cont rast  between the
inst inc ts  o f  se l f -p reser vat ion  and the  p reser vat ion  o f  the
spec ies ,  as  we l l  as  the  cont rast  between ego - love  and
ob jec t - love ,  fa l ls  w i th in  E ros . )  The a im o f  the  f i rs t  o f
these bas ic  ins t inc ts  is  to  estab l ish  ever  g reate r  un i t ies
and to  p reser ve  them thus –  in  shor t ,  to  b ind  together ;
the  a im o f  the  second is ,  on  the  cont ra r y,  to  undo
connect ions and so to  dest roy  th ings .  In  the  case o f  the
dest r uc t i ve  ins t inc t  we may suppose that  i ts  f ina l  a im is
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and then the other
dominating. At first,
the death drives arise
within the organism
itself; the libido may
defend against them

by directing them outwards onto the world and others. Together, Freud suggests,
the life and death drives account for all sorts of phenomena of psychic life.

Again, Freud is drawing on the sciences of his time as a source of model
and metaphor. Beyond the Pleasure Principle makes its first major statement of this
new theory of the drives through an elaborate, famous and familiar biological
analogy, in which the psyche is modelled on a single-celled animalcule and its
attempts to protect itself against the threats from its environment. This is not
the first time Freud had used the analogy: it is an elaboration of just the same
analogy he had made five years previously, in the essay on ‘Instincts and Their
Vicissitudes’.9 It is also an analogy harking back to the first topography, that of
conscious–unconscious–perception, with its emphasis on the formation of the
organism–psyche through its reactions to and against an environment. That is,
it assumes an organism, or psyche, which is in a sense already there – the very
thing the second topography of ego–id–superego was to attempt to disrupt. 

The opposition is also, as Freud is well aware and as its many detractors
have pointed out, a familiar and thoroughly metaphysical one, beyond the
needs or limits of any scientific investigation. How could one prove or disprove
that all human activity is governed by two complete abstract and oppositional
principles, called by names as broad, and as empty, as ‘life’ and ‘death’? Is it
really any explanation of destructive phenomena, for example, to postulate that
there is a principle of destructiveness in the human psyche – any more of an
explanation than, say, the claim that addiction is caused by the addict’s having
an ‘addictive personality’, or that stamp-collecting comes about because of a
drive to collect? Freud has earlier resisted such a tendency to multiply drives, and
emphasised the need to accept as primal drives only those which are irreducible
to others – a methodological safeguard which aims at preventing the problems
of a homuncular model which would do no more than restate the problem in

the guise of a solu-
tion. If he now intro-
duces a new drive, it is
presumably because it
is primal in just this
sense – irreducible to
any of the other dri-
ves, and necessary for
there to be an ade-
quate theory of the
phenomena of the
drive.•
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to  lead what  is  l i v ing  in to  an inor gan ic  s ta te .  Fo r  th is
reason we a lso  ca l l  i t  the  death inst inc t .  I f  we assume
that  l i v ing  th ings  came la te r  than inan imate  ones and
arose f r om them,  then the  death  ins t inc t  f i ts  in  w i th  the
fo r mula  we have p roposed to  the  e f fec t  that  ins t inc ts
tend towards a  re tu r n  to  an  ear l ie r  s ta te .  ( ‘An  Out l ine  o f
Psychoana lys is ’  (1940) ,  pp .  148–49)  

What  ins t inc ts  shou ld  we suppose there  a re ,  and how
many? There  is  obv ious l y  a  w ide oppor tun i t y  here  fo r  a rb i -
t ra r y  cho ice .  No ob jec t ion  can be made to  anyone’s
employ ing  the  concept  o f  an  ins t inc t  o f  p lay  o r  o f  dest r uc -
t i o n  o r  o f  g r e ga r i ousness ,  when  t he  sub j e c t -ma t t e r
demands i t  and the  l im i ta t ions o f  psycho log ica l  ana l ys is
a l low o f  i t .  Never the less,  we shou ld  not  neg lec t  to  ask
ourse lves  whether  ins t inc tua l  mot i ves  l i ke  these,  wh ich
are  so  h igh l y  spec ia l ised on the  one hand,  do  not  admi t
o f  fu r ther  d issect ion  in  accordance w i th  the  sour ces
of  the  ins t inc t ,  so  that  on l y  p r ima l  ins t inc ts  –  those wh ich
cannot be fur ther dissected – can lay claim to impor tance.
( ‘ Ins t inc ts  and The i r  V ic iss i tudes’  (1915b) ,  p .  123–24)
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There is thus a certain caution, even reluctance, about Freud’s introduction
of the possibility of a death drive. The very book in which it occurs, Beyond the
Pleasure Principle, is forever pointing out its highly speculative nature. Nevertheless,
ten years later, in Civilization and its Discontents (1930), Freud speaks of the division
into life and death drives as a habit of thought he can now scarcely do without, as
if familiarity had done the work of evidence. •

Indeed, it is a
distinction he will
maintain throughout
the rest of his work,
even if that is so
often accompanied,
as if to disarm criti-
cism, by acknowl-
edgement of its
speculative nature.
The new theory comes too soon to add more than a footnote to the 1921 Group
Psychology and the Analysis of the Ego (p. 102, fn. 2) but, as one might expect, the idea
of a destructive drive
that is deflected out
onto the world and
others informs all
of the later ‘The
Economic Problem of
Masochism’ (1924d)•
and Civilization and
its Discontents (1930).
The most detailed
discussion occurs in
The Ego and the Id
(1923);• there, the
question of life and
death drives is left
until the fourth of
its five chapters on
‘The Two Classes of
Instincts’, from
which it returns in
the last as the question of aggressiveness. Civilization and Its Discontents postulates
that this is the source of the superego, which is what happens when this aggressive-
ness is turned back onto the ego.• These speculations will find a final expression
in the 1937 paper,
‘Analysis Terminable
and Interminable’,
in which Freud spec-
ulates that the
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The assumpt ion  o f  an  ins t inc t  o f  death  o r  dest r uc t ion  has
met  w i th  r es is tance even in  ana ly t i c  c i r c les  … To beg in
w i th  i t  was on l y  tenta t i ve l y  that  I  put  fo r ward  the  v iews I
have deve loped here ,  but  in  the  course o f  t ime they  have
ga ined such a  ho ld  upon me that  I  can no longer  th ink  in
any  o ther  way.  To  my mind,  they  a re  fa r  more  ser v iceab le
f r om a theoret ica l  s tandpo in t  than any  o ther  poss ib le
ones ;  they  p r ov ide  tha t  s imp l i f i ca t ion ,  w i thou t  e i the r
ignor ing  o r  do ing  v io lence to  the  fac ts ,  fo r  wh ich  we s t r i ve
i n  s c i en t i f i c  wo r k .  ( C i v i l i z a t i on  and  i t s  D i s con ten t s
(1930) ,  p .  119)  

The l ib ido  has the  task  o f  mak ing  the  dest roy ing  ins t inc t
innocuous,  and i t  fu l f i l s  the  task  by  d i ve r t ing  that  ins t inc t
to  a  g reat  ex tent  outwards –  soon w i th  the  he lp  o f  a  spe -
c ia l  o r gan ic  sys tem,  the  muscu la r  apparatus  –  towards
ob jec ts  in  the  ex te r na l  wor ld .  The ins t inc t  is  then ca l led
the dest r uc t i ve  ins t inc t ,  the  ins t inc t  fo r  master y,  o r  the
wi l l  to  power.  A  por t ion  o f  the  ins t inc t  is  p laced d i r ec t l y  in
the  ser v ice  o f  the  sexua l  funct ion ,  where  i t  has an impor -
tant  par t  to  p lay.  Th is  is  sad ism proper.  Another  por t ion
does not  share  in  th is  t ranspos i t ion  outwards;  i t  r emains
ins ide  the  o r gan ism and,  w i th  the  he lp  o f  the  accompany -
ing  sexua l  exc i ta t ion  . . .  becomes l ib id ina l l y  bound there .
I t  i s  in  th is  por t ion  that  we recogn ise  the  o r ig ina l ,  e ro to -
gen ic  masoch ism.  ( ‘The Economic  P rob lem of  Masoch ism’
(1924d) ,  pp .  163–64)  

The dangerous death inst incts are dealt  with in the indiv id -
ual  in var ious ways: in par t  they are rendered harmless by
being fused wi th erot ic  components,  in  par t  they are
diver ted towards the external  wor ld in the form of aggres-
sion, whi le to a lar ge extent they undoubtedly cont inue their
internal  work unhindered. (The Ego and the Id (1923),  p.  54) 

[The ind i v idua l ’s ]  agg ress iveness is  in t r o jec ted ,  in te r -
na l ised;  i t  is ,  in  po int  o f  fact ,  sent  back to  where i t  came
from – that  is ,  i t  is  d i rected towards h is  own ego.  There i t
is  taken over  by  a  por t ion of  the ego,  which sets i tse l f  over
aga inst  the rest  o f  the ego as superego,  and which  now,
in  the form of  ‘consc ience’ ,  is  ready to  put  in to  act ion 
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uncontrollability of
the death drive may

be a major factor in ensuring that some analyses can never be brought to a
successful end.

Most of the time, Freud speaks of the death drive as a sort of primal
destructiveness in the human psyche, even as the source of human aggression. 

The death drive would thus be a type of drive – like Eros, the life instincts,
but pointing in the opposite direction. The life drives synthesise, the death drive
destroys. The death drive is largely invisible in its work, except when it manifests
itself as aggression, a drive towards destructive behaviour within the world. •

It is easy to see
both the attractions
of this particular
view of the death
drive, and the prob-
lems with it. Freud’s
work is marked, as it
must be, by the
Great War, and
during the last
decade of his life by
the shadow of
another conflagra-
tion. Much of his
later work, as we
shall see in the next
chapter, is con-
cerned deeply with

the unparalleled violence of twentieth-century society, and the idea of a
destructive drive is no doubt an attractive, if dark, way of attempting to give
some psychoanalytic explanation of this. But it is, after all, a simple, polar
schema, with all the mythical resonance of two eternally opposed principles at
war within the human soul. (It is perhaps in this particular take on the death
drive that the later Freud comes unexpectedly close to the mythicising of the
banished heretic Carl Jung.) In seeing the death drive as a type of drive that
produces aggression and destructiveness, is there not the danger of a too-neat,
one-size-fits-all answer to all problems involving human aggression? Once one
knows, already and in principle, that there is a destructive drive at work in
human beings, one no longer has to look very carefully at the specifics of any
particular, given situation; one would know already that, for all of the compli-
cations the situation may introduce, or for all of the triggering it may have pro-
vided, the real cause is an innate destructiveness. We only have to think of how
inadequate an explanation an innate drive to destruction would be of, say, the
Bush administration’s foreign policy since 9/11: at one stroke, it would get rid
of any need to think in terms of global geopolitics, vested interests, the fraught
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against  the ego the same harsh aggressiveness that  the
ego would have l iked to sat isfy  upon other,  ext raneous indi -
v iduals.  (C iv i l i zat ion and i ts Discontents (1930),  p.  123) 

There  can be no quest ion  o f  r es t r i c t ing  one o r  the  o ther  o f
the  bas ic  ins t inc ts  to  one o f  the  p rov inces o f  the  mind.
They  must  necessar i l y  be  met  w i th  ever ywhere .  … At  a
la te r  s tage i t  becomes re la t i ve l y  easy  fo r  us  to  fo l low the
v ic iss i tudes o f  the  l ib ido ,  but  th is  is  more  d i f f i cu l t  w i th
the dest r uc t i ve  ins t inc t .  

So long  as  that  ins t inc t  operates  in te r na l l y,  as  a
death  ins t inc t ,  i t  r emains  s i lent ;  i t  on l y  comes to  our
not ice  when i t  i s  d i ve r ted  outwards as  an ins t inc t  o f
dest r uc t ion .  I t  seems to  be essent ia l  fo r  the  p reser vat ion
of  the  ind iv idua l  that  th is  d i ve rs ion  shou ld  occur ;  the  mus -
cu la r  apparatus  ser ves th is  purpose.  When the  superego
is  estab l ished,  cons iderab le  amounts  o f  the  aggress ive
inst inc t  a re  f i xa ted in  the  in te r io r  o f  the  ego and operate
there sel f -destr uct ively.  This is one of the dangers to health
by  wh ich  human be ings a re  faced on the i r  path  to  cu l tu ra l
deve lopment .  Ho ld ing  back  aggress iveness is  in  genera l
unhea l thy  and leads to  i l l ness ( to  mor t i f i ca t ion ) .  ( ‘An
Out l ine  o f  Psychoana lys is ’  (1940) ,  p .  149–50)
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histories of Israel and the West’s relations to Islam, and so on. All of these
would vanish in a vague assertion that somehow all this is innate to human
nature. 

But isn’t such abstraction and generalisation precisely what Freud began by
countering, as early as the Studies in Hysteria and The Interpretation of Dreams?
Recall Freud’s earlier argument against the popular dream-book, the manual that
purports to tell you the meaning of any dream by giving you the decontextu-
alised meanings of all its components. What the dream-book doesn’t take into
account is precisely what Freud’s methods of dream analysis insist on, the sheer
specificity and singularity of any individual life history: psychoanalysis as the
science of biography. From the outset, the radicality of psychoanalysis has been
tied to its meticulous care for the specific, the singular, the unrepeatable; that is
one of the things which has led to its problematic relationship to science (which
demands the repeatasssble). To see the death drive as a type of drive among
others, then, and one that offers itself as a cause for phenomena, would be to
return to the sort of argument Freud began by trying to banish. We could even
go so far as to suggest that it is a deeply unpsychoanalytic move, even though we
find it in the very texts of psychoanalysis. What are we to make of this anomaly?
Can we think of what Freud calls the death drive as something other than an ele-
ment in a typology of drives? If that typology is indeed a deeply unpsychoana-
lytic move, can we nevertheless discern the pull of the more psychoanalytic
arguments surrounding it? Is there another logic at work, even at the very
moments Freud is describing the death drive as a type of drive? 

As we have seen, the death drive is first of all the name for what, in the dri-
ves, does not seem to be governed by the pleasure principle. We have seen also that
the object of the drive is always phantasmal, somewhere off to one side of any actual
object in the world. As a result, the drive can never be fully satisfied. There will
always be something in the drive which does not return full-circle, and which is not
accountable to the pleasure principle – a gap within the circuit, which the pleasure
principle might rush to fill but will never be able to do entirely. The drive itself, from
the outset and in its very possibility, is already beyond the pleasure principle. Far
from being a new type of drive, and thus distinguishable from all other types of
drive, the death drive may be a name for what is at the heart of drive itself, the very
possibility of a drive, any drive at all. Freud seems to admit this at the very time he
postulates a death drive: as all organisms come sooner or later to death, the life dri-
ves are not so much a
refusal of death as the
tendency of any
organism to seek its
own death, as against
the death imposed
by violence, sickness,
predation. •

Where the
life drives point
towards an increasing
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The hypothesis of  sel f -preser vat ive inst incts,  such as we
att r ibute to a l l  l i v ing beings,  stands in marked opposi t ion
to the idea that  inst inctual  l i fe  as a whole ser ves to br ing
about death.  Seen in th is l ight ,  the theoret ica l  impor tance
of  the inst incts of  sel f -preser vat ion,  of  sel f -asser t ion and
of master y greatly diminishes. They are component inst incts
whose funct ion i t  is  to assure that  the or ganism shal l  fo l -
low i ts own path to death,  and to ward of f  any possib le
ways of  return ing to inor ganic ex istence other  than those
which are immanent in the or ganism i tsel f .  We have no
longer to reckon wi th the or ganism’s puzz l ing determinat ion
(so hard to f i t  into any context )  to mainta in i ts  own ex is -
tence in the face of  ever y  obstac le.  What we are lef t  wi th is
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complexity and
organisation, the
death drives seek to
return the organism
to a simpler, pre-
animate state. But in
Freud’s first theory,

all drives are governed by the principle of constancy, that close relative often
indistinguishable from the pleasure principle: under the principle of constancy,
all drives aim to minimise excitation (and thus unpleasure) by reducing it to a
constant and manageable level; all drives thus repeat and take the organism
back to an earlier state of affairs; ultimately, even, all drives seek death. Seen in
this light, the death drive is not so much a disruption of the pleasure principle
as a radically literal version of it: it aims to reduce excitation to zero, and extir-
pate it completely. Again, the death drive reveals itself as the very possibility of
the life drives, and of drive in general. More, it makes the very concept of the
life drives now appear curiously metaphysical and speculative, for it is not at all
clear how a drive that works according to the constancy or pleasure principles
could result in the sorts of sustained complexity associated with the life drives. 

The death drive thus has a paradoxical position. On the one hand, it is
not really a type of drive at all, to be contrasted with drives of another sort,
but a name for what – in the drive, any drive – escapes any dynamic, eco-
nomic, or indeed conceptual model whatsoever. It is a series of awkward remain-
ders that fit nowhere. On the other hand, and for that very reason, it is the
epitome of the drive, exhibiting in a particularly pure form all of those quali-
ties that define a drive. Again, this shape is familiar: we have seen exactly the
same logic at work in perversion. In the Freudian economy of terms, the death
drive is another name for the radical and ineradicable perversion that lets the
whole thing work. Freud insists that the life and death drives are in practice
strictly inseparable from one another, but the situation is altogether more

complex than the
addition of propor-
tions he suggests. •
To be able to distin-
guish one proportion
of aggressiveness
from another would
imply first of all that
it is possible to dis-
tinguish an abstract
something called
‘ a g g r e s s i v e n e s s ’
from everything else
surrounding it, and
from other similar
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the fact  that  the or ganism wishes to d ie only  in  i ts  own
fashion.  Thus these guardians of  l i fe ,  too,  were or ig inal ly
the myrmidons of  death.  Hence ar ises the paradoxical
s i tuat ion that  the l i v ing or ganism str uggles most ener -
get ica l l y  against  events (dangers,  in  fact ) ,  which might
help i t  to at ta in i ts  l i fe ’s a im rapid ly  – by a k ind
of  shor t -c i r cu i t .  (Beyond the Pleasure Pr inc ip le (1920b),
p.  39)  

In  b io log ica l  funct ions the  two bas ic  ins t inc ts  operate
aga inst  each o ther  o r  combine w i th  each o ther.  Thus,  the
act  o f  eat ing  is  a  dest r uc t ion  o f  the  ob jec t  w i th  the  f ina l
a im o f  incorpora t ing  i t ,  and the  sexua l  ac t  is  an  ac t  o f
aggress ion  w i th  the  purpose o f  the  most  in t imate  un ion .
Th is  concur rent  and mutua l l y  oppos ing  ac t ion  o f  the  two
bas ic  ins t inc ts  g i ves  r ise  to  the  who le  va r iegat ion  o f  the
phenomena o f  l i fe .  The ana logy  o f  our  two bas ic  ins t inc ts
ex tends f r om the sphere  o f  l i v ing  th ings  to  the  pa i rs  o f
oppos ing  fo r ces –  a t t rac t ion  and repu ls ion  –  wh ich  r u le  in
the  inor gan ic  wor ld .  

Mod i f i c a t i ons  i n  t he  p r opo r t i ons  o f  t he  f us i on
between the  ins t inc ts  have the  most  tang ib le  r esu l ts .
A  surp lus  o f  sexua l  aggress iveness w i l l  tu r n  a  lover  in to  a
sex -murderer,  whi le a sharp d iminut ion in the aggressive
fac to r  w i l l  make h im bashfu l  o r  impotent .  ( ‘An  Out l ine  o f
Psychoana lys is ’  (1940) ,  p .  149)
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abstractions to which it could be opposed. But that is precisely what the logic
of the death drive makes impossible, nestled as it is at the very heart of Eros
and the life drives. What if, in the radical indistinction of drives, one inhabits
the other as its very possibility? 

This is what makes it difficult to take the hasty, if comforting, attitude that
the concept of the death drive is simply incoherent – a later addition to a the-
ory of drives which has no need of it; a speculation with neither grounding nor
application in the clinical; a disguised homuncular explanation which mistakes
restatement of the problem for its solution; a diversion of psychoanalysis away
from its true business. It is not that the concept of the death drive is inconsis-
tent: it is that the death drive is a name for the inconsistency at the heart of drive
itself. Drive is not to be thought of as some sort of project, pushing on towards
aims which are its own, if unknowable to those driven by them: that would per-
haps be the last refuge of the homuncular, reassuring us that at base there is still
a plan to drive. Drive is blind. It never forms a totality: no matter how wide we
throw the net, we cannot say, This, and only this, at last, is what drive aims at.
Drive is by definition, as we have seen, deflection and obliquity: wherever one
stands, some component of drive is always pointing elsewhere. What we call the
death drive, in all its paradoxicality, is no more than a name for the blindness
of drive, pure and simple. The death drive does not so much add a new element
to the theory, or a different type of drive to a classification, as function in true
psychoanalytic fashion as a sort of Nachträglichkeit: the revelation, after the fact,
of what has been there all along. Indeed, in a sense, the phenomena that lead
Freud to a new name and a new theory are not new at all, or even unforeseen
by psychoanalysis up until that point. They are simply what – after the event –
one would expect from the very logic of drive. The death drive is drive in its
purest form.

Let us follow the logic of these obdurate remainders, as it develops in the
very question of the formation of the psyche. We shall find, at its very heart, the
entire issue of sexuality. We need to go back to the beginning.

TThhee  ddeeaatthh  ddrriivvee::

Beyond the Pleasure Principle (1920)

This is the work which first proposes the death drive. It is also the most
sheerly speculative of Freud’s major works. 

The Interpretation of Dreams had found it easy to explain how the rep-
etition of an unpleasant dream could still be in keeping with the pleasure prin-
ciple: an unpleasant manifest content may still be the fulfilment of a wish on
the level of the latent content. The ‘return of the repressed’ had been part of
psychoanalysis from the outset: what is repressed is never destroyed, but is
repeated in disguised fashion. The transference relationship central to
psychoanalytic treatment is a way of utilising this repetition to work through
some of the effects of the trauma. 

Reading Freud 86

Thawaites-3448-Chapter-02.qxd  6/16/2007  3:51 PM  Page 86



Yet there are also traumatic experiences which cannot be explained
quite as easily. Like most of the physicians of Europe after the Great War,
Freud was to see many cases of battle neurosis, in which, characteristically,
the victim would vividly and helplessly relive the original trauma, as if under
some sort of compulsion. Even after one takes into account that what the ego
perceives as unpleasure may be perceived as pleasure by the superego,
Freud argues, in cases like this we are left with the perplexing repetition of an
unpleasure which offers no quotient of pleasure at all, in complete contradic-
tion to the pleasure principle. Does such a ‘compulsion to repeat’, even with-
out any payoff in pleasure, indicate the existence of another principle at work,
beyond, behind or even before the pleasure principle? 

Freud’s answer is to postulate a ‘death drive’, the innate tendency of every
organism to return to its initial inorganic state. In the absence of accident or ill-
ness and left to its own devices, every organism moves towards what Freud calls
‘its own’ death, from the purely internal causes of its own ageing. Against this,
the task of the libido – Eros, the life drives – is to diffuse this death drive, deflect-
ing it out into the external world. At this point, what had been the pure interiority
of the death drive, and which had made it so hard to see, becomes visible in
often spectacular fashion as an apparent drive to destruction. 

The hypothesis of the death drive will have immense effects on Freud’s
work after this point. For a start, it immediately offers the possibility of new
explanations of psychological phenomena such as sadism and masochism
(as the title of the 1924 paper on ‘The Economic Problem of Masochism’
states) and anxiety (Inhibitions, Symptoms and Anxiety (1926a)). In the out-
ward deflection of the death drive into destructiveness, it also opens the way
for Freud’s later social critiques (in particular, The Future of an Illusion
(1927b) and Civilization and its Discontents (1930); the 1921 Group
Psychology and the Analysis of the Ego has few marks of its immediate pre-
decessor beyond a single footnote). And in its seeking to return the organism
to an earlier state, the death drive becomes the drive par excellence, or rather
the aspect shared by all drives. This has profound implications for philosophy,
Freudian metapsychology, and the direction of the analytic treatment (The
Ego and the Id (1923), ‘Analysis Terminable and Interminable’ (1937)). 

IIII::  DDeevveellooppmmeenntt

Beginnings

Infantile amnesia is one of the first things Freud mentions in the essay on
infantile sexuality in the Three Essays on Sexuality.• Despite all of the vast develop-

ments going on in
the first four or more
years of a child’s life,
and the lasting effects
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[W]e learn f rom other  people that  dur ing those years,  of
which at  a later  date we reta in noth ing in our  memor y but  a
few uninte l l ig ib le and f ragmentar y  recol lect ions,  we reacted
in a l i ve ly  manner to impressions,  that  we were capable of
expressing joy and pain in a human fashion,  that  we gave 
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these have in later
life, most people
simply cannot recall
anything of this
time.

Freud links
this to the sort
of amnesia one
finds in hysterics.
Hysterical amnesia,
he argues, is actually
made possible by
this massive child-
hood forgetting.
Childhood amnesia
lays down a rich store of memory traces whose associative links act as a strong
anti-cathectic attraction on the contents which hysteria tries to expel from con-
sciousness. Infantile amnesia, in other words, is primary. It is not an amnesia or
repression just like any others except for the sole fact that it occurs earlier; it is
a forgetting unlike any later forgetting. When the individual subject is still in
the process of formation, we have the paradoxical situation that the one who
does the forgetting, or to whom the forgetting happens, is not yet quite there to
do the forgetting or for it to happen to. •

The logic of
that is important: it
is retrospective, and
retroactive. It means
it is going to be
very difficult, if not
downright impossi-
ble, to say just when
subjectivity arrives:
when it arrives, it is in the mode of having already been there. That is, it is not a
sudden sense of an I now being experienced for the very first time, here where
just a moment ago there was no I at all. Instead, it is experienced as an oddly
retrospective continuity: I recognise now that I already am, and have been for some
time.

When Freud speaks of early childhood he nearly always means a stage at
which this arrival of subjectivity has already occurred. That is, what he imagines
is a state in which there is already some sort of rudimentary sense of a separate
individuality distinguished from a world whose stimuli it receives. Even when
he uses his frequent analogy of the psyche to a single-celled organism,
the argument will generally begin from a differentiation that has already
been, or is about to be made, between inside and outside, between self and
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evidence of  love,  jea lousy and other  passionate feel ings by
which we were st rongly  moved at  the t ime, and even that  we
gave ut terance to remarks which were regarded by adul ts
as good ev idence of  our  possessing ins ight  and the begin -
n ings of  a capaci ty  for  judgement.  And of  a l l  th is we,  when
we are grown up,  have no knowledge of  our  own! Why
should our  memor y lag so far  behind the other  act iv i t ies of
our  minds? We have,  on the contrar y,  good reason to
bel ieve that  there is  no per iod at  which the capaci ty  for
receiv ing and reproducing impressions is greater  than pre -
c isely  dur ing the years of  ch i ldhood.  

On the  o ther  hand we must  assume,  o r  we can con -
v ince  ourse lves  by  a  psycho log ica l  examinat ion  o f  o ther
peop le ,  that  the  ve r y  same impress ions that  we have fo r -
go t ten  have none the  less  le f t  the  deepest  t races on our
minds and have had a  dete r min ing  e f fec t  upon the  who le
of  our  la te r  deve lopment ,  ( ‘ In fant i le  Sexua l i t y ’ ,  Th ree
Essays  on the  Theor y  o f  Sexua l i t y  (1905c) ,  pp .  174–75)  

Fur ther  r e f lec t ion  te l ls  us  that  the  adu l t ’s  ego - fee l ings
cannot  have been the  same f r om the beg inn ing .  I t  must
have gone th rough a  p rocess o f  deve lopment ,  wh ich  can -
not ,  o f  course,  be  demonst ra ted but  wh ich  admi ts  o f  be ing
const r uc ted w i th  a  fa i r  degree o f  p robab i l i t y.  An  in fant  a t
the  b reast  does not  ye t  d is t ingu ish  h is  ego f r om the ex te r -
na l  wor ld  as  the  sour ce  o f  the  sensat ions f low ing  in  upon
h im.  (C iv i l i za t ion  and i ts  D iscontents (1930) ,  pp .  66–67)  
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world.• Apart from
the oblique but nev-
ertheless insistent
and repeated sugges-
tions we have seen,
he has very little to
say on what might
have happened
before that, and for
good reason. It is an
impossible state,
something of which
there can be no
direct observation.

Everything is oblique, a tracing back of what remains, which will allow us to
reconstruct that impossible moment (which is really no single moment at all) of
emergence. In that prehistory in which there is not yet any sense of self or dif-
ferentiation of objects, we have something like that perfect forgetting which
resists remembering, a forgetting so deep that there is not even yet anyone there
to forget. 

Let us try to reconstruct some of what this must entail, extrapolating out
the logic of those oblique suggestions that keep emerging in Freud’s work. It is
hard for us to imagine the strangeness of such a stage. We cannot, for a start,
have recourse to pronouns or nouns, as those endpoints they stand for, from
which or to which things happen, have not yet emerged. There are only events,
things which happen, in something like what linguistics calls a middle voice,
neither passive nor active because the question of whom this happens to or who
performs these actions is one which cannot even yet be asked: an appearing, a
disappearing; a hungering, a distressing, a satisfying; a noising, a touching. 

Thus when we speak, as Freud often does, of the child’s relation to various
aspects of the maternal body, we have to keep in mind that, at this earliest of all
stages, this is really no more than a shorthand for the barely imaginable.• In its

way, it is as inaccu-
rate a figure as that
of the censor sitting
between conscious
and unconscious
chambers and regu-
lating the passage of
thoughts between
them. This is not a

relationship that would begin with two already differentiated bodies, here the
child and there the mother, between which we could then trace out some inter-
connection. It is instead a matter of extreme indifferentiation, and thus barely
even a relationship at all. The maternal body is not even really just the actual
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Let  us  imag ine ourse lves  in  the  s i tuat ion  o f  an  a lmost
ent i r e l y  he lp less l i v ing  o r gan ism,  as  ye t  unor ienta ted in
the wor ld ,  wh ich  is  r ece iv ing  s t imu l i  in  i ts  ner vous sub -
s tance.  Th is  o r gan ism wi l l  ve r y  soon be in  a  pos i t ion  to
make a  f i rs t  d is t inc t ion  and a  f i rs t  o r ienta t ion .  On the  one
hand,  i t  w i l l  be  aware  o f  s t imu l i  wh ich  can be avo ided by
muscu la r  ac t ion  ( f l i gh t ) ;  these i t  asc r ibes to  an ex te r na l
wor ld .  On the  o ther  hand,  i t  w i l l  be  aware  o f  s t imu l i
aga inst  wh ich  such ac t ion  is  o f  no  ava i l  and whose char -
ac te r  o f  constant  p ressure  pers is ts  in  sp i te  o f  i t ;  these
st imu l i  a re  the  s igns o f  an  in te r na l  wor ld ,  the  ev idence o f
ins t inc tua l  needs.  The per ceptua l  substance o f  the  l i v ing
or gan ism wi l l  thus have found in  the  e f f i cacy  o f  i ts  muscu -
la r  ac t i v i t y  a  bas is  fo r  d is t ingu ish ing  between an ‘outs ide ’
and  an  ‘ i n s i de ’ .  ( ‘ I n s t i n c t s  and  The i r  V i c i s s i t udes ’
(1915b) ,  p .  119)

A  ch i ld ’s  f i rs t  e ro t i c  ob jec t  is  the  mother ’s  b reast  that
nour ishes i t ;  love  has i ts  o r ig in  in  a t tachment  to  the  sat -
i s f ied  need fo r  nour ishment .  There  is  no  doubt  that ,  to
beg in  w i th ,  the  ch i ld  does not  d is t ingu ish  between the
breast  and i ts  own body ;  when the  b reast  has to  be sepa -
ra ted f r om the body  and sh i f ted  to  the  ‘outs ide ’  because
the ch i ld  so  o f ten  f inds i t  absent ,  i t  ca r r ies  w i th  i t  as  an
‘ob jec t ’  a  par t  o f  the  o r ig ina l  nar c iss is t i c  ca thex is .  ( ‘An
Out l ine  o f  Psychoana lys is ’  (1940) ,  p .  188)  

Thawaites-3448-Chapter-02.qxd  6/16/2007  3:51 PM  Page 89



body of the woman who is the child’s mother, though she of course will, in most
cases and most of the time, fill that function for the child. It is the vast phan-
tasmatic body from which the infant’s awareness of itself emerges and into
which it sinks back, the indifferentiation of what is not yet even the world. The
maternal body in this sense is also the breast of the nursemaid;10 the arms of the
father, the sibling, the stranger; the bottle’s nipple, the warmth of baby formula;
even the warmth and comfort of the cot, the enveloping of the bedclothes. At
the very moment of satiation and contentment, folded back into the arms of
this phantasmatic body, the child no more experiences it than one experiences
the moment of falling asleep, and for just the same reason: at that moment,
there is not quite anyone there to experience it. This maternal body is what is
immediately lost when there is any awareness of self, because it is the back-
ground against which that self-awareness appears, and thus can be experienced
only as what has already been lost. Beyond and behind that, though, there is a
further and more profound reason, a forgetting more absolute and irretrievable:
at the very basis of desire, drive itself is split, inconsistent, divided against itself.
Drive is from the very first also an aiming-elsewhere.

A distress: It may be anything – something an adult could recognise as
hunger, wind, or the chaffing of a nappy, perhaps, but there are no names for it
yet, no causes and effects. Neither is there even (quite, yet) anyone to feel this
distress: it is just there, happening, an event, a blind unpleasure which suffers.
It is also a noise, that wail of distress which does not even (quite, yet) respond
to the distress because it is inseparable from it.

Perhaps that distress invokes a response in turn. Another voice makes alto-
gether different noises: soft, regular, soothing. There is a touch. Unlike the gripe
of the distress, this one is pleasurable. Perhaps it is a rhythmic stroking – which
is fitting, as there is already a rhythm set up here in that call and response. There
is an enfolding: an enveloping touch, a different smell. There is a breast, and
milk: a drinking, which is also an embracing. The distress, and the noise of the
distress, change in answer: not because there is anything like a decision to
answer, made by a someone we cannot even (quite, yet) say is there, but because
the milk prevents it, or the distress changes with the touch. Without being
aware of it (or simply, without the need of being aware at all), the child is tak-
ing part in an exchange. And to signal the exchange, the voice changes: yes,
that’s all right, it’s all right. Call has set up response; that response engenders in
its turn another response, the calming of the child; and that response too gen-
erates response, in words of encouragement.

From the outset, the infant is bathed in a sea of utterances, gestures, gazes
and demands, washing over and across it. To begin with, doubtless, the child
cannot yet distinguish any of these from any of the hungerings, appearings, and
disappearings that make up the blooming, buzzing confusion around it. To
begin with, there is not even really quite a child, after all. But even so, these
events have all sorts of dimensions to which the child is not party, and within
which, without its even yet knowing – indeed, without there even yet being a
self to know this – it is already embedded. Adults talk to, touch, feed, clean, play
with, attend to, react to babies. Even though the infant may not yet offer any

Reading Freud 90

Thawaites-3448-Chapter-02.qxd  6/16/2007  3:51 PM  Page 90



but the most instinctual response, it is treated from the very outset as capable
of response, addressed in the expectation of response, and encouraged when it
does respond. To babble babytalk with a child is a game whose aim is to get the
baby to respond. Something is said: mere noise. Sooner or later, when some-
thing is said, there will be a noise in response, whether or not there is any inten-
tionality on the child’s part. Another noise happens, and in following on from
the first, it is treated as having been triggered by the first. Something has been
said back. Now there is a unit that can be repeated: call and response. These
utterances and gestures washing over and across the child have as yet no con-
tent. They are not vehicles for any conveyed thought or meaning outside the
gesture of address and the provoking of response: that will come later. Here,
now, in this babble which is nothing more than empty address and counter-
address, we already have a conversation which, from this point on, will never
end.

(We should note, briefly and in passing, that this is precisely the dimen-
sion the analyst listens for in the course of the analysis. What the analyst
pays attention to is not, first of all, the literal truth of what is being said, but
the implications of the simpler, prior fact that this is being addressed: that the
analysand is saying it, to the analyst. In that call and response, we have the
basic mechanism of transference, the key to the analysis. In the transference
relation, the analyst finds herself already playing a role in the drama the
analysand is repeating in the very analytic situation. • This drama will

inevitably be an
inquiry about where
the subject, the
analysand, fits into
this world into
which they have
been thrown. Just
as there are some

events which cannot be brought to conscious memory, but which are re-
enacted in the analysis through transference, so too does psychoanalysis itself
not so much recall that impossible forgotten early infancy, as replay it, with the
very mechanism of call and response by which there comes to be a subject.) 

There is an enormously important point here, to which we shall return in
the third chapter. The child may not have differentiated itself from the world, but
in a sense it does not have to – that differentiation has already been made. It is there
in the very possibility of drive and its deep inconsistency with itself. The child
lives in a world that already knows perfectly well its own separateness from the
child. This is where Freud’s analogy of the psyche with an animalcule is pro-
foundly misleading. The world into which a child is born is never just the chaos
of brute, impinging external stimuli the analogy implies. It is already, always, and
irreducibly, a human world already traversed by human meaning, and inhabited
by others who are already just like what the child will become. All of this happens
on another stage, as it were; one which will only gradually become accessible to
the child, as the unfolding of where it has been all along. Once we recognise that,
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… i t  is  a  per fec t l y  nor mal  and in te l l i g ib le  th ing  that  the
l ib id ina l  ca thex is  o f  someone who is  par t l y  unsat is f ied ,  a
cathex is  wh ich  is  he ld  r eady  in  ant ic ipat ion ,  shou ld  be
d i r ec ted as  we l l  to  the  f i gu re  o f  the  docto r.  … the cathex is
w i l l  in t r oduce the  docto r  in to  one o f  the  psych ica l  ‘ser ies ’
wh ich  the  pat ient  has a l r eady  fo r med.  ( ‘The Dynamics  o f
Transfe rence’  (1912) ,  p . 100)  
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the peculiar temporal paradox by which the infant is not yet what it already is
vanishes. What the child will be is already in a sense there, in what it does not yet
know is the world outside it. There is a simple word for this already-there: culture.

These noises, words, babblings, which pass across and around the baby, are,
and have been from the outset, responses, and responses-to-responses, responses-
to-responses-to-responses. This is not communication, in the classical sense in
which that word implies the transferral of content from one person to another,
and for the simple reason that person is the very category we are trying to
explain. It is more like a vertigo where everything is already, at the moment of
utterance and even for the first time, a response, and a response to a response,
and so on. And in this exchange, from the outset, the child is addressed as if it
were already a subject. 

(Here too, let us get ahead of ourselves just briefly. This function of address,
set up here right at the very moment of the child’s entry into conscious exis-
tence in the world, is something we shall return to. As interpellation, it will be at
the heart of that relationship between the social and the individual, the way in
which, to cite a famous formulation of it, we are hailed as subjects.11 But more
on that in Chapter 3.) 

Already, then, we have a sort of dialogue. But from the very outset, differ-
ence intervenes and multiples. Such a dialogue is never just a dialogue, a closed
exchange between mother and child. It is much more a matter of the child’s
rhythmic emergence from and submergence back into that indifferentiation for
which the shorthand is the maternal body. The child’s emergence from this is a
process in which differences come to mark out and internally divide the mater-
nal body. From the outset, there are other voices, different in all sorts of ways:
in sound and texture, in the situations in which, and to which, they respond,
in the frequency and nature of that response. Even one voice is divided against
itself, now sounding this way, now that. The attention, the very address of any
voice is also, or stands to be, elsewhere. There are different touches and smells,
different ways of responding (with speech, with milk, with touch, with a differ-
ent milk, with all sorts of combinations of these). The voices do not only engage
in exchanges with the child, but with each other, and in ways quite different
from those involving the child. The infant may interrupt these exchanges, draw-
ing them to itself; at other times, they continue as if ignoring its call, or inter-
rupt the response to that call. From the very moment it can be known, the
maternal body is itself differentiated. What appears to be a dialogue reveals itself
to have been already, from before the start, a polylogue in which the child has
already been only one party. 

Now much of what goes on in this bustling world in which the infant
arrives is of course not directed at the infant; there is a lot going on in it which
appears to have nothing to do with the infant, and even more which is sim-
ply quite unintelligible. And yet, as that infant will find out, and not stop
finding out in the course of a life, that world is not just chaotic: the order that
runs through it is deep and persistent, even if it may never seem fully consis-
tent or complete. As we know from the first chapter, there is an unconscious
dimension to all of these exchanges. What the adults who surround the child
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are saying to it, what they mean by that, what they want from it, are things
not known in their entirety even to those who say them. We do not have to
agree at all with Freud’s notorious diagnosis of ‘penis envy’ to know that the
very existence of a baby is itself a complex and unforeseeable response to all
sorts of parental desires and wishes, many of which are not at all obvious to
the parents.• Laplanche gives the example of breast-feeding: for the child, the

breast may simply be
a source of nutrition
and comfort, but for
the mother, the
breast is already also
invested as an eroge-
nous zone, in ways
which the child can-
not comprehend12. 

Maternal body and paternal voice 

Drive itself is deeply and necessarily inconsistent. From this, everything follows. 
From the very first moment, because of this inconsistency, the maternal

body can be experienced only as divided. The child’s need is never quite just an
absence that comes to be filled by a plenitude: the gap remains, and is at the
heart of everything that comes to fill it. That is the first enigma of the child’s
existence, and what follows from it is the child’s first attempt to provide an
answer for that enigma. The mother, that real, flesh-and-blood woman who
actually answers the child’s call, is no more plenitude than the child, for it will
become evident that she too always answers to elsewhere. The mother does
things other than feed and comfort the child; that warm sweet body comes and
goes elsewhere, turns its gaze elsewhere, is itself the object of calls from else-
where. Who calls? Where does the mother go when she is not with the child?
What else demands her attention? This is the ‘other stage’ we spoke about ear-
lier: the stage on which, while the child may not yet know itself to be separate
from the world, the world already knows itself separate from the child. If mater-
nal body is a shorthand for that undifferentiated body of comfort, then it is
tempting to give the ‘elsewhere’ that comes to (be seen already to) divide it a
similar shorthand: the paternal voice.13

We must be clear about the status of this paternal voice. It is not the
cause of differentiation (which is already there in the drive’s blind inconsis-
tency); it is already the child’s attempt to make sense of the differentiation and
inconsistency that is the very motor of drive. It has the same status as those
fantasies Freud calls the ‘sexual theories of children’, and to which we shall
shortly return. In fact, it is the form and model for these. Where the child’s
sexual theories are attempts to make sense of the enigma of sexual difference
and why there seem to be two very different sorts of person, this ur-fantasy
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I f  we penet ra te  deep ly  enough in to  the  neuros is  o f  a
woman,  we not  in f r equent l y  meet  w i th  the  repressed w ish
to  possess a  pen is  l i ke  a  man.  We ca l l  th is  w ish  ‘envy  fo r
a  pen is ’  and inc lude i t  in  the  cast ra t ion  complex .  … In
other  women we f ind  no ev idence o f  th is  w ish  fo r  a  pen is ;
i t  i s  r ep laced by  the  w ish  fo r  a  baby,  the  f r us t ra t ion  o f
wh ich  in  r ea l  l i fe  can lead to  the  outb reak o f  a  neuros is .
( ‘On Transfo r mat ions o f  Ins t inc t  as  Exempl i f ied  in  Ana l
E ro t i c ism’  (1917c)  p .  129)  
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is an attempt to answer the enigma of why there is difference: why there is an
unpleasure at the heart of the comfort of the maternal body itself, why there
is no pleasure that is complete and closed in on itself. The answer this fan-
tasy of the paternal voice provides is one whose form we shall see again. If
the mother cannot provide that complete and unalloyed pleasure, the fantasy
says, it is not because that satisfaction is impossible in the very structure of
drive, it is simply because she is called elsewhere. In principle, the fantasy
insists, she could provide that comfort, if only she were not called elsewhere.
The fantasy takes what is an impossibility, and turns it into accident, contin-
gency or – and here we see the whole family drama beginning to unfold –
rivalry. Mother does not give me that perfect comfort because she is giving it to
another.

The paternal voice is no more the real voice of the man, who happens to
be the father, than the maternal body is the real body of the actual mother. Just
as that undifferentiated comfort and satisfaction which is the maternal body
may be provided by an actual male body as much as by a female one, so too is
the role of the paternal voice one which is effected as easily by a woman as a
man. The point is not that the child sees a woman’s care interrupted by a man’s
demands, but that the child sees the non-satisfaction of its demands as the
result of interruption from elsewhere: there is always an elsewhere, of which the
child is at least at first profoundly unaware, but on which it depends. A child
brought up in the company of one sex (whether in same-sex parenting, or by
the mother and grandmother) is just as much caught up in this symbolic sexual
difference, between maternal body and paternal voice. The paternal voice is the
shorthand for the child’s attribution of the differentiation that has already come
to divide the maternal body, and by which the maternal body is experienced
only as something lost or to be regained, as past or future but never simply as
present. Moreover, should we not also say that this maternal body is not expe-
rienced just as sentimental nostalgia, but also, because it is indifferentiation
itself, as a threat to the very separateness of the self? The flipside of the fantasy
of the maternal body as primordial comfort is as incessant devourer. Once there
is an elsewhere, there can be no going back. The paternal voice is a name sum-
ming up all those elsewheres. 

Let us pause for a moment and take stock. There are two things to note
about the two terms, the maternal body and the paternal voice. First, they are
ways of describing what happens at that (impossible) moment of emergence of
something like an infantile subject. They describe differentiation, and the com-
plex way in which this is, in a sense, a differentiation that has always already
happened. The infant subject is not created out of nothing: it arrives in a world
that is already profoundly human, and where that undifferentiated maternal
body is, on the stage which is foreshadowed by the paternal voice, already pro-
foundly differentiated in ways quite inaccessible to this infant which is as yet
still barely there. Second, to call these maternal body and paternal voice is
to suggest that this process of differentiation is from the outset inseparably
linked to the entire question of sexual difference. And yet, as we have just
argued, we must not forget that this is not a biologism: the maternal body
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does not necessarily
describe what is bio-
logically female, or
the paternal voice
what is necessarily
male. Sexual differ-
ence in this sense is
thus not a matter of
the child’s learning
to distinguish prop-
erties which are
already there – what
makes a boy, and
what makes a girl. •
That will come later,
and only in the very

processes through which the subject itself is formed. Sexual difference is a
matter of the very emergence of the subject.

Empty difference

Throughout Freud, we can see a certain drama of boys and girls, mothers
and fathers, which is steeped in the ways in which it is possible to be a girl or
a boy, a man or a woman, a mother or a father, in the middle classes of late
nineteenth- and early twentieth-century Vienna (Decker, 1999). Reading Freud,
we easily become aware of the many ways in which Freud’s world is like but not
quite the same as ours – that we are reading a quite specific, historical drama.
Families are structured differently: the sheer width of class differences meant
that servants carried out many of what we would think of as parental, and par-
ticularly maternal, functions; the still high mortality of women during child-
birth meant that it was common to find families in which a middle-class
widowed father had remarried a younger woman and begun a second tier of the
family, in which generation and chronological age were no longer in step.14

The characteristic and highly publicised hysterias of our own time are the eat-
ing disorders, anorexia and bulimia. We find these in Freud’s case histories, to
be sure, but they are outweighed by a catalogue of symptoms which seem far
less familiar today: chronic dyspnoea (breathing difficulties), tussis nervosa
(compulsive coughing), aphonia (loss of voice), anaesthesia, pains or paralysis
in the limbs or other areas of the body, paraphasia (an unawareness of the lan-
guage in which one is speaking), loss of the sense of smell or taste – the people
of Freud’s day even seem to get ill in unfamiliar ways. 

The differences are perhaps most obvious where sex is concerned. We see this
everywhere in Freud, who may on various occasions – and sometimes on the same
one – at once propose radically novel views of sexuality and yet seem to endorse
many of what we have come to see as the commonplaces and prejudices of the late
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Sc ience … draws your  a t tent ion  to  the  fac t  that  por t ions
of  the  male  sexua l  apparatus  a lso  appear  in  women’s  bod -
ies ,  though in  an  a t r oph ied s ta te ,  and v ice  ve rsa in  the
a l te r nat i ve  case.  I t  r egards  the i r  occur rence as  ind ica -
t ions  o f  b isexua l i t y ,  as  though an ind iv idua l  is  not  a  man
or  a  woman but  a lways  both  –  mere l y  a  cer ta in  amount
more  the  one than the  o ther.  You w i l l  then be asked to
make yourse lves  fami l ia r  w i th  the  idea that  the  p ropor t ion
in  wh ich  mascu l ine  and femin ine  a re  mixed in  an  ind iv id -
ua l  is  sub jec t  to  qu i te  cons iderab le  f luc tuat ions.  S ince,
however,  apar t  f r om the ver y  ra rest  cases,  on l y  one k ind
of  sexua l  p roduct  –  ova  o r  semen –  is  never the less p re -
sent  in  one person,  you a re  bound to  have doubts  as  to
the dec is i ve  s ign i f i cance o f  those e lements  and must  con -
c lude that  what  const i tu tes  mascu l in i t y  o r  femin in i t y  is  an
unknown characte r is t i c  wh ich  anatomy cannot  lay  ho ld  o f .
(Lec tu re  33,  ‘Femin in i t y ’ ,  New In t r oducto r y  Lectu res  on
Psychoana lys is (1933a) ,  p .  114)  
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nineteenth-century European middle classes. It is not at all surprising that Freud
most easily arouses outrage in his statements about women and female sexuality.•

But Freud’s
argument is only in
part an argument
about what the spe-
cific content of sex-
ual difference might
be – that is, about
what men are and
what women are, as
if those terms repre-
sented entities with
a fixed and deter-
minable set of prop-
erties, a norm from
which we could
determine aberra-
tions and which
individuals are not
truly men or
women. To argue
from positive, given properties, generally biological or anatomical in their basis,
is the strategy of the nineteenth-century sexology from which the argument of
the Three Essays seeks to break. It may be an argument that still has its pull on
Freud: dismiss it as he does; it often returns all the stronger for the disavowal.
But underneath this, and making it possible, is the pull of another drama,
which we are trying to unravel here. This is the drama of the very possibility of
differentiation, whatever the specific differences it may tend to have as its result
in a particular culture, in a particular time and place. In a word, the sexual dif-
ference we are interested in here is an empty difference: the bare fact that there
is sexual difference, and from which, in the course of the vicissitudes of a life
history, the specific forms of an individual’s sexuality can develop.

It is not at all difficult to criticise Freud for taking as universals what are actu-
ally the features of middle-class middle-European societies of his time. Sophocles’
Oedipus kills his father and marries his mother, and Freud famously uses this as the
figure of the jealousy the infant must negotiate and overcome in order to arrive at
a mature set of sexual identifications and object-choices. What, we might object,
could we possibly find of that in societies in which the care of the infant is shared
out across a number of women in the family (by the grandmother’s generation, say,
when the mother’s generation is necessarily engaged in work), or in which the dead
are treated as still present and taken into account in daily observances? The
Viennese middle-class child’s experiences are not universal, and it would be dan-
gerous and culturally blind to assert that they are. The drama of separation is not
the same for all human beings, in all cultures. But what is universal is the sheer fact
of that separation: every human being, in order to function within its social world,
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The e f fec t  o f  pen is -envy  has a  share  … in  the  phys ica l
van i t y  o f  women,  s ince they  a re  bound to  va lue  the i r
char ms more  h igh l y  as  a  la te  compensat ion  fo r  the i r  o r ig -
ina l  sexua l  in fe r io r i t y.  …

I  cannot  he lp  ment ion ing  an impress ion that  we a re
constant l y  r ece iv ing  dur ing  ana ly t i c  p rac t i ce .  A  man o f
about  th i r t y  s t r i kes  us  as  a  youth fu l ,  somewhat  un fo r med
ind iv idua l ,  whom we expect  to  make power fu l  use o f  the
poss ib i l i t ies  fo r  deve lopment  opened up to  h im by  ana ly -
s is .  A  woman o f  the  same age,  however,  o f ten  f r i gh tens us
by  her  psych ica l  r i g id i t y  and unchangeab i l i t y.  Her  l ib ido
has taken up f ina l  pos i t ions and seems incapab le  o f
exchang ing  them fo r  o thers .  There  a re  no paths  open to
fu r ther  deve lopment ;  i t  i s  as  though the  who le  p rocess
had a l r eady  r un  i ts  course and remains  thencefo r ward
insuscept ib le  to  in f luence –  as  though,  indeed,  the  d i f f i -
cu l t  deve lopment  to  femin in i t y  had exhausted the  poss ib i l -
i t ies  o f  the  person concerned.  As  therap is ts  we lament
th is  s ta te  o f  th ings ,  even i f  we succeed in  put t ing  an end
to  our  pat ient ’s  a i lment  by  do ing  away  w i th  her  neurot ic
con f l i c t .  ( L e c t u r e  33 ,  ‘ F em in i n i t y ’ ,  New  I n t r oduc t o r y
Lectu res  on Psychoana lys is (1933a) ,  pp .  132,  134–35)
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whatever that social world might be, must go through some process of separation
from the maternal body, some form of arrival within the complex system of cul-
tural differences, which always and already surrounds it, whatever the actual

content of those dif-
ferences. • While spe-
cific properties are
always necessarily
culturally and histor-
ically located, empty
difference – the sheer
fact that there is dif-
ference, that differen-
tiation is necessary, is
universal. 

It is in this sense that sexual difference may run deep in the world – may
even be inseparable from our very sense of there being a world.

Oedipus

A subject does not suddenly appear in the world. It develops, with that paradox-
ical temporality by which it is already in a sense there, or by which what it is, is
also a matter of what it is not yet. A subject does not simply occupy a moving
moment of present time; it is an anachrony, traversed at every moment by what
it is not yet, or has already been. Its progress out of infancy is the drama of shift-
ing love objects and identifications that make up the Oedipus complex and its
dissolution. 

As we have said, for Freud, Oedipus is the basic drama of separation and
identification, above and beyond the obvious cultural variations in the constitu-
tion of the family. It is the name he gives to the negotiations involved in the basic
process of differentiation at the heart of any sense of self-whatever. For the boy –
and the boy is the model for Freud’s description – the Oedipal situation is a first
reaction to the differentiation we have called, for short, the paternal voice. The
child wants to retain as its love object its original, infantile object, the mother, and
so the only room left for the father in this scenario is as the hated rival for the
mother’s affection. This generally reaches its peak when the child is somewhere
between three and five-years-old; with puberty, it stands to be dissolved as the boy
begins to make his first adult identifications and choices of love objects.

At first, and
for a long time,
Freud sees the
Oedipal drama as
being essentially the
same for both
sexes.• Around
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[The Oed ipus complex ]  r epresents  the  peak o f  in fant i le
sexua l i t y,  wh ich ,  th rough i ts  a f te r -e f fec ts ,  exer c ises a
dec is i ve  in f luence on the  sexua l i t y  o f  adu l ts .  Ever y  new
ar r i va l  on  th is  p lanet  is  faced by  the  task  o f  master ing  the
Oed ipus complex ;  anyone who fa i ls  to  do  so fa l ls  a  v ic t im
to  neuros is .  Wi th  the  p rogress o f  psychoana ly t i c  s tud ies
the impor tance o f  the  Oed ipus complex  has become more
and more  c lear l y  ev ident ;  i ts  r ecogn i t ion  has become the
sh ibbo le th  that  d is t ingu ishes the  adherents  o f  psycho -
ana l ys is  f r om i ts  opponents .  ( ‘ The  Trans fo r mat ion  o f
Pube r t y ’ ,  T h r ee  Essa ys  on  t he  Theo r y  o f  Se xua l i t y
(1905c) ,  p .  226:  fn  added 1920)

As you see,  I  have on l y  descr ibed the  re la t ion  o f  a  boy  to
h is  fa ther  and mother.  Th ings  happen in  jus t  the  same way
wi th  l i t t le  g i r ls ,  w i th  the  necessar y  changes … (Lectu re
21 ,  ‘ The  Deve lopment  o f  t he  L ib ido  and  the  Sexua l
Or gan isat ions’ ,  In t r oducto r y  Lectu res  on Psychoana lys is
(1916–17) ,  p .  333;  emphas is  added)

…the  d isso lu t i on  o f  t he  Oed ipus  comp lex  wou ld  conso l i -
da te  the  mascu l i n i t y  i n  a  boy ’s  cha rac te r.  I n  a  p r ec i se l y  
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1924, though, Freud
begins to suspect
that this is not the
case at all, and that
the process may in
fact be quite differ-
ent for each sex.•

Let us begin
with the normative
h e t e r o s e x u a l i t y
Freud considers. For
the boy, heterosex-
ual development is a matter of separating from the other- sex parent (whose sex
will nevertheless remain the object of sexual interest in adult life), and identify-
ing with (and thus rivalling) the same-sex parent. For the girl, such a develop-
ment involves separation from the same-sex parent (whose sex nevertheless
remains the point of identification and rivalry), and taking the sex of the other
parent as sexual object. We can see the asymmetry straight away if we diagram
it out, as in Figures 2.2 and 2.3.

Even in this apparently simplest case of a normatively heterosexual
family, one that seeks to offer itself as the most obvious and straightforward, the
relationship between the sexes is far from binary. What upsets the binary sym-
metry is the point that no matter what sex you are, or your objects of desire and
identifications, your first love was always a woman. 
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ana logous way ,  the  outcome o f  the  Oed ipus a t t i tude in  a
l i t t le  g i r l  may  be an in tens i f i ca t ion  o f  the  ident i f i ca t ion
wi th  her  mother  (o r  the  set t ing  up o f  such an ident i f i ca t ion
fo r  the  f i rs t  t ime)  –  a  r esu l t  wh ich  w i l l  f i x  the  ch i ld ’s
femin ine  characte r.  (The Ego and the  Id (1923) ,  p .  32
emphas is  added)  

The female  sex ,  too ,  deve lops an Oed ipus complex ,  a
superego and a  la tency  per iod .  May  we a lso  a t t r ibu te  a
pha l l i c  o r gan isat ion  and a  cast ra t ion  complex  to  i t?  The
answer  is  in  the  a f f i r mat i ve ;  but  these th ings  cannot  be
the same as they  a re  in  boys .  ( ‘The D isso lu t ion  o f  the
Oed ipus Complex ’  (1924c) ,  pp .  177–78;  emphas is  added)

Infantile love object
(mother)

Boy
Girl

other sex   F
same sex  F

same sex  M
same sex  F

other sex  F
other sex  M

Mature identification
with

Mature love
object

Parents M M

M = male
= female
= infantile love object
= mature identification
= mature love object

M

F

F

F

F

Child

Figure 2.2

Figure 2.3
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It is because of
this asymmetry that
Freud rejects Jung’s
suggestion of an
‘Electra complex. ’•
Oedipus is not the
same for girls and
boys. The conclu-

sion may seem obvious, but Freud did not formulate it for almost two decades
after the ground-breaking Three Essays on Sexuality, and a decade and a half after
he first gave it the name ‘Oedipus complex’. No doubt this is an index of some
sort of blindness: but given the general acuity of Freud’s observations, and the
radical and ingenious nature of the hypotheses they lead him to propose, it is,
at very least, a quite remarkable blindness. Is it an accident that Oedipus him-
self was blind – that he blinded himself? Is blindness of one sort or another

somehow connected
with sexual differ-
ence? Henceforth,
Freud will often
speak of femininity
as a mystery to
which he has no
key. The implica-
tions of this are
far-reaching.•

Castration

One’s sex is not just a given; Oedipus is something to be negotiated. The way
through it – from infantile associations to mature object choices – is a matter of
the famous castration complex. This is one of the famous sticking points of
Freudian theory, based as it seems to be on an obvious phallocentrism, and thus
easily and often dismissed or excused as one of those moments in which Freud
is revealed to be, in the phrase which is used just as readily for excuse, dismissal
or amelioration, ‘of his time’. Let us unravel the story with an eye for the sorts
of logic we have been examining so far. 

In this we will need to keep firmly in mind that what Freud is calling cas-
tration is first of all an example of what he terms the sexual theories of
children.15 That is, before castration is a theory psychoanalysis has, it is, like the
paternal voice, the shorthand for the theorising the child does – a fantasy intended
to make sense of that enigmatic but unavoidable fact of sexual difference.
Freud’s theory of the castration complex is a theory of how the child makes
sense of a world which is still largely inexplicable to it, and of how it comes to
enter onto that other stage of difference. 
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We have an impress ion here  that  what  we have sa id  about
the  Oed ipus complex  app l ies  w i th  complete  s t r i c tness to
the male  ch i ld  on l y,  and that  we a re  r i gh t  in  r e jec t ing  the
te r m ‘E lec t ra  complex ’  wh ich  seeks to  emphas ise  the
ana logy  between the  a t t i tude o f  the  two sexes.  I t  i s  on l y
in  the  male  ch i ld  that  we f ind  the  fa te fu l  combinat ion  o f
love  fo r  the  one parent  and s imul taneous hat red  fo r  the
other  as  a  r i va l .  ( ‘ Female  Sexua l i t y ’  (1931) ,  pp .  228–29)

Th r oughou t  h i s to r y  peop le  have  knocked  the i r  heads
aga inst  the  r idd le  o f  the  natu re  o f  femin in i t y  … Nor  w i l l
you have escaped wor r y ing  over  th is  p rob lem –  those o f
you who are  men;  to  those o f  you who are  women th is  w i l l
no t  app l y  –  you a re  yourse lves  the  p rob lem.  (Lectu re  33,
‘Femin in i t y ’ ,  New In t r oducto r y  Lectu res  on Psychoana lys is
(1933) ,  p .  113)

The g reat  quest ion  that  has never  been answered
and wh ich  I  have not  been ab le  to  answer,  desp i te  my
th i r t y  years  o f  r esear ch  in to  the  femin ine  sou l ,  is  ‘What
does a  woman want? ’  (Le t te r  to  Mar ie  Bonapar te ,  c i ted  in
Jones,  1964,  p .  474)  
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It begins with the observation – and the puzzle – that some people possess
a penis while others do not. • Why should this be so? Is it possible to lose
the penis? Is it possi-
ble that those who
do not have it might
have lost it some
time in the past?
Conversely, is there
the risk that those
who do have it
might lose it some
time in the future?
That is, castration introduces a temporal dimension into sexual difference. For the
boy, it is a threat of something that might occur, in the future, perhaps as a pun-
ishment that might be averted by the right behaviour. For the girl, it has already
occurred, in the past, for which it might perhaps be possible to compensate or
find a substitute (a baby of her own).• For neither of them is this loss something
happening on the
timeline of direct
experience or mem-
ory, as a real event;
it is always what has
not yet or already
happened. 

This means
that castration is an
absolute loss, in the
same sense in which
the primal scene
takes place in an
absolute past that
has never been pre-
sent and remains
outside of any timeline. And like the primal scene, castration – even the mere
threat of castration – need never have actually occurred, to the extent that any
actual occurrence of any such threat is even quite superfluous and unnecessary to
the whole logic. Castration is a primal fantasy. What’s more, it is a primal fantasy
about loss, about a loss that is so absolute as to be irretrievable: having never
occurred in any present, it is a loss for which no present will ever be able to make
reparation. It is thus not the loss, or even the threatened loss, of something one
actually possesses or once possessed. It is a far more paradoxical thing: the loss of
something one never actually possessed – an absolute unity with the mother – but
which now acts as a yardstick for all those things one does possess, and makes them
seem lacking.16

We should be clear about the twist that has occurred quite quickly here. If
we began with a simple binary of having and not having, once castration enters
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There  is  an  in te rest ing  cont rast  between the  behav iour  o f
the  two sexes.  … when a  l i t t le  boy  f i rs t  ca tches s ight  o f  a
g i r l ’s  gen i ta l  r eg ion ,  he  beg ins  by  showing  i r r eso lu t ion
and lack  o f  in te rest ;  he  sees noth ing  o r  d isavows what  he
has seen,  he  sof tens i t  down or  looks about  fo r  exped i -
ents  fo r  b r ing ing  i t  in to  l ine  w i th  h is  expecta t ions.  I t  i s
no t  un t i l  l a te r,  when  some th r ea t  o f  cas t ra t i on  has
obta ined a  ho ld  upon h im,  that  the  obser vat ion  becomes
impor tant  to  h im:  i f  he  then reco l lec ts  o r  r epeats  i t ,  i t
a rouses a  te r r ib le  s to r m o f  emot ion  in  h im and fo r ces h im
to  be l ieve  in  the  rea l i t y  o f  the  th reat  wh ich  he has h i th -
e r to  laughed a t .  … 

A  l i t t l e  g i r l  behaves  d i f fe r en t l y.  She  makes her
judgement  and her  dec is ion  in  a  f lash.  She has seen i t
and knows that  she is  w i thout  i t  and wants  to  have i t .
( ‘ Some  Ps y ch i ca l  Consequences  o f  t he  Ana tom i ca l
D is t inc t ion  between the  Sexes’  (1925b) ,  p .  252)  

… the ex is tence o f  two sexes does not  to  beg in  w i th
arouse any  d i f f i cu l t ies  o r  doubts  in  ch i ld ren .  I t  i s  se l f -
ev ident  to  a  male  ch i ld  that  a  gen i ta l  l i ke  h is  own is  to  be
at t r ibu ted to  ever yone he knows,  and that  he  cannot  make
i ts  absence ta l l y  w i th  h is  p ic tu re  o f  these o ther  peop le .  …

This  conv ic t ion  is  ener get ica l l y  ma in ta ined by  boys ,
is  obst inate l y  de fended aga inst  the  cont rad ic t ions wh ich
soon resu l t  f r om obser vat ion ,  and is  on l y  abandoned a f te r
se ve r e  i n t e r na l  s t r u gg l es  ( t he  cas t r a t i on  comp l e x ) .
( ‘ I n fan t i l e  Sexua l i t y ’ ,  Th ree  Essays  on  the  Theor y  o f
Sexua l i t y (1905c) ,  p .  195)  
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the picture we are dealing with two quite different relationships to loss which
are, surprisingly, no longer binary. Binarity, remember, is a relationship set up
between two terms by a third, which is present in one and absent in the other.
With castration, though, each sex is seen as having a different relationship to
loss, an absence in the first place. What’s more, this is not even any longer a sort
of negative binary where one sex would have loss and the other would lack it.
Loss has a quite different relation to each sex: absolute and irreparable for both,
it is in the absolute past for one and the absolute future for the other. One sex
is not the complement of the other, supplying whatever it lacks: each sex lacks,
but in different ways, and as this is an absolute lack there is no possibility of its
ever being filled. Far from being binary, then, castration is what leads us out of
binarity, and into a radical asymmetry of the sexes. 

Despite the baggage of connotation the term ‘castration’ carries with it, we
should keep in mind that it is one of the sexual theories of children, a way of
explaining the enigma of sexual difference. Castration is a name for the
inevitable and, surely, profoundly desirable separation from the maternal body,
and for the differentiation by which there is such a thing as a human subject.
That is, castration is paradoxically the name not for the loss of pleasure, but for
the very possibility of pleasure (and with that, of the consequent inbuilt cost and
limit of all pleasures, that they never seem complete or enough). To refuse castra-
tion would thus be a potentially dangerous thing, with implications for the
entire economy of the psyche. The fetishist, for example, carries out a complex
manoeuvre Freud will later call disavowal, whose formula could be put succinctly
as I knew that this is the case, but I act as if it were not.• The fetishist knows full well

that women do not
have a penis, but
appoints a substitute
to take its place – 
the fetish object.
Fetishism is an
incomplete denial:
other more radical
forms of disavowal
are found at work in
the psychoses, whose
foreclosure may be so
thoroughgoing as to
disintegrate the psy-
chotic’s very sense of
a world. 

And castration leads us to a quite different story for boys and for girls. For the
boy, castration heralds the dissolution of Oedipus. Under its pressure, the boy gives
over the incestuous desire for his mother and rivalry with his father. For the girl,
though, any fantasy of castration is experienced as having already happened,
not as a future threat. It leads her to attempts at compensation, as she transfers
her attention from the parent without the penis to the one with. For the girl,
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[The boy  r e fuses]  to  take cogn izance o f  the  fac t  o f  h is
hav ing  per ce ived that  a  woman does not  possess a  pen is .
No,  that  cou ld  not  be  t r ue :  fo r  i f  a  woman had been cas -
t ra ted,  then h is  own possess ion o f  a  pen is  was in  danger ;
and aga inst  that  there  r ose in  r ebe l l ion  the  por t ion  o f
h i s  na r c i s s i sm  wh i ch  Na tu r e  has ,  as  a  p r e cau t i on ,
a t tached to  that  par t i cu la r  o r gan.  … I t  is  not  t r ue  that ,
a f te r  the  ch i ld  has made h is  obser vat ion  o f  the  woman,
he  has  p r ese r ved ,  una l t e r ed ,  h i s  be l i e f  t ha t  women
have  a  pha l l u s .  He  has  r e t a i ned  t ha t  be l i e f ,  bu t
he has a lso  g i ven i t  up .  … Yes,  in  h is  mind the  woman has
got  a  pen is ,  in  sp i te  o f  ever y th ing ;  but  th is  pen is  is  no
longer  the  same as i t  was befo re .  Someth ing  e lse  has
taken i ts  p lace,  has been appo in ted i ts  subst i tu te ,  as  i t
were ,  and now inher i ts  the  in te rest  wh ich  was fo r mer l y
d i r e c t ed  t o  i t s  p r edecesso r.  ( ‘ F e t i s h i sm ’  ( 1927a ) ,
pp .  153–54)  

Thawaites-3448-Chapter-02.qxd  6/16/2007  3:51 PM  Page 101



castration comes before Oedipus. While castration leads the boy out of Oedipus, it
leads the girl into it. The dissolution of the Oedipus complex is thus considerably
more difficult for her, a gradual realisation that the compensation she was after,
will remain unfulfilled. It is consequently, Freud argues, much easier for the girl to
remain within the Oedipal stage, either wholly or through repression and dis-
avowal.• Whichever
way, there is an
entire extra step in
Oedipus for the girl:
the passage from
infantile to common
heterosexual attach-
ments of maturity
involves a change of
sex of the object. Somewhere a reversal has had to take place, and there is nothing
in the boy’s negotiation of Oedipus to correspond to this. The asymmetry is
spreading.

It is important to keep sight of this asymmetry. As we suggested above, it
is something whose consequences dawned on Freud only in the mid-1920s. We
should not be too hasty to dismiss those assertions of the riddle of femininity as
being no more than the familiar and patronising tropes of patriarchy. Like
Freud’s earlier use of the nineteenth-century vocabulary of perversion in the
Three Essays on Sexuality, they tend, for modern eyes, to hide the discovery they
make. These assertions of enigma do not occur before that argument of the dif-
ferent passages each sex makes through Oedipus and castration. Feminine sex-
uality becomes a mystery in Freud’s writing once it is no longer the symmetric
complement of masculine sexuality. Once it is no longer possible to say that
things happen in just the same way for girls as they do for boys – with, of course,
all the necessary changes• – there is no longer any measure for it. If at this time
Freud often distin-
guishes himself
from the feminism
of his day, and
refuses to treat the
two sexes as equal,
we can see some-
thing more at work here than a recidivist insistence on woman’s inferiority to
man. This is also (and we know that contradictory ideas often inhabit the same
space) a statement of a radical incommensurability of the sexes and the extent
to which they simply lack common measure.• Once this possibility enters
the field, we can
no longer be sure
what ‘pure mas-
culinity and femi-
ninity’ might be.
Not only is this a
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In  g i r ls  the  mot i ve  fo r  the  demol i t ion  o f  the  Oed ipus com-
p lex  is  lack ing .  Cast ra t ion  has a l r eady  had i ts  e f fec t ,
wh ich  was to  fo r ce  the  ch i ld  in to  the  s i tuat ion  o f  the
Oed ipus complex .  Thus the  Oed ipus complex  escapes the
fa te  wh ich  i t  meets  w i th  in  boys :  i t  may  be s low ly  aban -
doned or  dea l t  w i th  by  r epress ion ,  o r  i ts  e f fec ts  may  per -
s i s t  f a r  i n t o  women ’s  no r ma l  l i f e .  ( ‘Some  Psych i ca l
Consequences o f  the  Anatomica l  D is t inc t ion  between the
Sexes’  (1925b) ,  p .  257)  

As  you see,  I  have on l y  descr ibed the  re la t ion  o f  a  boy  to
h is  fa ther  and mother.  Th ings  happen in  jus t  the  same way
wi th  l i t t le  g i r ls ,  w i th  the  necessar y  changes … (Lectu re
21 ,  ‘ The  Deve lopment  o f  t he  L ib ido  and  the  Sexua l
Or gan iza t ions’ ,  In t r oducto r y  Lectu res  on Psychoana lys is
(1916–17) ,  vo l .  16,  p .333)  

We must  not  a l low ourse lves  to  be def lec ted f r om such
conc lus ions by  the  den ia ls  o f  the  femin is ts ,  who a re  anx -
ious to  fo r ce  us  to  r egard  the  two sexes as  complete l y
equa l  in  pos i t ion  and wor th ;  but  we sha l l ,  o f  course,  w i l l -
i ng l y  ag ree that  … a l l  human ind iv idua ls ,  as  a  r esu l t
o f  the i r  b isexua l  d ispos i t ion  and o f  c ross - inher i tance,
comb ine  i n  t hemse l ves  bo th  mascu l i ne  and  fem in ine
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consequence of the
logic of castration, it
is also, and perhaps

unexpectedly, a move that opens up some of the very issues of difference which
have informed many western feminisms since the 1980s.

In this asymmetry, sexual difference is not just a matter of bodily shape
and function. It is a difference within the very psyche itself: men and women
do not quite know each other, or desire in the same way. There are men and
women, there are human beings, but there is no generic ‘human being’.
Sexual difference is that ineradicable and irreducible difference which is
constitutive of the human, and yet which at the same time prevents ‘the
human’ from having any sort of totality.• This is what Lacan means in that

notorious and easily
misread dictum that
There is no sexual
relationship. It is
not, of course, that

men and women do not have sexual relationships with each other (or even,
for that matter, that those relations cannot be highly successful and long-
lasting), but that there is no totality to the idea of the human, within which
masculine and feminine could be given and complementary roles. There are
no rules for a successful sexual relationship: if it is to occur, it is always to be
invented anew each time.17

With castration, the presence or absence of the penis is not really the point
after all, because what has been lost is not the actual penis but a phantasmatic
organ which has never belonged to either sex, male or female. Castration is an
experience of loss, whether one has an actual penis or not. Here, Lacan’s term
phallus is particularly useful, to distinguish between the real organ and that
phantasmatic organ which, because it is the embodiment of loss for both sexes,
comes to stand for pure empty sexual difference itself.18 We have seen that loss
tends to have a different temporality for each sex, irretrievable because it lies
either in an absolute past or in an absolute future: on the one hand, the mater-
nal body in its indifferentiation is an origin to which there can be no return,
and on the other, nothing will ever be an adequate compensation or substitute
for this primal loss. 

Contingency

As we saw in various ways with the logic of the dream’s ‘residues of the day’,
and the formation of the symptom and the vicissitudes of the drive, from the
very outset the subject is something which comes about only within the
unrepeatable web of contingencies and singularities of a history. While we
can work back and reconstruct the course of events and their causalities once
it has all happened, we cannot do it the other way round, beginning with the
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One gets  the  impress ion that  a  man’s  love  and a  woman’s
a r e  a  phase  apa r t  p s y cho l og i ca l l y.  ( L e c t u r e  33 ,
‘Femin in i t y ’ ,  New In t r oducto r y  Lectu res  on Psychoana lys is
(1933a) ,  p .  134)  

characte r is t i cs ,  so  that  pure  mascu l in i t y  and femin in i t y
r emain  theoret ica l  const r uc t ions o f  uncer ta in  content .
( ‘ Some  Ps y ch i ca l  Consequences  o f  t he  Ana tom i ca l
D is t inc t ion  between the  Sexes’  (1925b) ,  p .  258)  
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initial conditions, and predicting the results from them. There are too many
imponderables, too many things which are inseparably bound up in the
result yet which need not have happened. At the heart of being human, what
we share is the irreducible contingency of this process. This is why the human
has no totality: subjects are always formed in and by that contingency, and
have no essence other than their necessary openness to it. 

Because of this, what Freud is suggesting here is not a form of biological
determinism. It begins, as it must, with infants who are already male or female
in two senses: they are born with one set of genitals or the other, and born into a
world in which that is already a series of complex assignations. But these are
only initial conditions: they guarantee no particular ways of being a woman or a
man. As Freud argued in the case of the aims and objects of the drive, though
certain outcomes tend to be more frequent than others, this is not because they
are naturally hardwired into the infant psyche (which is on the contrary
polymorphously perverse), but simply because they are more likely: the
world tends to
support some paths
over others, as
materially easier to
realise.19 Things
can and do work
out in all sorts of
ways. • What Freud
describes are typical
rather than neces-
sary paths. Hence the frequent branching shape of his argument, especially in
the metapsychological papers: this can happen, or this, or this …•

To describe the possibilities of these vicissitudes, Freud makes a series of dis-
tinctions which are
never quite consistent,
but whose aim is always
to separate the question
of sex from biology. In a
1915 footnote to the
1905 Three Essays on
Sexuality, for example,
he distinguishs three
uses of the terms ‘mas-
culine’ and ‘feminine’.
The one he declares of
most use to psycho-
analysis is the psycholog-
ical distinction between
active and passive; the
second is purely biolog-
ical, as determined by
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I  have no doubt  that  the  chrono log ica l  and causa l  r e la -
t ions  descr ibed here  between the  Oed ipus complex ,  sex -
ua l  in t imidat ion  ( the  th reat  o f  cast ra t ion ) ,  the  fo r mat ion
of  the  super -ego and the  beg inn ing  o f  the  la tency  per iod
are  o f  a  t yp ica l  k ind ;  but  I  do  not  w ish  to  asser t  that  th is
t ype is  the  on l y  poss ib le  one.  Var ia t ions in  the  chrono log -
i ca l  o rder  and in  the  l ink ing -up  o f  these events  a re  bound
to  have a  ve r y  impor tant  bear ing  on the  deve lopment  o f
the  ind iv idua l .  ( ‘The D isso lu t ion  o f  the  Oed ipus Complex ’
(1924c) ,  p .  179)  

What  I  have sa id  so  fa r  by  way  o f  ind icat ion  may  be con -
c luded by  a  shor t  summar y  o f  the  paths  lead ing  to  the
cho ice  o f  an  ob jec t .

A  person may love :
(1 ) Accord ing  to  the  nar c iss is t i c  t ype:

(a ) what  he  h imse l f  is  ( i .e .  h imse l f ) ,
(b ) what  he  h imse l f  was,
(c ) what  he  h imse l f  wou ld  l i ke  to  be ,
(d ) someone who was once par t  o f  h imse l f .

(2 ) Accord ing  to  the  anac l i t i c  (a t tachment )  t ype :
(a )  the  woman who feeds h im,
(b )  the  man who pro tec ts  h im.  …

( ‘On Nar c iss ism:  An In t r oduct ion ’  (1914a) ,  p .  90)  

Obse r va t i on  shows  us  t ha t  an  i n s t i n c t  may
under go the  fo l low ing  v ic iss i tudes:

Reversa l  in to  i ts  oppos i te .
Tur n ing  r ound upon the  sub jec t ’s  own se l f .
Repress ion.
Sub l imat ion .  …

Reversa l  o f  an  ins t inc t  in to  i ts  oppos i te  r eso lves
on c loser  examinat ion  in to  two d i f fe rent  p rocesses:  a
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the presence of sper-
matozoa or ova, and
the third, which he

calls the sociological, shows us, from an observation of actual individuals, that
no one is in fact purely masculine or feminine in either of the other two senses,
but has a mixture of traits (pp. 219–20). Yet in the same year as this addition to
the earlier essay, in ‘Instincts and Their Vicissitudes’ he describes what he calls
the three great polarities that dominate mental life, the first of which, activity–
passivity, falls under what he calls the biological (p. 140). In Civilization and its
Discontents from 1930 – and again in a footnote – he will restate the difficulty of
connecting the biological and psychological meanings of masculinity and fem-
ininity, pointing out how psychology all too quickly elides them with the ques-
tion of activity and passivity (pp. 105–07). 

The 1933 lecture on ‘Femininity’ from the New Introductory Lectures on
Psychoanalysis gets under way by raising objections to all such distinctions. The
biological distinction is inadequate, as what we might ordinarily call masculine
or feminine behaviour quite commonly bears little relationship to the genital
morphology of the person who exhibits it. In cases like that, ‘masculine’ and
‘feminine’ are nearly always used to mean ‘active’ and ‘passive’, a distinction
Freud now dismisses as of little use, and barely more than a rephrasing of the
original problem.• Besides, all drives are by their very nature active, whether

they are a man’s or a
woman’s. Could we
save the hypothesis
by saying that psy-
chological feminin-
ity is a matter of
giving preference to
passive aims (the
achievement of
which may in turn
involve a great deal
of active behav-
iour)? Freud sees the
suppression of

aggressiveness in women as an example, and the way in which it tends to a char-
acteristically  feminine masochism. But then, what recourse would we have for
describing male masochism except to call it a feminine trait? The argument
seems all too easily to go around in circles. 

Freud’s answer to these increasing knots, at least in the lecture on feminin-
ity, is to see the question itself as faulty, or at very least as premature. Instead
of asking What are the characteristic qualities of femininity and masculinity?, he
reaffirms the question psychoanalysis has asked all along, the question of
contingency: How do people come to be men or women, in all the variety of ways of
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Even in  the  sphere  o f  human sexua l  l i fe  you soon see how
inadequate  i t  i s  to  make mascu l ine  behav iour  co inc ide
wi th  ac t i v i t y  and femin ine  w i th  pass iv i t y.  … Women can
d isp lay  g reat  ac t i v i t y  in  va r ious d i r ec t ions,  men are  not
ab le  to  l i ve  in  company  w i th  the i r  own k ind  un less they
deve lop a  la r ge  amount  o f  pass ive  adaptab i l i t y.  I f  you  now
te l l  me that  these fac ts  go  to  p rove  p rec ise l y  that  both
men and women are  b isexua l  in  the  psycho log ica l  sense,  I
sha l l  conc lude that  you have dec ided in  your  own minds to
make ‘ac t i ve ’  co inc ide  w i th  ‘mascu l ine ’  and ‘pass ive ’  w i th
‘ femin ine ’ .  But  I  adv ise  you aga inst  i t .  I t  seems to  me to
ser ve  no usefu l  purpose and adds noth ing  to  our  knowl -
edge.  (Lec tu re  33,  ‘Femin in i t y ’ ,  New In t r oducto r y  Lectu res
on Psychoana lys is  (1933a) ,  p .  115)  

change f r om act i v i t y to  pass iv i t y ,  and a  reversa l  o f  i ts
content. The two processes, being dif ferent in their nature,
mus t  be  t r ea t ed  sepa ra t e l y.  ( ‘ I n s t i n c t s  and  The i r
V ic iss i tudes’  (1915b) ,  pp .  126–27)  
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being either?• Genital
difference gives rise
to a proliferating,
centrifugal series of
other differentia-
tions no longer gov-
erned by biological
fact. We have some-
thing similar to the relationship between drive and purely animal instinct.
Sexuality is always deflected from genital, biological sex; masculinity and femi-
ninity are different ways of sustaining that loss of what was never possessed in
the first place, for which the Freudian shorthand is castration.

Prohibition and impossibility

Almost 15 years after he had given the Oedipus complex its name, and a
good decade after those footnotes complicating that opposition of active and pas-
sive had started appearing in later editions of the Three Essays, Freud would
describe the boy’s negotiation of Oedipus in terms of that very opposition.• If we
had not already seen
the complications of
those terms, we
might expect that
the active choice
would be the mascu-
line one, the one the
boy should decide to
take, and the passive
choice would be the
feminine one that
he should reject.
Things are of course
not quite so simple.
Both active and pas-
sive ways are open
to the boy’s (active)
choice, but only
because both of them
are already foreclosed:
whichever way the
boy chooses, that
fantasised Oedipal satisfaction is simply not available. This is not because the four-
or five-year-old child is obviously incapable of having intercourse with the
mother; the point is more that even if he were, it would not give him what the fantasy
promises. Both options, passive or active, would involve a refusal of difference, and
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And now you a re  a l r eady  p repared to  hear  that  psycho logy
too is  unab le  to  so lve  the  r idd le  o f  femin in i t y.  … In  con -
fo r mi t y  w i th  i ts  pecu l ia r  natu re ,  psychoana lys is  does not
t r y  to  descr ibe  what  a  woman is  –  that  wou ld  be a  task  i t
cou ld  scar ce l y  per fo r m –  but  sets  about  inqu i r ing  how she
comes in to  be ing ,  how a  woman deve lops out  o f  a  ch i ld
w i th  a  b isexua l  d ispos i t ion .  (Lec tu re  33,  Femin in i t y,  New
Int roducto r y  Lectu res  on Psychoana lys is  (1933a) ,  p .  116)  

The Oed ipus complex  o f fe red the  ch i ld  two poss ib i l i t ies  o f
sat is fac t ion ,  an  ac t i ve  and a  pass ive  one.  He cou ld  put
h imse l f  in  h is  fa ther ’s  p lace in  a  mascu l ine  fash ion and
have in te r course w i th  h is  mother  as  h is  fa ther  d id ,  in
wh ich  case he wou ld  soon have fe l t  the  la t te r  as  a  h in -
d rance;  o r  he  might  want  to  take the  p lace o f  h is  mother
and be loved by  h is  fa ther,  in  wh ich  case h is  mother  wou ld
become super f luous.  The ch i ld  may  have had on l y  ve r y
vague not ions as  to  what  const i tu tes  a  sat is f y ing  e ro t i c
in te r course;  but  ce r ta in l y  the  pen is  must  p lay  a  par t  in  i t ,
fo r  the  sensat ions in  h is  own or gan were  ev idence o f  that .
So fa r  he  had had no occas ion to  doubt  that  women pos -
sessed a  pen is .  But  now h is  acceptance o f  the  poss ib i l i t y
o f  cast ra t ion ,  h is  r ecogn i t ion  that  women were  cast ra ted,
made an end o f  both  poss ib le  ways  o f  obta in ing  sat is fac -
t ion  f r om the Oed ipus complex .  Fo r  both  o f  them enta i led
the loss  o f  h is  pen is  –  the  mascu l ine  one as  a  r esu l t ing
pun ishment  and the  femin ine  one as  a  p recond i t ion .  I f  the
sat is fac t ion  o f  love  in  the  f ie ld  o f  the  Oed ipus complex  is
to  cost  the  ch i ld  h is  pen is ,  a  conf l i c t  is  bound to  a r ise
between h is  nar c iss is t i c  in te rest  in  that  par t  o f  h is  body
and the  l ib id ina l  ca thex is  o f  h is  parenta l  ob jec ts .  In  th is
conf l i c t  the  f i rs t  o f  these fo r ces nor mal l y  t r iumphs:  the
ch i ld ’s  ego tu r ns  away  f r om the Oed ipus complex .  ( ‘The
Disso lu t ion  o f  the  Oed ipus Complex ’  (1924c) ,  p .  176)  
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a retreat to a state of undifferentiation, which is to say non-being: in effect, his
own death as an individual being. The boy realises that Oedipal attachments offer
only a choice of no-win situations, and that the only thing to do is go elsewhere.

Something odd and very interesting is happening here. While the Oedipal
scenario claims to be forbidden (under threat of castration), it is actually impos-
sible. There is no need for that threat of castration, when the Oedipal relation is actu-
ally in principle, and from the beginning, impossible. The threat of castration is thus
not only not a real threat, something that does not actually have to take place:
it is part of the fantasy, part of the child’s way of explaining that mysterious
brute fact of sexual difference. The child’s fantasy is that the Oedipal relation is,
after all, obtainable, or at least would be if it were not under a prohibition. The
prohibition thus actually sustains the very relation it bars. 

(We have been here before. This was the mechanism behind the fantasy of the
paternal voice and the way it served to disguise an impossibility and turn the non-
fulfilment of desire from a necessity into a contingency: if it were not for the demands
of others, my desires would be satisfied. Here, that disguise is strengthened into prohi-
bition, but the Oedipal drama was already implicit in the earlier version.) 

We need to be quite clear about this: the fantasy is that the only thing stand-
ing between me and my desires is that someone has forbidden them to me. Such a
desire, the fantasy promises, is not only possible to achieve but, because it is
held in check only by the counterforce of prohibition, must also be a deeply
transgressive force. Fantasy sees itself, and as part of the fantasy, as going where
the strictures of the Law will not allow, and in doing that as threatening the Law
with dissolution. This is an important point, and we shall return to it in the next
chapter. What it implies is that we should be wary of any model which suggests that
the social and cultural are essentially a series of prohibitions on an otherwise free set
of desires. Such a view is precisely fantasy, a social fantasy in its purest form: that
is, a fantasy about the social world and the way it works, and a fantasy that cir-
culates within the social world. It imagines that all that stands between me and
the attainment of my desires is the social world’s refusal to countenance them. 

Far from being what disrupts or even threatens to disrupt the Law, then,
we should insist that this fantasy is the precise point at which the Law is installed.
The dissolution of the Oedipus complex – that moment at which the child will
at last have rejected the desire to return to the indifferentiation of the maternal
body and affirmed its own differentiation within the world – is, after all, also the
moment when the child takes its place on that other stage where it has been all

along, within the
symbolic networks
of the cultural and
social. In a word, the
end of Oedipus
marks the moment
of installation of the
superego.•

And if the
passage through
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The b road genera l  outcome o f  the  sexua l  phase dominated
by  the  Oed ipus complex  may,  there fo re ,  be  taken to  be the
fo r ming  o f  a  p rec ip i ta te  in  the  ego,  cons is t ing  o f  [mother -
and fa ther - ]  ident i f i ca t ions in  some way  un i ted  w i th  each
other.  Th is  mod i f i ca t ion  o f  the  ego re ta ins  i ts  spec ia l
pos i t ion ;  i t  conf ronts  the  o ther  contents  o f  the  ego as  an
ego - idea l  o r  super -ego .  ( The  Ego  and  the  Id  (1923) ,
p .  341:  emphas is  in  o r ig ina l )

In  boys  … the complex  is  not  s imply  r epressed,  i t  i s
l i te ra l l y  smashed to  p ieces by  the  shock o f  th reatened
cast ra t ion .  I ts  l ib id ina l  ca thexes a re  abandoned,  desexu -
a l ised and in  par t  sub l imated;  i ts  ob jec ts  a re  incorpora ted
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Oedipus is quite
different for each
sex, does that not
also imply that each
sex tends also to
have a quite different relation to the superego which results from this passage? This
is indeed what we find in Freud’s arguments. It may jostle shoulders with what often
strikes the modern reader as misogyny, for here Freud often expresses the difference
between the sexes as a matter of women’s failure to be masculine.• But what if we
insist on the very
implication of
Freud’s own argu-
ment that he over-
looks in such cases –
that the relationship
of the sexes is here,
as elsewhere, not
complementary but
incommensurable
and asymmetric?
The super-ego is not
the property of one
sex, but of neither.
The point is not that
men live up to it but
women do not. It is
that neither sex can
possibly live up to it,
because the demands
that the superego
makes are strictly
impossible: as we saw in the first chapter, they are double binds. (It is hardly surpris-
ing that two of the most frequent words Freud uses to describe the superego should
be cruel and severe.) As with castration – the symbolic drama of separation and indi-
viduation out of which the superego is formed – each sex tends to have a quite dif-
ferent relationship to that impossibility. 

In the impossibility and contradictions of its demands, the superego
is without unity or totality. From the outset, Freud had seen the superego
as the moment of
common cultural
binding. • But what
happens in this
commonality if the
superego is divided
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I  cannot  evade the  not ion  ( though I  hes i ta te  to  g i ve  i t
express ion )  that  fo r  women the leve l  o f  what  is  e th ica l l y
nor mal  is  d i f fe rent  f r om what  i t  i s  in  men.  The i r  super -ego
is  never  so  inexorab le ,  so  impersona l ,  so  independent  o f
i ts  emot iona l  o r ig ins  as  we requ i r e  i t  to  be  in  men.
Characte r - t ra i ts  wh ich  c r i t i cs  o f  ever y  epoch have b rought
up aga inst  women –  that  they  show less sense o f  jus t i ce
than men,  that  they  a re  less  ready  to  submi t  to  the  g reat
ex igenc ies  o f  l i fe ,  that  they  a re  more  o f ten  in f luenced in
the i r  judgements  by  fee l ings  o f  a f fec t ion  o r  host i l i t y  –  a l l
these wou ld  be amply  accounted fo r  by  the  mod i f i ca t ion  in
the  fo r mat ion  o f  the i r  super -ego wh ich  we have in fe r red
above.  We must  not  a l low ourse lves  to  be def lec ted f r om
such conc lus ions by  the  den ia ls  o f  the  femin is ts  …,  who
are  anx ious to  fo r ce  us  to  r egard  the  two sexes as  com-
p le te l y  equa l  in  pos i t ion  and wor th ;  but  we sha l l  a lso ,  o f
course,  w i l l i ng l y  ag ree that  the  ma jo r i t y  o f  men are  a lso
fa r  beh ind the  mascu l ine  idea l  and that  a l l  human ind iv id -
ua ls ,  as  a  r esu l t  o f  the i r  b isexua l  d ispos i t ion  and o f
c ross - inher i tance,  combine in  themselves both  mascu l ine
and femin ine  characte r is t i cs ,  so  that  pure  mascu l in i t y
and femin in i t y  r emain  theoret ica l  const r uc t ions o f  uncer -
t a i n  con ten t .  ( ‘Some  Psych i ca l  Consequences  o f  t he
Ana tom i ca l  D i s t i n c t i on  be tween  t he  Sexes ’  ( 1925b ) ,
pp .  257–58)  

The ego idea l  [superego]  opens up an impor tant  avenue fo r
the  unders tand ing  o f  g roup psycho logy.  In  add i t ion  to  i ts
ind iv idua l  s ide ,  th is  idea l  has a  soc ia l  s ide ;  i t  i s  a lso  the
common idea l  o f  a  fami l y,  a  c lass o r  a  nat ion .  … The want
o f  sat is fac t ion  wh ich  a r ises f r om the non - fu l f i lment  o f  th is
idea l  l ibe ra tes  homosexua l  l ib ido ,  and th is  is  t ransfo r med
in to  a  sense o f  gu i l t  (soc ia l  anx ie ty ) .  Or ig ina l l y  th is  sense
of  gu i l t  was a  fear  o f  pun ishment  by  the  parents ,  o r,  more

in to  the  ego,  where  they  fo r m the nuc leus o f  the  super -ego
and g i ve  that  new st r uc tu re  i ts  characte r is t i c  qua l i t ies .  In
nor mal ,  o r,  i t  i s  bet te r  to  say,  in  idea l  cases,  the  Oed ipus
complex  ex is ts  no  longer,  even in  the  unconsc ious;  the
supe r - e go  has  become  i t s  he i r.  ( ‘ Some  Ps y ch i ca l
Consequences o f  the  Anatomica l  D is t inc t ion  between the
Sexes’  (1925b) ,  p .  257)  
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against itself? What
if the cultural sphere,

the lived relation to the social, is thus also necessarily split? It is to that ques-
tion we shall now turn.

SSeexxuuaall  DDiiffffeerreennccee::

‘The Dissolution of the Oedipus Complex’ (1924c),
‘Some Psychical Consequences of the Anatomical

Distinction between the Sexes’ (1925b) and
‘Female Sexuality’ (1931)

Though the figure of Oedipus is invoked at least as early as The Interpretation
of Dreams in 1900, it is not until the 1910 paper on ‘A Special Type of Object
Choice Made by Men’ that Freud uses the term ‘Oedipus complex’.20 The idea
of a castration complex dates from about this time too: Freud speaks of it in
his 1908 article ‘On the Sexual Theories of Children’, and it has an important
role to play in the ‘Little Hans’ case history of the following year (‘Analysis of
a Phobia in a Five-Year-Old Boy’). For almost the next decade and a half,
though, Freud spoke of the passage through the Oedipus complex as essen-
tially the same for boys and girls. It is only with the 1924 paper, on the disso-
lution of the complex, and its elaboration in the 1925 paper, that he would see
the course of development as different for each sex, due to the necessarily dif-
ferent relationship each has to castration. 

These proposals get restated in the 1931 paper on ‘Female Sexuality’,
which concludes with a brief review and in many cases rebuttal of some of the
psychoanalytic literature sparked by the 1925 paper. Two years later, the well-
known lecture on ‘Femininity’ in the New Introductory Lectures on
Psychoanalysis would repeat much of this material for a lay audience, with
some further speculation on the consequences for the differences in psychol-
ogy between the adult man and woman. In particular, since the dissolution of
the Oedipus complex is also the time of the installation of the superego, and
as each sex undergoes that in a quite different way, Freud argues that men
and women tend to have very different relationships to the superego, and thus
to the morality it represents. 

Notes to Chapter 2

1This passage follows directly from the passage we earlier cited on the necessity of begin-
ning a truly scientific investigation with a rather vague set of concepts which data and
observation can then make more precise. In a word, the particular concept Freud had in
mind here was the drive.
2See also the account Freud gives of sucking and breast-feeding in Lecture 20, ‘The Sexual Life
of Human Beings’, Introductory Lectures on Psychoanalysis (1916–17), vol. 16, pp. 314–150.
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cor rec t l y,  the  fear  o f  los ing  the i r  love ;  la te r  the  parents
are  rep laced by  an  indef in i te  number  o f  fe l low -men.  ( ‘On
Nar c iss ism:  An In t r oduct ion ’  (1914a) ,  pp .  101–02)  
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3Freud’s German has a simple term for this attachment and divergence, Anlehnung – liter-
ally a leaning-on, and figuratively (and in everyday German), the taking as a model, or
following the example of something. The English translation of the Standard Edition
unfortunately obscures this: sometimes it uses the coined word anaclisis (from Greek
words meaning much the same thing as Anlehnung), and sometimes it just paraphrases it
in other terms altogether, so that the sense of a single consistent term is quite lost. 
4Slavoj Žižek points out how precisely the old Coca-Cola slogan ‘Coke is it’ describes the
object-cause of desire (Žižek, 1989, p. 96). Coke is what? The object of the drive, the thing
one wants. This desire is not satisfied in the way that thirst might be. Coke remains it, the
object of desire, after the thirst has gone, and even if the actual bottle of Coke one drinks
happens to be warm, flat, and faintly disgusting in the mouth. This is not felt as a failure of
the drink itself, evidence that Coke is not it, because the Coke that is the object of this desire
never was a particular bottle of the product anyway, but always an impossible phantasmatic
Coke. By the same logic, the more intensely I want something, the more likely I am to find
that the actual object is disappointing once obtained, just another object among others, and
one which has in no way met my desire.
5See also Lecture 20, ‘The Sexual Life of Human Beings’, Introductory Lectures on Psychoanalysis
(1916–17), vol. 16, pp. 315–17, and The Question of Lay Analysis (1926b), pp. 207–17.
6This narcissistic object-choice will also become a cornerstone of Freud’s theories of male
homosexuality. We can trace the development of his thought in a single footnote which
Freud added to the Three Essays on the Theory of Sexuality in 1910, and expanded on in
1915 and 1920: pp. 144–47, fn 1.
7Jean Laplanche’s objection to this object-less interpretation of primary narcissism is that
it postulates ‘an initial state in which the organism would form a closed unit in relation
to its surroundings’ (Laplanche, 1976, p. 70; also Laplanche, 1989; Laplanche and
Pontalis, 1972, pp. 337–38). It seems to me that the answer to this is simple: this primary
narcissism is object-less not because it forms any sort of whole or closure, but because it
is undifferentiated. Among other things, it simply does not make that distinction between
inside and outside which the complaint attributes to it.
8See in particular the Three Essays on the Theory of Sexuality (1905c), pp. 181–83.
9‘Instincts and Their Vicissitudes’ (1915b), p. 119.
10Not surprisingly, given the structure of middle-class European households in the late-
nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries, the figure of the nursemaid, or wet-nurse, often
plays an important part in the family dramas Freud’s patients tell him. One way of
responding to this is that it marks off one of those moments in which Freud’s world so
obviously differs from our own, and in which we can feel we are reading social anthropol-
ogy rather than accounts of our contemporaries. A footnote from The Interpretation of
Dreams shows this well. In the discussion of a dream in which the breasts of the dreamer’s
wet-nurse figure significantly, Freud informs us in a footnote that, ‘The imaginary nature
of the situation relating to the dreamer’s wet-nurse was proved by the objectively estab-
lished fact that in his case the wet-nurse had been his mother’ (1900, vol. 4, p. 289, fn 1).
That the wet-nurse was also the mother is, for Freud, not at all to be taken for granted. It
even appears to be slightly unusual, enough to require objectively establishable evidence
and a punctilious footnote. At moments like this, Freud can seem quite alien to us, a voice
from another culture altogether. 

But to leave it at that would be a good example of moving too fast, and thus missing
what is truly illuminating about the example. What it also shows is what we have sug-
gested previously: that the maternal body is never simply the literal body of the mother,
even if, in the limit case, the mother should be the only one to provide the child’s
nourishment and comfort. 

Reading Freud 110

Thawaites-3448-Chapter-02.qxd  6/16/2007  3:51 PM  Page 110



11The formulation is Louis Althusser’s (1994, p. 130).
12See Laplanche’s suggestion of a primal seduction (Laplanche, 1989, pp. 126–30;
Laplanche, 1999, pp. 126–29).
13Here, I am drawing on Lacan’s shorthand for this elsewhere, collapsing all those calls
and gazes and demands onto the one symbolic personage, as the name of the father (‘It is
in the name of the father that we must recognise the support of the symbolic function
which, from the dawn of history, has identified his person with the figure of the law’
(Lacan, 1977a, p. 67)). 
14This is precisely the situation in Freud’s own family. Freud’s mother, Amalie Nathanson, was
three years younger than Emanuel, one of her stepsons from Jakob Freud’s first marriage, and
only a year older than Philipp, the other. The household in which Freud spent his childhood
included Emanuel and his wife Maria, and their two children, John and Pauline, both of them
about the age of the young Sigmund, their playmate and uncle. It was a family with two
mothers, each of them of the same generation as the older brothers. The only woman of
Jakob’s age in the family, at least in the early years, was a nurse who, childless herself, also
played the maternal role for the three children. The family situation from which the discov-
erer of the Oedipus complex came was hardly uncommon at the time (Appignanesi and
Forrester, 2000, pp. 14–16).
15Although the second of the 1905 Three Essays on Sexuality deals briefly with the castration
complex in a section on ‘The Sexual Researches of Childhood’ (pp. 194–97), this was not added
until 1915. The idea of a castration complex was first developed in a 1908 article, ‘On the
Sexual Theories of Children’ (p. 205). This contains a much fuller argument, which will be
developed and repeated in much of Freud’s later writing on the topic. 
16Slavoj Žižek asks us to imagine a series of pleasurable experiences at which one aims; then
castration ‘does not consist in depriving [the subject] of any of these experiences, but adds
to the series a purely potential non-existent X, with respect to which the actually accessi-
ble experiences appear all of a sudden as lacking, not wholly satisfying’ (Žižek, 1997, p. 15)
17There is no sexual relationship in the sense that nothing binds the sexes together as two
halves of a unity. Or, to complicate that by turning it inside-out, what they have in common
is nothing at all: a lack, a common absolute loss of the indifferentiation of the maternal body,
towards which it is possible to adopt two quite different stances. Lacan represents these
stances in his mathemes of sexuation (Lacan, 1998, pp. 78–89). These stances are not subjec-
tive so much as logical possibilities of any system inasmuch as it is logically incomplete.
Neither are they a biologism, for they do not describe something following inexorably from
the genital configuration of any individual. They represent instead the way in which the
symbolic order is radically, necessarily and constitutively incomplete: because it is a process
of pure differentiation, it can have no totality. If it has no totality, there are necessarily
always at least two different and mutually incompatible ways of inhabiting it: for Lacan,
these correspond to sexual difference and the ways in which the social, the cultural, the Law,
provide certain defaults for sexed human beings. See, for example, Lacan, 1998, pp. 12,
34–35; and the fable of the two children in the railway carriage in Lacan, 1977a, p. 152.
18The distinction is a common one since Lacan, though it is not one Freud makes: he uses
the term only infrequently, and then as a synonym for penis. See in particular Lacan,
1977a, pp. 281–91; and Lacan, 1998, pp. 64–89.
19Pierre Bourdieu speaks of this as habitus, his term for the ways in which subjects incor-
porate the objective realities of their world (Bourdieu, 1990).
20The particular object choice referred to in the title is of a woman who is either already
committed to a relationship or is of ‘bad repute sexually’ (p. 166); the role of the man who
chooses her as his love object is to ‘rescue’ her (p. 168). It is not at all difficult to read that
in Oedipal terms.
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Siren

I am driving along a freeway or a stretch of open road in my car when I hear a siren. 
Immediately I glance at my speedometer. The reaction is almost instantaneous, and

so completely automatic as to give the impression of bypassing any conscious thought
altogether. By the time I become aware of what I am doing, I am already looking at the
speedometer. In the sheer unthinking rapidity of the reaction, and mild though if is, it
seems closer to one of those sheerly bodily reactions of panic, like the sensation of
falling. My heart rate has increased ever so slightly. 

Now that awareness has caught up, I can feel slightly foolish for that reaction. I had,
after all, glanced at the speedometer just a moment or so ago, and then as now was
travelling comfortably within the speed limit. I am not in the habit of speeding, but
(and here I am already talking to the imaginary police officer who I’ve just confirmed
would have had no reason at all for pulling me over) sometimes, on an open road like
this one, or down a slight hill, your speed just creeps up without your knowing it.
Staying within the speed limit is a constant process of checking and making adjust-
ments as you go, depending on the nature of the road, the weather, the other traffic.
Sometimes you look at the dial and find that you’re just over, and pull back: what bad
luck it would be for a radar gun to be fired at you at just that time, and how unfair an
image that would be of your actual driving habits. Who, I wonder, am I rehearsing all
this for? The slightly disconcerting thing about it is that even though I was not
guilty of anything, I reacted automatically as if I were. I suspect that no matter how
good my record as a driver might be, I might well still react in such a fashion: just
for a fraction of a second and then dismissed, but as unstoppable as a blink when
something approaches the eye. There is something insatiable about the implicit
demand I reacted to: nothing would be good enough for it. Perhaps, I suspect, what it
really wants (what who wants?) is precisely that pre-emptive knee-jerk reaction of an
assumed guilt.  

I know also that the siren was not meant for me personally – it’s already receding,
heading in another direction altogether – but even as that knowledge registers I have
already carried out a quick mental check, no more than an instant’s worth, just to be
sure (lights, tyres, registration sticker …). In that, it has had exactly the same effect it
would have had if it had been meant for me. Which means that it does not have to
be aimed at me personally for it to work. It works on me because at the moment of my
hearing it, there is a quite involuntary moment in which I try it on for size, as it were –
treat it as if it were addressed to me. Most of the time, of course, after that tiniest of
initial starts, I then drop it with ease, knowing quite well that it’s not for me, and per-
haps even feeling slightly foolish for ever having entertained the idea that it would have
been. But it is that initial involuntary moment which is interesting. I will do it all over
again the next time I hear a siren while I’m driving. It is not a matter of choice. 

To some extent the involuntary nature of this is built into the very process of mak-
ing and exchanging meaning. To be surrounded by others is to be doing constant low-
level filtering of the hubbub around you, to determine just what of it concerns you and
what doesn’t. I’m walking along the street and I hear somebody say my name, so I turn
to see if it’s really meant for me. Better still, I’m walking along the street and simply
hear someone calling out ‘Hey!’, no name at all. Most of the people in earshot try the
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call on: momentary pauses, turning to see, then moving on.1 Even to get started on the
usual process of making sense of an utterance involves determining just what, out of
the hubbub of sounds around us, has some bearing on us and what can be safely
ignored. But that alone does not seem to account for the reaction the siren induces,
that start of something like an involuntary assumption of guilt. Neither, in the case of
that call in the street, does it even quite account for my prior sense of answerability: a
call comes out of nowhere, and before I even know what it is about, I react with a
deep, immediate, almost bodily knowledge (my body stops and begins to turn before
I’ve consciously made any decision)  that in some sense I am answerable to or before
this call. 

In this reaction which kicks in before I am even aware of it, I treat the siren as if it
were indeed addressed to me. But who or what could then be addressing it to me?
It is certainly not the police officer in the car to which the siren is attached, the
person who flicked the switch on the dashboard to start it. That person has not
the faintest inkling of or interest in my existence (and somewhere in the distance, the
sound has stopped now); neither do I have the faintest idea who they might be. Indeed,
it would be quite paranoid of me to assume that somehow this is a personal commu-
nication, meant for me alone: someone has seen me travelling along this road and
decided to give me a start and then cover their tracks by heading off in a different direc-
tion. If it has addressed me, it is in the same sense that it has addressed everyone who
has heard it. This is a quite impersonal address, like that of radio or television: it does-
n’t address me personally, but an entire demographic, with the invitation to anyone
who might be listening to consider themselves addressed (If you’ve just tuned in, wel-
come to the show …). We usually find it quite easy to distinguish this impersonal
address from a personal address: it would be extremely disconcerting, at very least, if
the radio addressed us personally, by name … 

In the case of radio or television, it is not hard to say where we’re addressed from,
who or what is doing the addressing, even though that address may be complex
and multiple (from the host who looks out of the screen at us, to the show itself,
through to advertisers, the network, and so on). Who or what might that effective
address be coming from in the case of the siren? It does not depend on the person oper-
ating the siren, or on their intentions. For me to feel as I did does not even depend on
that person’s being a police officer: it would work in just the same way if the siren had
been triggered off by a fault in the police car’s wiring, or didn’t even belong to a police
car at all.2

What addresses me in this way, and before which I react with all the signs of guilt,
even if quite momentary, is more like Law itself: Law, with a capital, in the abstract
rather than any particular law. What the siren makes me rudely aware of is not
any particular guilt (I didn’t have any before I heard it, and haven’t infringed any
laws), but a quite unspecified, completely general, empty – and thus completely
endless – capacity for guilt in the eyes of this Law.  I am always capable of being guilty
of something, even if I should go through my life without infringing a single law. I may
be innocent until proven guilty, but underlying that as its very possibility is my sub-
jection to the law in the first place: that empty potential for culpability is ineradicable,
and does not yield for a single instant. It rests on me as an obligation to the Law, a
responsibility in that most basic sense of the word: I am obliged to respond. In this

Reading Freud 114

Thawaites-3448-Chapter-03.qxd  6/16/2007  4:01 PM  Page 114



siren call, I am in effect called on by the Law – or rather reminded that as subject
to the Law I am one who can be called on by it at any time. It calls on me with an
obligation to respond. There is no particular content needed to this response – and
indeed, no response will be fully adequate, in that it will not discharge that obligation.
All it is asking of me is response, empty response: that involuntary moment of aware-
ness of being a subject in this mode of being-subject-to. 

And with that, perhaps we need to revise our earlier suggestion. If the very process of
engaging with the hubbub of meanings around us is a sort of filtering process, of mak-
ing decisions on what does and does not concern us, do we not even there begin with
something like an obligation? I respond to hearing my name called because I have some
sort of obligation to those who know it and are likely to call me in this way. I respond
because I am in a sense already called on, before this particular occasion in the street.
I am already and in general called on to answer the call of a friend, or of family, or
perhaps just of those who know me. I am already called on, as I have been from those
times I cannot even remember. To be called on would seem to be an ineradicable dimen-
sion of my being a person.

Foreign territory

The unconscious inhabits us as something that is not subject to our control or
knowledge. It is the name for what there is in us that acts behind our backs,
within and between our very words and actions. It is not a consciousness at one
remove, a more authentic self to which we should be true or with which we
have to make our peace, but rather the gaps in consciousness. Though it is
already ‘internal foreign territory’, it is not a particular location within
ourselves, even a secret one. It is more like a fold, bringing the outside within.
It is not even mine; even though it inhabits me. What connections can there
be between this internal foreign territory and that more obvious foreign
territory which lies outside and beyond the subject, the world in which he or
she lives?

Questions of culture and society engage Freud in many of his writings,
from the 1908 paper on ‘“Civilized” Sexual Morality and Modern Nervous
Illness’3 through to the last work he would publish in his lifetime, Moses and
Monotheism (1939). In the quarter-century from one war to the next, it forms an
increasingly important theme of his writing. In it, most of the dominant con-
cerns of his clinical and theoretical work will appear, refracted and in a new
guise: the early paper on ‘“Civilized” Sexual Morality’ draws on the concept of
the drive outlined in the Three Essays on the Theory of Sexuality from three years
before; Totem and Taboo will translate the Oedipus complex which had received
its name some two years before; aspects of this will also be developed further in
Group Psychology and the Analysis of the Ego (1921) and Moses and Monotheism
(1939); the death drive which first makes its appearance in 1920 in Beyond the
Pleasure Principle informs much of the work of the 1930s, including Civilization
and its Discontents, the open letter ‘Why War?’ to Albert Einstein, and, again,
Moses and Monotheism.
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Freud reminds us that utterances are never just representations, but are
always also acts within a situation: repetitions, actings-out and, moves in a
game whose entirety is in principle not accessible to the one immersed in it. His
own writings on culture and the social are themselves furrowed by the obvious
larger urgencies of the world out of which they arise, from the 1915 ‘Thoughts
for the Times on War and Death’ to the ways in which the persecution of the
Jews returns as a dark refrain throughout Moses and Monotheism, written in the
years after Hitler’s rise to power (its third section would receive its first public
airing at the Paris Congress several months after Germany had annexed Austria
in the 1938 Anschluss, and would be published only after the old and by now
desperately ill Freud had fled Vienna for England).

They are furrowed also by other smaller-scale but nevertheless pressing anx-
ieties as well. Almost from the moment of its founding at the Second
Psychoanalytic Congress in Nuremburg in 1910, the International Psychoanalytic
Association had been a divided and unstable body. Freud’s indirect announce-
ment, through Sandor Ferenczi, that Jung would be appointed president of the
new organization infuriated many of his own followers – Jung so obviously the
favoured son though a relative newcomer, Swiss rather than Austrian, gentile
rather than Jew, and from the outset far from in agreement with Freud on major
issues. By the time of the Third Congress, at Weimar in 1911, Alfred Adler would
have resigned his own presidency of the Vienna Society, and then his membership
and the editorship of the Zentralblatt für Psychoanalyse, taking with him his co-
editor and vice-president Wilhelm Stekel and nine supporters. In the middle of
1912, Ernest Jones suggested to Freud the possibility of a secret steering commit-
tee, one of whose clear but unstated aims would be to keep watch over the
unorthodox Jung. Freud agreed enthusiastically, and the following year presented
intaglios, subsequently made into rings, to each of the six chosen sons (Jones,
Ferenczi, Rank, Abraham, Eitingon, and Sachs). It is hard not to see this emerging
directly in Totem and Taboo, on which Freud was working between 1910 and 1913,
with its Oedipal myth of the founding of the social bond as the sons’ overthrow-
ing of the primal father, or in the later view of the social bond in Group Psychology
and the Analysis of the Ego. Jung would resign his own presidency and his editor-
ship of the Jahrbuch für Psychoanalytische Forschungen (Yearbook of Psychoanalytic
Research) in 1914, and the committee itself would be split with dissension in the
1920s as both Rank and then Ferenczi became estranged; Freud’s daughter Anna
would replace Rank on the committee in 1926 (Grosskurth, 1991).

Freud’s writings on society and culture offer themselves as the public utterance
of a public intellectual, speaking from the perspective of his own professional, dis-
ciplinary knowledge in the hope that it may contribute to the understanding of an
issue of general concern. They are aware of the task they have set themselves, of
their own inadequacies and shortcomings, and of the ways in which the expertise
that is their very
claim to be heard goes
hand in hand with
an ignorance.• Going
beyond the strict brief
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I  am fu l l y  consc ious o f  the  def ic ienc ies  o f  these s tud ies .
I  need not  ment ion  those wh ich  a re  necessar i l y  charac te r -
i s t i c  o f  p ioneer ing  work ;  but  o thers  r equ i r e  a  word  o f
exp lanat ion .  The four  essays  co l lec ted in  these pages …
seek to  b r idge the  gap between s tudents  o f  such sub jec ts
as soc ia l  anth ropo logy,  ph i lo logy  and fo lk lo re  on the  one 
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of psychoanalysis,
they defer to other
expertises, whose
voices are sometimes

allowed to flood the text: Totem and Taboo, in particular, is at times a tissue of quo-
tations and paraphrases from social anthropology, only after which Freud draws the
psychoanalytic conclusion. 

But this deference is also the flip side of an implicit claim that this territory
too belongs to psychoanalysis. Psychoanalysis has no clear boundaries; it spreads into
all sorts of areas that have not previously been thought of in its terms.• In claim-

ing their right to its
attention, psycho-
analysis finds it must
then distinguish
itself from whatever
disciplines might
already claim them
as its own.  Fully
aware of the interest
and implications of
his work for philoso-
phy, for example,
Freud also distin-
guished it from phi-
losophy, and insisted
instead on its scien-
tificity.• This is the
concern any new dis-
cipline must have, as
it argues for its own
necessity: No other
discipline, psycho-

analysis must say, no other practitioners in neighbouring areas – doctors of medicine,
psychologists or psychiatrists, philosophers, sociologists or anthropologists – can do what
we do. Such marking and remarking of disciplinary boundaries is a necessarily
acute concern for psychoanalysis, hemmed in as it is by a large, powerful and not
necessarily sympathetic medical establishment from which it needs both recogni-
tion and autonomy.4 Boundaries are made and dissolved, transgressed and pushed
into other shapes, made ambiguous and no longer easy to distinguish. 

In Freud, then, the question of the social is never less than anxious – and often
urgent, under the pressure of the social itself. With its conflicting demands, incom-
patibilities and double binds, and the constant need to negotiate a workable path
through them, the social is precisely that ‘other stage’ on which all of the dramas psy-
choanalysis has taken as its object have been played out. This is why the question of
the relations of psychoanalysis to social and cultural theory is such a complex one. 
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hand, and psychoanalysts on the other.  Yet  they cannot
of fer  to e i ther  s ide what each lacks – to the former an ade-
quate in i t iat ion into the new psychological  technique or  to
the lat ter  a suf f ic ient  grasp of  the mater ia l  that  awai ts
t reatment.  ( ‘Preface’ ,  Totem and Taboo (1913),  p.  x i i i )  

The re la t ions o f  an  ind iv idua l  to  h is  parents  and to  h is
bro thers  and s is te rs ,  to  the  ob jec t  o f  h is  love ,  and to  h is
phys ic ian  –  in  fac t  a l l  the  re la t ions wh ich  have h i ther to
been the  ch ie f  sub jec t  o f  psychoana ly t i c  r esear ch  –  may
c la im to  be cons idered as  soc ia l  phenomena;  and in  th is
r espec t  t he y  may  be  con t r as t ed  w i t h  ce r t a i n  o t he r
p rocesses,  descr ibed by  us  as  ‘nar c iss is t i c ’ ,  in  wh ich  the
sat is fac t ion  o f  the  ins t inc ts  is  par t ia l l y  o r  to ta l l y  w i th -
d rawn f r om the in f luence o f  o ther  peop le .  The cont rast
between soc ia l  and nar c iss is t i c  … menta l  ac ts  there fo re
fa l ls  who l l y  w i th in  the  domain  o f  ind iv idua l  psycho logy,
and is  not  we l l  ca lcu la ted to  d i f fe rent ia te  i t  f r om a soc ia l
o r  g roup psycho logy.  (Group Psycho logy  and the  Ana lys is
o f  the  Ego (1921) ,  p .  69)  

Ne i ther  specu la t i ve  ph i losophy,  nor  descr ip t i ve  psycho l -
ogy,  nor  what  is  ca l led  exper imenta l  psycho logy  (wh ich  is
c lose l y  a l l ied  to  the  phys io logy  o f  the  sense -o r gans) ,  as
they  a re  taught  in  the  Un ive rs i t ies ,  a re  in  a  pos i t ion  to  te l l
you  any th ing  ser v iceab le  o f  the  re la t ion  between body  and
mind o r  to  p rov ide  you w i th  a  key  to  an  unders tand ing  o f
poss ib le  d is tu rbances o f  the  menta l  funct ions.  (Lec tu re  1 ,
‘ In t r oduct ion ’ ,  In t r oducto r y  Lectu res  on Psychoana lys is
(1916–17) ,  vo l .  15,  p .  20)  
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Sometimes that relationship appears to take the shape of an ‘applied psy-
choanalysis,’ in which psychoanalysis is a template placed over some other field in
order to draw a loose analogy. Totem and Taboo, for example,  starts off from a series
of extended parallels between what psychoanalysis suggests about the develop-
ment of a child from infancy to maturity, and human history itself; between an
individual’s maturity and the Western culture Freud knows; between infancy and
prehistoric cultures; between those cultures and various contemporary non-
Western cultures; and between all of those ‘primitive’ cultures and the behaviour
of the neurotic.•
Group Psychology and
the Analysis of the
Ego draws a parallel
between the periodic
excesses of carnival,
in which all sorts of
social prohibitions
are infringed, and
the cyclic alterna-
tions between dep-
ression and manic
activity in individu-
als (p. 131–33).5

But if that were all there is to it, would this analogy-making not run the risk
of being profoundly unpsychoanalytic, in the sense we have seen before, and
which Freud stated quite clearly at the very outset of the entire psychoanalytic
project? Psychoanalysis must, after all, distinguish itself from the dream book
which knows in advance just what every possible dream can mean, and immerse
itself in the unrepeatable and unforeseeable singularity of an individual life
history: the ‘science of biography’. There are moments in all of these studies
when what we find is not just what we already knew (and now in a new place),
but what we didn’t; when we find not only what psychoanalysis might have to
teach us about culture and the social, but at the same time what a consideration
of the social does to the very idea of psychoanalysis. Instead of finding psycho-
analysis at the heart of any knowledge of the social, the key that can explain it
even where its own sciences have failed, we find that questions of the social and
the cultural are oddly already at the heart of psychoanalysis, and have been all
along. To apply psychoanalysis is to find, as if it were new, within it, another
internal foreign territory. 

MMyytthh

Totem and Taboo (1912–13)

This book of four essays is Freud’s first sustained attempt at writing on socio-
cultural and anthropological matters from a psychoanalytical perspective. It
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[ I ]n a cer ta in sense, [prehistor ic  man] is st i l l  our  contem-
porar y.  There are men st i l l  l i v ing who, as we bel ieve,  stand
ver y near to pr imit ive man, far  nearer  than we do, and whom
we therefore regard as his d i rect  hei rs and representat ives.
Such is our v iew of  those we descr ibe as savages or  hal f -
savages; and thei r  mental  l i fe must have a pecul iar  interest
for  us i f  we are r ight  in seeing in i t  a wel l -preser ved picture
of  an ear ly  stage of  our own development.

I f  that  suppos i t ion  is  cor rec t ,  a  compar ison between
the psycho logy  o f  p r imi t i ve  peop les ,  as  i t  i s  taught  by
soc ia l  anth ropo logy,  and the  psycho logy  o f  neurot ics ,  as  i t
has been revea led by  psychoana lys is ,  w i l l  be  bound to
show numerous po in ts  o f  ag reement  and w i l l  th row new
l igh t  upon fami l ia r  fac ts  in  both  sc iences.  ( ‘ I .  The Hor ro r
o f  Incest ’ ,  To tem and Taboo (1912–13) ,  p .  1 )  
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shows a wide range of reading and documentation: each essay gives a good
deal of care to assembling and citing or paraphrasing cases from the literature.
The initiating hypothesis is a common one in nineteenth-century anthropology:
still-surviving, so-called ‘savage’, cultures represent a window back into the past
of ‘our own’ Western culture, to which they compare as infant to adult. To this,
Freud adds a particularly psychoanalytic layer: if the contemporary Western
neurotic is also caught in a sort of infantilism, then psychoanalysis and social
anthropology may throw light on each other. The subtitle says it clearly: ‘Some
Points of Agreement between the Mental Lives of Savages and Neurotics’.

The first essay is on ‘The Horror of Incest’, which it places in the wider
context of exogamy: totemic clan relationships forbid sexual relations and
intermarriage between members of the same totemic group, even though
those members may not be of related families. Most of the essay is a com-
pendium of examples. It concludes with a brief argument that this agrees
strikingly with what psychoanalysis has shown us about the mental life of neu-
rotics, who have not managed to negotiate the incestuous Oedipal fixations
that still continue to play a major part in their mental life.  

The second essay, ‘Taboo and Emotional Ambivalence’, compares taboo
to the elaborate rituals for avoidance and reparation involved in the obsessional
neuroses. In both cases, there is an ambivalence towards the object of the taboo
(which may be taboo because it is defiled as easily as because it is sacred), which
suggests a contradictory mixture of desires, through which the prohibition
attempts to steer a path. The third, on ‘Animism, Magic and the Omnipotence of
Thoughts’, runs a parallel between the obsessional neurotic’s insistence on a
causality behind events with superstition and a belief in magic.  

The final essay, ‘The Return of Totemism in Childhood’, brings us back to
the question of exogamy, and is best known for its hypothesis – quite late in the
piece – of the primal horde, which links the beginnings of religion, morals and
indeed society itself with the Oedipus complex. This is Freud’s myth of the earliest
stages of humanity (he freely admits that such a society has never actually been
observed (p. 141)). The proto-social grouping is ruled by the primal father, who
owns all the women of the group and drives out all his sons as they grow up, who
then become potential rivals. The sons eventually band together and kill the father,
eating him to complete their identification with him. The violence of their ambiva-
lence towards the father, who is both loved and hated, produces an immense and
insatiable guilt, whose displacement results in the two aspects of the totemic
(Oedipal) taboos: prohibitions on killing the (father’s) totemic animal and on sexual
intercourse with women of the same totem. From this come all the cultures we know.

I: Fantasies of the social

Primal fantasy

With the dissolution of the Oedipus complex, the child comes to free itself from
its incestuous attachments to its parents. In this, the child also provides for itself
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some sort of solution to the dilemma of differentiation and individuation that
Freud sums up as castration. Any such solution is bound to be less than perfect,
because the loss for which castration is the shorthand is an absolute one; it will
be an ad hoc solution, pieced together, as so much in the child’s subsequent life
will also be, out of what is available at hand in the singularities of that life;
it will be provisional, as a life is always open to the unforeseeabilities of a
future; and it will be sexed, for Oedipus is negotiated differently by each sex.
Castration, we remember, is essentially a primal fantasy: it has its roots in the
sexual theories by which the child tries to figure out for itself the enigmas of dif-
ference and differentiation. As a fantasy, it is not a description of an actual event
or threat, but a summation of and way of coming to terms with that irreparable
loss of undifferentiation at the heart of the very possibility of a self.

And the dissolution of Oedipus is not a private drama, for it is also the
drama of the child’s taking some sort of place in a world. As we have seen, the
arrival of subjectivity is complex and retrospective. That sense of infant self-
awareness does not happen in an instant – one moment there is no subjectivity,
the next there is – but as a having already been there. From its very earliest
moments of awareness – indeed, from well before that – the infant already has
a history, a series of places prepared for it, dramas in which it is already an actor,
desires it already answers or refuses or profoundly alters, all of them taking place
on that ‘other stage’ of which the child will only gradually become aware. 

We have used the term paternal voice as a shorthand for everything that
intrudes on the profound indifferentiation of the maternal body. At first the mer-
est sliver of difference, the paternal voice will unfold into an entire world, and one
that reveals itself as having always and already been there. Where does this dif-
ference, this world, come from? This is the enigma facing the child.6 Along with
that ‘I’, with its strange, elusive temporality of always having been there already,
comes a world with the same temporality. If castration is a primal fantasy of what
difference is and how it comes about on the level of that ‘I’, one would expect
there to be a corresponding fantasy, a version of the same one, of what happens
on that ‘other stage’ of the world. Where does the paternal voice come from?

The primal horde

This is the question addressed by the famous myth of the primal horde, which
first appears in 1913 in Totem and Taboo, and plays a role in all of Freud’s major
writings on culture from that point on.

The story comes from Charles Darwin’s suggestion in The Descent of Man
(1875) that the very earliest recognisably human societies may have resem-
bled the social groupings of the great apes, in which a dominant male has exclu-
sive sexual rights to all females, and defends this against all the other
males of the group.
Freud adds his own
twist, though.• In
the social groupings
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[ In  the  p r ima l  horde we f ind ]  a  v io lent  and jea lous fa ther
who keeps a l l  the  females  fo r  h imse l f  and d r i ves  away  h is
sons as  they  g row up.  Th is  ear l ies t  s ta te  o f  soc ie ty  has
never  been an ob jec t  o f   obser vat ion .  … One day   the  
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of apes, one domi-
nant male is
replaced by another:
with the inevitabili-
ties of age, sooner or
later the currently
dominant male is
bound to be over-
thrown by a stronger
and younger chal-
lenger (who may of
course be – and is
even likely to be –
one of his own sons).
In Freud’s version,
the primal father is

overthrown not by an individual challenger but by a union of the sons against
him: the role of primal father does not pass to any of the sons, but now remains
permanently empty – and this emptiness comes to define specifically human
society. Culture begins not with the addition of something new to the purely
animal or pre-human level, but with a subtraction. What results is a peculiar sort
of structure around a central and essential absence, whose consequences we
shall follow. It is in this, rather than in that loose parallel between the infancy
of an individual and the ‘infancy’ of human society (which is always to infan-
tilise some other, inevitably non-Western, society), that psychoanalysis finds its
purchase as a way of theorising culture: psychoanalysis is the most thorough
unravelling of the logic of such absence.

Freud is clear that the primal horde is a hypothesis: the earliest stages of
human society are, after all, forever beyond direct observation. As with our other
fantasies of primality – the primal scene, castration – it functions in the mode of
as if. Its claim must be the limited and paradoxical one of the primal scene: it need
not ever have occurred on a timeline, but everything happens as if it had. Just as
analysis does not do that impossible thing, dig up and reveal the unconscious
itself, but instead constructs a conscious chain of causality that would have
exactly the same effect, so too with the story of the primal horde. It stands in place
of what is in principle unreachable, that very emergence of culture and the social.
It is not that moment itself, and cannot be. Freud calls it the beginning of social
organisation, but in the story he tells, such an organisation is already clearly there,
before this beginning. The brothers who can even conceive of the idea of banding
together against the father are already social, through and through, in a sense to
which their actual banding together will add nothing except confirmation. They
already have what can only be described as a social bond with each other: a sense
of solidarity in a common situation, shared emotional investments, a common
language, an ethics which goes beyond self-interest into a calculation of the inter-
ests of others and a realisation of their inseparability from one’s own, and the
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brothers  who had been d r i ven out  came together,  k i l led
and devoured the i r  fa ther  and so made an end o f  the  pat r i -
a r cha l  horde.  Un i ted ,  they  had the  courage to  do and suc -
ceeded in  do ing  what  wou ld  have been imposs ib le  fo r
them ind iv idua l l y.  (Some cu l tu ra l  advance,  per haps,  com-
mand over  some new weapon,  had g i ven them a sense o f
super io r  s t r ength . )  Cann iba l  savages as  they  were ,  i t  goes
wi thout  say ing  that  they  devoured the i r  v i c t im as we l l  as
k i l l i ng  h im.  The v io lent  p r ima l  fa ther  had doubt less been
the feared and env ied  mode l  o f  each one o f  the  company
of  b ro thers :  and in  the  ac t  o f  devour ing  h im they  accom-
p l ished the i r  ident i f i ca t ion  w i th  h im,  and each one o f  them
acqu i red  a  por t ion  o f  h is  s t r ength .  The to tem meal ,  wh ich
is  per haps mank ind’s  ear l ies t  fes t i va l ,  wou ld  thus be a
repet i t ion  and a  commemorat ion  o f  th is  memorab le  and
cr iminal  deed,  which was the beginning of  so many th ings –
o f  soc i a l  o r gan i sa t i on ,  o f  mo ra l  r es t r i c t i ons  and  o f
re l i g ion .  ( ‘ IV.  The Retur n  o f  Totemism in  Ch i ldhood’ ,  To tem
and Taboo (1912–13) ,  pp .  141–42)  
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concepts of mutuality, obligation, and responsibility. The reality principle – the
deferral of immediate pleasure – is given a twist that reveals what has all along
been its social dimension: speculation on a future pleasure comes about only in a
circuit which is from the outset necessarily social, involving not only others but
the very nature of the bond amongst them and the prior structure of the world
into which they are born. This social dimension is installed, with the reality prin-
ciple, at the very heart of the pleasure principle. 

The father’s death turns a deprivation into a prohibition, the double taboo
of totemism: on the one hand, it is forbidden to kill the totemic animal, which
Freud suggests has come to stand for the father, and on the other hand, it is for-
bidden to have sexual relations within the same totemic clan. But if in the logic
of primal fantasy prohibition hides impossibility, may we not then suspect that
the initial deprivation was itself also hiding a double impossibility, even during
the father’s lifetime? The fable of the horde is meant to describe a situation
before the installation of the taboos against endogamy, in order to explain how
they came about. There cannot yet be any taboo against incest in the primal
horde: there is only an all-or-nothing division between the father who has
access to all women without exception, including his own mother and daughters,
and the sons who have no access to any of the women, whatever their relation.
The father is the singular exception to the rule of deprivation on which the
group is constructed, the one who claims a pleasure available to him alone. The
primal father is the ultimate Oedipal son, who has defeated all competition for
the exclusive comfort of the maternal body. But as we have seen, there never has
been a time in which the child’s claiming of the actual mother could really be a
return to that indifferentiation of the maternal body: the maternal body is not
the body of any actual person, and to return to an indifferentiation is not a
satisfaction so much as the loss of the very subject who seeks satisfaction.
Return is not an option: it is the fantasy of the Oedipal infant boy. The primal
father is thus not only the exception; he is a completely impossible exception,
the very embodiment of an impossible satisfaction, foreclosed not only to the
sons, but as the very condition of subjectivity.

In the same way, there never has been a time when killing the father could
be an abolition of the paternal voice, that sliver of difference which arises
within the indifferentiation of the maternal body. The paternal voice has never
belonged to any real, mortal father, but is at best lent, just as the law is inde-
pendent of its bearers. The father has after all presumably gained his own posi-
tion and power by the deposition of the previous incumbent, just as in the ape
hordes Darwin describes; he is there through the murder of his own father, and
in the normal course of things would in turn be deposed by one of his sons
(rather than all of them in concerted action). Incumbents come and go, but that
paternal voice which demands obedience and backs it up by threat remains con-
stant through all the various depositions and accessions. The very presence of the
actual figure of the father simply serves to hide the fact that one cannot kill that
paternal voice, which, as differentiation itself and the fantasised source of prohi-
bition, is what the Oedipal son really aims at in the return to the maternal body.
The brutality of the father’s force and the fear this invokes let the sons imagine that

Reading Freud 122

Thawaites-3448-Chapter-03.qxd  6/16/2007  4:01 PM  Page 122



this sheer force is all that keeps them from the satisfaction of their desires, and thus
hides and keeps alive the fundamental impossibility of those desires.

GGrroouuppss::

Group Psychology and the Analysis of
the Ego (1921)

Published the year after Beyond the Pleasure Principle, Group Psychology
has not yet taken on board the implications of the concept of the death drive,
though Freud refers to the binding forces of libido as Eros. 

This extended essay is concerned with ‘the individual man as a member of
a race, of a nation, of a caste, of a profession, of an institution, or as a component
part of a crowd of people who have been organised into a group at some partic-
ular time for some definite purpose’ (p. 70). That is, its starting point is the indi-
vidual, and the problem it sets itself is the ways in which individuals combine into
the unity of a group. How do groups cohere, from the least ordered group which
may emerge spontaneously and then vanish again just as quickly – the crowd –
to the most ordered and enduring groupings such as the Army or the Church?
The problem is phrased in terms of what is essentially a social contract theory,
though there is (not surprisingly) much in the essay which works against such a
framework.

Freud begins by reviewing some of the extensive previous literature on
the topic: Le Bon’s description of the ‘group mind’, in which individual char-
acteristics are dissolved to have their places taken by collective and more
worrying properties, such as irrationality, contagion, suggestibility and a feel-
ing of invincibility; and McDougall’s description of ways in which a group
achieves a greater rationality (by having a more definite structure, and conti-
nuities such as traditions and customs). In place of the rather vague term
‘suggestion’ (or, even more abstractly, ‘suggestibility’) which is often offered
as an explanation for group behaviour, Freud argues that libido is the basic
binding force of a group. In organised groups such as the Church and the
Army, this works in two directions: there are libidinal ties to the leader, and
libidinal ties of another sort to all of one’s fellows under that same leader.
More specifically, in groups of this sort, the leader has been placed in the
position of the ego-ideal (superego) for each of the other members of the
group, and that allows those members to identify with each other as having a
common libidinal object. Remove the leader, or at least the structure of lead-
ership, and the binding force of the group disintegrates.

This is where Freud differs significantly from Trotter’s earlier hypothe-
sis of a ‘herd instinct’ by which individual organisms would tend to aggregate.
For Freud, that is quite insufficient to explain the dynamics of a hierarchy, or
why there are any leaders at all. For him, the human being is not so much a
herd animal as a horde animal – and here we return to the myth introduced
at the very end of Totem and Taboo. This, Freud argues, explains some of the
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uncanny aspects of the coerciveness and suggestibility of groups: the uncon-
scious of every group is still always the configuration represented by the pri-
mal horde, and the leader, that shared ego-ideal, is always in part the primal
father. From this, Freud is able to offer a concise definition of suggestion in
psychoanalytic terms: ‘a conviction which is not based on perception and rea-
soning but upon an erotic tie’ (p. 128).

IIII::  TThhee  ssoocciiaall  ssuuppeerreeggoo

Disobey this edict

What holds this horde together is already something other than the strongest
individual in the group, who is always open to deposition anyway. From the out-
set, something is always already there, preceding the individual, no matter how
far back we go: some sort of frame into which the individual arrives. This mini-
mal something else is the dimension of the cultural and the social. Because it is
there before any individual, it is not something one derives additively from the
properties of the individual human being – as, for example, in social contract
theories of society, where individuals agree to band together for their common
good. On the contrary, as the story of the overthrow of the primal father shows,
it is subtractive: it comes about by an omission, a gap, a place that structurally has
to remain empty. It is the death of the father, not his possession of some greater
vitality, that is the beginning of social organisation, of moral institutions and of
religion.• The primal
father is in effect
already overthrown,
already as good as
dead, from the out-
set, because his
power comes from
elsewhere and is
independent of its
holder. The essence
of the primal father
is that he be dead.
Even during his own
lifetime, his power is
nothing more than
an advance drawing
on his own death.7 

The inverse
counterpart to this
is that this power
and its succession
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In order that these latter consequences may seem plausi -
b le,  leaving their  premises on one side, we need only sup-
pose that the tumultuous mob of brothers were f i l led with
the same contradictor y feel ings which we can see at work in
the ambivalent father -complexes of our chi ldren and of our
neurot ic pat ients. They hated their  father,  who presented
such a formidable obstacle to their  craving for power and
their  sexual desires; but they loved and admired him too.
After they had got r id of  h im, had sat isf ied their  hatred and
had put into ef fect their  wish to ident i fy  themselves with
him, the af fect ion which had al l  th is t ime been pushed
under was bound to make i tsel f  fe l t .  I t  d id so in the form of
remorse. A sense of gui l t  made i ts appearance, which in this
instance coincided with the remorse fel t  by the whole group.
The dead father became stronger than the l iv ing one had
been – for events took the course we so often see them fol -
low in human af fai rs to this day. What had up to then been
prevented by his actual  existence was thencefor th prohib -
i ted by the sons themselves, in accordance with the psy -
chological  procedure so fami l iar  to us in psychoanalyses
under the name of ‘defer red obedience’.  They revoked their
deed by  fo rb idd ing  the  k i l l i ng  o f  the  to tem,  the  subst i tu te
fo r  the i r  fa ther ;  and they  r enounced i ts  f r u i ts  by  r es ign ing
the i r  c la im to  the  women who had now been set  f r ee .  They
thus c reated out  o f  the i r  f i l i a l  sense o f  gu i l t  the  two fun -
damenta l  taboos o f  to temism [aga inst  k i l l i ng   the  to temic
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work, oddly, by
breaching their
own conditions.
The primal father
is the exception
to his own rules,

of course: he is the one who has all the women denied to the other men of
the horde, and the one who has done what none of the others could in
deposing his predecessor. His exceptionality is at the heart of the entire struc-
ture of his power, the thing that makes it work. His command amounts to a
Do not be like me! Do not occupy my place! You shall not replace me!

But something very odd follows from this. In their concerted deposition of
the father, are the sons not obeying that command, You shall not replace me!, by
taking it through one further turn? They do not replace him: they even take steps
to ensure that the position he occupied is left permanently vacant, preserved for-
ever from usurpation. In their very overthrow of him, then, are they not even
behaving more faithfully than when he was alive? The father’s edict is now invul-
nerable to transgression because it incorporates its own transgression: to trans-
gress it is to preserve it. If that transgression is what it takes to make the
command invulnerable and ensure that the father will never be replaced, does
not the command, then, necessarily even demand its own transgression? Once it
folds its very contradiction back on itself in this way, there can no longer be any
outside to this edict. The primal father’s edict is simultaneously Do this! and Do
not do this! While it demands obedience, it also, and completely paradoxically,
demands that one disobey it: one obeys by disobeying and disobeys by obeying;
to disobey is to obey, and to obey is to disobey. It is an edict with no outside. 

This is not a description of some fantasy of totalitarian power where dis-
obedience is impossible and one has no choice but to obey.8 If it were, it would
be of very little interest: every form of power breeds its own dissent, even if that
should be severely circumscribed. The totalitarian fantasy does not take into
account the utter paradoxicality of this bond: if disobedience is impossible, this
is for exactly the same reasons and in the very same instances that obedience is
impossible. At the very moment one obeys, one has no choice but to disobey.
The social bond, the Law binding us, is not a bond of obedience, threatening
us with punishment for disobedience. It is a much stranger thing, a bond of the
impossibility of obedience or disobedience. Oddly enough, it is a bond all the
stronger for its impossibility: a possible bond risks dissolution once its condi-
tions are met, but an impossible bond can never be met, and so its obligations
and ties can only multiply. At the heart of the social, then, we find again the
very structure we found at the heart of the psyche: the double bind. And just
as before, this double bind is there not as a pathology or dysfunctioning of
what should otherwise be unparadoxical and non-contradictory, but as the
condition of there being any sort of social bond whatsoever. There can be a
social bond only because it is inherently and necessarily contradictory, para-
doxical and impossible.
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animal ,  and against  mar r iage and sexual  re lat ions wi th a
member of  the same totemic c lan] ,  which for  that  ver y
reason inev i tably  cor respond to the two repressed wishes
of  the Oedipus complex.  Whoever  contravened these taboos
became gui l ty  of  the only  two cr imes wi th which pr imit ive
society  concerned i tsel f .  ( ‘ IV.  The Return of  Totemism in
Chi ldhood’ ,  Totem and Taboo (1912–13),  p.  143) 
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A double bind is quite independent of any or all of the individuals
involved in the situation, as well. It is a logical knot belonging to the situa-
tion, not some sort of ability or inability of any of the players; on the contrary,
a double bind means the a priori impossibility of any individual to negotiate
it without contradiction. No one is adequate to the double bind: there may be
better or worse things to do in a given double bind, but the double bind is
itself profoundly not a matter of individual choice or making. The double
bind makes one acutely and even uncomfortably aware of the gap between
what one can do and what the situation demands. It confronts one with a
dimension quite different from that of the individual or the personal.

Freud suggests that it is a matter of simple pragmatics for the sons to
leave the father’s place vacant: if none of the sons is strong enough to fill that
place on his own, uncontested, then mutual self-interest suggests that leaving
it vacant will minimise conflict.• But as we have seen, structurally that place
is one that cannot
be filled: it has to
be left vacant as a
condition of the
very organisation
of the social. This
can be a decision
only in the retro-
spective sense of an
affirmation, like that
of falling in love. I
do not choose to
fall in love (the
very thought of it
cannot help but
appear comically
naïve, or just a bit sinister, like stalking). Falling in love happens without our
conscious will, as the very phrases we use say over and over: we fall, are swept
away, unable to help ourselves, lost, not knowing what has come over us … I
always realise after the event that I have fallen and that I am now in love:
everything is always just a little bit too late, as if I wasn’t actually quite there
when it happened. My will comes into it as an affirmation, in retrospect: now
that I am in love, I affirm it as something I want, more than anything. I know
that it has now become so much a part of my life that I can no longer even
see myself without this love. Take it away and I do not go back to what I was
before: I disintegrate. 

The same logic is at work in the decision to leave the position of the father
vacant. It is a forced choice, one that cannot go any other way. Even if one of
the sons were to take over the dominant role, deposition itself has already for-
ever separated that role from the holder of it: the role itself is what remains,
above and beyond any of its incumbents, essentially empty. What one does is
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Sexua l  des i r es  do not  un i te  men but  d i v ide  them.  Though
the b ro thers  had banded together  in  o rder  to  over come
the i r  fa ther,  they  were  a l l  one another ’s  r i va ls  in  r egard  to
the women.  Each o f  them wou ld  have w ished,  l i ke  h is
fa ther,  to  have a l l  the  women to  h imse l f .  The new or gan i -
sa t ion  wou ld  have co l lapsed in  a  s t r ugg le  o f  a l l  aga inst
a l l ,  fo r  none o f  them was o f  such over -master ing  s t r ength
as to  be ab le  to  take on h is  fa ther ’s  par t  w i th  success.
Thus the  b ro thers  had no a l te r nat i ve ,  i f  they  were  to  l i ve
toge the r,  bu t  –  no t ,  pe r haps ,  un t i l  they  had  passed
through many  dangerous c r ises –  to  ins t i tu te  the  law
aga inst  incest ,  by  wh ich  they  a l l  a l i ke  r enounced the
women whom they  des i r ed  and who had been the i r  ch ie f
mot i ve  fo r  despatch ing  the i r  fa ther.  In  th is  way  they  r es -
cued the  o r gan isat ion  wh ich  had made them st rong  ….
( ‘ IV.  The Retur n  o f  Totemism in  Ch i ldhood’ ,  To tem and
Taboo (1912–13) ,  p .  144)  
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affirm this, after the event, as if it were a free decision. The same is true of any
‘social contract’ theory, of which Freud’s story is an example. There is no his-
toric moment at which free individuals decide to band together for their com-
mon good; the only individuals there are, are those who are born into an
already existing social world. Even dissent involves precisely that affirmation,
which is the very structure of responsibility: Even though I did not make the world
this way and had no choice in the matter, I take responsibility for it, for doing some-
thing about it. 

The logic of affirmation is the flipside to the logic of prohibition: both of
them hide an impossibility. What makes them forms of the social bond is not
that, in the one case, we as individuals form our society according to our wills
and desires or, in the other, that we as individuals are prevented from exercising
our wills and desires by the regulations and prohibitions of society. Both of
those options are too much and too little. On the one hand, they see the social
as something quite exterior to the individual – as if the social were simply some
sort of tool towards the realisation of an essentially individual project, or some
sort of obstacle in the way of such a project (this is the logic of ‘self-realisation’).
On the other hand, they tend to collapse the social and the individual, as if they
were both essentially the same thing – as if the social were just a collection of
individuals (the logic made famous by Margaret Thatcher, the British prime
minister between 1979 and 1990, whose ‘There is no such thing as society’ ratio-
nalized selling off public utilities to private enterprise), or as if the individual
were just the determinable product of its social grouping. On the one hand,
social and individual have nothing to do with each other except as sheer exter-
nal envelope or obstacle; on the other the two become indistinguishable. 

The trick is not to choose either of those options, external or indistin-
guishable, or to seek some sort of happy medium or compromise between them.
It is to take both at once, in all the impossibility of any compromise. The social
is indeed radically exterior to the individual, but only to exactly the same extent
that not the slightest separation of the two is possible. We have seen this before:
it is the logic of the unconscious as inner foreign territory. Affirmation and pro-
hibition, as we have been outlining them here, are forms of the social bond
because they set up a relation of impossibility between social and individual.
That the bond is a double bind ensures not only that it is law-bound, but that
what follows with necessity is also never enough to determine the link. 

The nature of the bond

In Group Psychology and the Analysis of the Ego (1921), Freud asks what the nature
of the group bond must be, and comes to the conclusion that it is doubled and
indirect: there must be two sorts of bond at work, one of which is the conse-
quence of the other. 

First of all, there must be an object of interest common to all the members
of the group, in what is essentially a libidinal relationship. The dynamic here is
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again very much like falling in love: the object of one’s affection can be over-
valued, immune from the sort of criticism the superego or ego- ideal usually
offers of oneself, and even capable of over-riding the superego; the lover may do
whatever the loved one desires or is perceived as desiring, even where that
clashes with basic demands of morality. In other words, the desired object is
effectively put in the place of the super-ego, and takes over its function.•

For the group,
this object may be a
beloved or admired
leader, certainly, but
it may be all sorts
of other things as
well, from God and
Nation (the church
and the army are
two of Freud’s major
examples) to some
far more modest
common passion or
activity (as in fan
groups or hobby
groups). What is
important is that it
be a shared object,
common to a num-
ber of people all of
whom put it in the place of the ego-ideal in the same fashion. That commonal-
ity is what provides the group bond, as a relationship of identification with
those others: I identify with X, Y and Z because we all love the same thing. Freud
diagrams this as in Figure 3.1.

The group bond thus has two components, a libidinal relationship to an
object, and the relationship of identification this leads to with others who share
that libidinal attachment.  For any one member of the group, the two sorts of
relationship thus look like Figure 3.2.

When that shared object of affection is a leader, it is clear how close this
is to the myth of the primal father from Totem and Taboo, which Freud will
explicitly invokes again here. Like that relationship, the social bond is based on an
exception. The exception to the rules is the thing that holds it all together. Just as the
horde is bound together by the primal father who is not subject to its laws, so
too is the bond of identification that ties the members of a group together based
on an exceptional object.

At first sight, this object may be one of two things. It may be a member of
the group, who is thus never just one member among many: we do not so much
identify with the leader as put him or her in the place of the superego. But
it may just as easily be something that is not a person at all, but has quite a
different sort of existence (the passion for model trains which brings hobbyists
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In  connect ion  w i th  th is  quest ion  o f  be ing  in  love  we have
a lways  been s t r uck  by  the  phenomenon o f  sexua l  over va l -
ua t ion  –  the  fac t  that  the  loved ob jec t  en joys  a  cer ta in
amount  o f  f r eedom f r om c r i t i c ism,  and that  a l l  i ts  charac -
te r is t i cs  a re  va lued more  h igh l y  than those o f  peop le  who
are  not  loved,  o r  than i ts  own were  a t  the  t ime when i t
i tse l f  was not  loved.  … [The]  i l l us ion  is  p roduced that  the
ob jec t  has come to  be sensua l l y  loved on account  o f  i ts
sp i r i tua l  mer i ts…

… Contemporaneous ly  w i th  th is  ‘devot ion ’  o f  the  ego
to  the  ob jec t ,  wh ich  is  no  longer  to  be  d is t ingu ished f r om
a sub l imated devot ion  to  an  abst rac t  idea,  the  funct ions
a l lo t ted  to  the  ego - idea l  ent i r e l y  cease to  operate .  The
cr i t i c ism operated by  that  agency  is  s i len t ;  ever y th ing  that
the  ob jec t  does and asks fo r  is  r i gh t  and b lameless.
Consc ience has no app l i ca t ion  to  any th ing  that  is  done fo r
t he  sake  o f  t he  ob j e c t ;  i n  t he  b l i n dness  o f  l o ve
remorse lessness is  car r ied  to  the  p i tch  o f  c r ime.  The
who le  s i t ua t i on  can  be  comp le te l y  summar i sed  i n  a
fo r mula :  The ob jec t  has been put  in  the  p lace o f  the  ego -
idea l .  (Group Psycho logy  and the  Ana lys is  o f  the  Ego
(1921) ,  pp .  112,  113)  
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together, or the idea of Nation that sustains patriotism and is qualitatively quite
different from any or even all of the actual members of that nation). But this
second case points to what we already know from the primal horde: that the
father is always already dead, and his place is essentially empty. Even when that
shared object is a person, it is not that person as such who is the object of our
desire. We recognise this when we use the word charisma for that force which
attracts us to a certain person. Charisma – like charity, with which it shares an
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Figure 3.1 (adapted from Group Psychology and the Analysis of the Ego
(1921), p. 116)
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etymology, the Greek word χάρις, a gift or favour – is the name for what comes
to its bearer from elsewhere, invested like a gift on the one who wears it, rather
than owned; in this, charisma always exceeds any conceivable talent (which is
what we do own – from the Latin talentum, inclination of mind). This is the logic
of desire itself, after all. What I love in the loved one, that very thing which
makes them so lovable, is always a strangely fantasmatic quality which recedes
whenever I try to say just what it is. It need not even correspond to anything at
all I can actually observe in that person. You are cruel, you are thoughtless and self-
ish, you play me along – but I still love you: that object which is at the core of my
desire is something with which my love invests the loved one. This is not the
lover’s narcissism or solipsism, a closed circuit of fantasy which returns to no
one but the lover, as this impossible bestowed object makes an actual difference
to, in and for the loved one. Now that I am loved, I am no longer the same person. 

May we not say something similar of the political bond, the libidinal relation-
ship that is at the heart of the group bond? It comes about not from the properties
of the object in itself, but as an investiture. If in some alternative universe, they had
never had any connection whatsoever with the British throne, but had lived out
their lives as sheep farmers, paper merchants and middle management, would we
possibly ever think of the Windsor family as charismatic? Such investiture may be all
but tautological: we all know the celebrity phenomenon of being ‘famous for being
famous’, of a charisma with no visible means of support.9 Alternatively, does not
such a separation suggest why in the political arena, argumentum ad hominem may
often turn out to be such an ineffective strategy in contemporary liberal democra-
cies? As the Reagan, Clinton, and Bush administrations have demonstrated in dif-
ferent ways, to point out the personal failings of an incumbent – intellectual abilities,
literacy level, or sexual conduct – often has no effect on that incumbent’s popular-
ity, and may even increase it. What it draws attention to is precisely that gap between
person and role, and the way in which that charisma is an investiture which works
across and even depends on the gap. Far from threatening any political ideals, what
such revelations may do, on the contrary, is confirm the powerful political fantasies
which sustain the process: what they say may not be the intended The president is an
ignoramus, but instead, How much the president knows is either irrelevant (that’s what
staff are there for) or the very point of identification (the president is simply human).10 Forrest
Gump and before it the far more disconcerting Being There are not themselves fan-
tasies about politics so much as canny films about political fantasy.

It is also clear that the group relationship as Freud conceives it here –
on the one hand, a libidinal bond, on the other, a bond of identification – is a
variation on the familial relationships of the Oedipus complex. Figure 3.3 shows
Oedipus in its unresolved form, for both sexes: the mother is the desired object,
and the father is the deadly rival because, just like me, he demands the mother’s
affection and thus threatens to supplant me. It is also very close to the standard
resolved form in the case of male heterosexuality, where my libidinal objects are
now female, and I identify with and rival other men in the light of that. We shall
have to pay attention to features of both of these variations. The similarity of the
two may mean that it is particularly easy for one to merge into the other – for the
resolved form to mask aspects of the unresolved.
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For now something interesting and unexpected has occurred. If we are
indeed to take the group bond as a variation on Oedipus, the obvious corre-
spondence of positions would appear to be oddly reversed. According to this
diagram, the position of the leader is not, as one might think, that of the father,
but that of the mother. Why should this be so?

One part of the answer is that Freud’s original diagram implicitly describes
a set of relationships among men. The person I identify with in the social bond
is, in this diagram, a(nother) man. Indeed, the social bond is so often and so
generally seen as a fraternity, a bond among brothers.11 It is also thus a bond
that is likely to flip over into rivalry. The men with whom I identify as my broth-
ers in this fraternity are also my potential heterosexual rivals. Beyond this,
though, identification itself is always close to a rivalry: the one who is like me
is the one who can take my place. The social bond of such a fraternity is unsta-
ble: I am like him is always the flipside to He must not be like me (Borch-Jacobsen,
1988, pp. 26–27 passim). And the object of this rivalry in the unresolved com-
plex is the maternal body. Oedipus is an attempt to explain how it is that this
maternal body comes to be something other than the undifferentiated bliss
that fantasy demands, and is instead already split against itself. The rivalry of
brothers meets the Oedipal question, Why do I not have my enjoyment? with the
answer, My rival has stolen it from me.12 The social bond has within it the possi-
bility of internecine warfare.

CCiivviilliizzaattiioonn::

The Future of an Illusion (1927)

This is Freud’s first major statement of the antagonism between culture and
the individual. (Freud’s term, Kultur, is generally translated as ‘civilisation’ in
the Standard Edition.) As social bonding is essentially libidinal, every culture
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places a libidinal impost on its members; it demands work and a renunciation
of many of the satisfactions of the drives. These demands are social prohibi-
tions; they produce frustrations within the individuals, and privations in lived
social life. The function of the superego is to internalise the oppositions these
provoke, and by turning them into satisfactions reduce that culture’s reliance
on coercion. Two of the ways in which that can happen are through art and
the essay’s principal topic, religion. 

For Freud, the source of the religious impulse is in the child’s power-
lessness and the protective figure of the father. It functions to reassure about
what is not and cannot be known, and as such corresponds quite precisely
to the psychoanalytic category of fantasy. This is where the term illusion of
the title is important: an illusion is not an error but a wish, and as such is
susceptible neither to proof nor disproof, both of which leave that aspect of
wishing untouched. Religion functions in much the same way as obsessional
neurosis, with its ritual observances for adverting misfortune, and is thus, like
neuroses, something to be replaced by the rational decisions of the intellect.

Like The Question of Lay Analysis of the previous year, The Future of an
Illusion is carried on for the most part as a dialogue with a critical opponent.

Civilization and its Discontents (1930)

The Future of an Illusion had set up an opposition between the drives’
demands for satisfaction and the cultural restrictions placed on that satisfac-
tion. But now another question arrives to complicate matters. What if the
resistances to the sexual drives are not only cultural, but also somehow
innate to the very concept of drive – if it is not just a matter of the social
repression of a drive which could otherwise achieve its aim, but of ‘something
in the nature of the function itself which denies us full satisfaction and urges
us along other paths’ (p. 105)? That new factor is the death drive, whose
resistances threaten not only the satisfactions of the sexual drives, but also,
in their manifestations as aggression, the fabric of the cultural itself. The task
of culture is thus not only to restrict the satisfactions of the sexual drives in
order to use the libidinal energies for the purposes of social bonding; it is also
to inhibit the aggressiveness which is the manifestation of the death drive,
and which constantly threatens from within to undo that social bond. 

This gives a new function to the superego. Where The Future of an
Illusion saw it as the means of internalising the demands of the social and
turning its restrictions into ideals, now Freud sees the superego as culture’s way
of obtaining ‘mastery over the individual’s dangerous desire for aggression by
weakening and disarming it and by setting up an agency within him to watch
over it, like a garrison in a conquered city’ (p. 124). In particular, this is the
function of conscience and its consequent guilt. As the superego is an inter-
nalisation of authority, even wishes cannot be hidden from it, and conscience
turns out to be a far more severe, implacable and relentless judge than any
external authority. Under such a regime, the guilt it produces may multiply: to
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renounce a satisfaction of the drives is not to lay that guilt to rest, but to keep
it alive and even renew it, as the very renunciation becomes a proof that one
was guilty in the first place. The superego does not so much neutralise the
agressiveness of the death drive, as master it by turning it back against itself,
and thus perpetuating it as a tension at the heart of both the social and the
individual subject.

For Civilization and its Discontents, the social is irremediably split at its
heart, and this split is the very engine of its working.

Moses and Monotheism:
Three Essays (1939)

Moses and Monotheism is the last book Freud published in his lifetime. It seems
to have been drafted in much its present form and structure by late 1934. The
delay in publication is due to a number of factors which include his continuing
dissatisfaction with it (especially with the third of its three essays, the only one
not published separately before the book), his worries about its reception in a
dominantly Roman Catholic country, and the political situation in Austria. He
seems to have made revisions intermittently until its publication in 1939. 

The first essay, ‘Moses an Egyptian’, considers the legend of Moses’ birth,
abandonment to the Nile and rescue by Pharaoh’s daughter as a variation on
what an earlier article called ‘Family Romances’ (1909) – that is, on the child’s fan-
tasy that its parents are not really its own, and that the child is in fact a foundling
from a noble family. The fantasy thus gives the child two families: in its usual form,
the first of these (the child’s origin) is fantasised, while the second is the child’s
real family. To read the Moses story as a family romance is thus to see Moses as
an Egyptian who became a Jew, rather than a Jewish child adopted by Egyptian
royalty: the word mose, child, is common on Egyptian monuments. 

The second essay, ‘If Moses was an Egyptian …’ develops this argu-
ment. What then would have been the religion Moses gave to the Jews? It was
clearly not the very different and intensely polytheistic Egyptian state religion,
but it may, Freud suggests, have been an Egyptian religion. He proposes
the monotheistic religion of the sun god Aten, which flourished very briefly in
the Eighteenth Dynasty with the seventeen-year reign of Amenophis IV
(Akhenaten) and his wife Nefertiti in the fourteenth century BC Aten was wor-
shipped as the sole creator and source of all things, to the exclusion of all
magic, sorcery and myths; like Judaism, the Aten religion had nothing to do with
life after death or the next world. Freud speculates that Moses would have been
a member of the royal house who, with the collapse of Akhenaten’s reign, went
into exile with his followers: the Exodus. In the course of these travels, they
would have taken over the worship of another god, Yahweh, probably from the
Midianites. Yahweh was a fierce bloodthirsty demon who walked by night, and
the figure of the aristocratic Egyptian who led his people out of captivity became
identified with the historically quite different figure of the founding priest of this
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religion. The Moses of the Bible is thus a composite figure in a complex fusion
of different stories. 

The third essay, ‘Moses, His People and Monotheistic Religion’, is the
one which gave Freud most trouble; it is the longest (longer than the first two
combined), the most tentative, and the most uneven in its structure, full of rep-
etitions, doubts, and apologies. It is also the one in which psychoanalytic the-
ory attempts its greatest purchase on the Moses story, drawing once again on
the myth of the primal father from Totem and Taboo, the dynamics of groups
from Group Psychology and the Analysis of the Ego, and continuing the argu-
ments on the correspondences between religion and neurosis made in The
Future of an Illusion and Civilization and its Discontents.

Neuroses have their etiology in traumas from earliest childhood, which
characteristically may have long periods of latency. The equivalent of such a
trauma in the (pre)history of the Jewish people is the murder, according to
Sellin’s theory, of Moses by his own people. At the foundation of Judaic
monotheism we have once again a version of the story of the primal father,
the remorse for whose killing is at the root of the fantasy of the Messiah who
returns to lead his promised people to redemption and the promised land. 

Freud clearly admits the difficulties involved in moving like this from cate-
gories of individual psychology towards some sort of ‘group psychology’. Where,
for instance, does the memory of such a group lie, for such a trauma to remain
active over so many generations? Freud’s answer is that just as with individuals,
it lies in ‘unconscious memory-traces’ (p. 94). An individual’s life is affected not
only by what she has experienced herself, but also by an ‘archaic heritage’ of
phylogenetic events (p. 98). Certain symbols, for example – and here Freud
seems to be drawing surprisingly close to Jung, a quarter-century after their
break – seem to be universal, as if the thought-connections they represent had
become part and parcel of a general human heritage. Childhood neuroses can
seem to have a multi-generational aetiology. Some experiences may be pre-
served in a way akin to animal instinct (and here is one of the rare occasions in
which the word Freud uses is Instinkt rather than Trieb). It is in ways like this that
humans have always in some sense known of the primal father and his killing.
Only such an explanation, Freud argues, can come to grips with the ways in
which such phenomena as religion can be so independent of and even resistant
to logical thought. 

The second part of the essay recapitulates the entire book so far, expand-
ing and elaborating at times. It deals with the question of the people of Israel as
the chosen people: the figure of Moses the leader borrows his authority from the
relationship to the father, and this in turn lends itself to the relation to God. The
Mosaic God is increasingly dematerialized and desensualized, in a renunciation
of the drive which is also a birth of the ethical; the symbolic covenant of circum-
cision stands for the acceptance of castration which makes this possible. With
Christianity, the coming of Christ and the restoration of the presence of God
stand in relation to the killing of the primal father as the return of the repressed,
guilt now turned by sacrifice into rapturous devotion.
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IIIIII::  TThhee  ooppeenniinngg  ooff  hhiissttoorryy

Something does not follow

Group Psychology and the Analysis of the Ego starts from an elision of the group with
the social: Freud uses the terms group psychology and social psychology as synonyms. •

His argument is that
because the individ-
ual is always formed
in a set of relations
with others, individ-
ual psychology is
already, from the out-
set, a group psychol-
ogy.  The problem
with group psychol-
ogy as it has hitherto
existed, he argues, is
that it has ignored
those smaller-scale
group relations about
which psychoanalysis
already has a lot to
say, and leapt too
quickly to larger-scale
questions: how is the
individual influenced
by the groups to
which he or she
belongs, groups made

up of sometimes very large numbers of other individuals, such as a race, a nation,
a profession, a crowd? Because it makes this leap too quickly, existing group psy-
chology has had to invent what Freud argues is a quite unnecessary category, the
social instincts (or ‘herd instinct’ or ‘group mind’). It is an unnecessary term, says
Freud, because what it names is in fact already explainable in terms of individual
psychology, and finds its earliest beginnings in the individual and the family cir-
cle. Everything group psychology needs to explain social behaviour is already there
in psychoanalysis. 

Psychology, then, moves too quickly from the small scale to the large, and in
doing this it misses, between the two, the very thing it is after. But could
we not say just the same thing about Freud’s argument? Here, social psychology
is essentially group psychology, and group psychology is a variation on individ-
ual psychology; it is essentially additive: groups are nothing but a large number
of individuals and the interpersonal relationships among them. But if that is all,
have we not then missed precisely the dimension of the social bond, the
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The cont rast  between ind iv idua l  and soc ia l  o r  g roup psy -
cho logy,  wh ich  a t  f i rs t  g lance may  seem to  be fu l l  o f  s ig -
n i f i cance,  loses a  g reat  dea l  o f  i ts  sharpness when i t  i s
examined more  c lose l y.  I t  i s  t r ue  that  ind iv idua l  psycho l -
ogy  is  concerned w i th  the  ind iv idua l  man and exp lo res
the paths  by  wh ich  he seeks to  f ind  sat is fac t ion  fo r  h is
inst inc tua l  impu lses;  but  on l y  ra re l y  and under  cer ta in
except iona l  cond i t ions is  ind iv idua l  psycho logy  in  a  pos i -
t ion  to  d is regard  the  re la t ions o f  th is  ind iv idua l  to  o thers .
In  the  ind iv idua l ’s  menta l  l i fe  someone e lse  is  invar iab l y
invo lved,  as  a  mode l ,  as  an ob jec t ,  as  a  he lper,  as  an
opponent ;  and so f r om the ver y  f i rs t  ind i v idua l  psycho logy,
in  th is  ex tended but  ent i r e l y  jus t i f iab le  sense o f  the
words,  is  a t  the  same t ime soc ia l  psycho logy  as  we l l .

The relat ions of an indiv idual  to his parents and to his
brothers and sisters,  to the object of  h is love, and to his
physic ian – in fact al l  the relat ions which have hi ther to been
the chief  subject of  psychoanalyt ic research – may c laim to
be considered as social  phenomena; and in this respect
they may be cont rasted wi th cer ta in other  processes,
descr ibed by us as ‘narcissist ic’ ,  in which the sat isfact ion
of the inst incts is par t ia l ly  or  total ly  withdrawn from the
inf luence of other people. The contrast between social  and
narcissist ic … mental  acts therefore fal ls whol ly  within the
domain of indiv idual  psychology,  and is not wel l  calculated
to di f ferent iate i t  f rom a social  or  group psychology.  (Group
Psychology and the Analysis of  the Ego (1921),  p.  69) 
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double bind which, as a logical, structural condition, is quite irreducible to the
level of the individual and the interpersonal? The social bond is not a matter of
the fact that we are all born into families made up of other individuals, or that
those individuals have all sorts of relationships amongst themselves; family itself
pre-exists us, as a very particular type of structure quite independent of any par-
ticular family or the individuals who make it up. It is a structure which individ-
uals and particular families find themselves already in, and within which choice
necessarily has the retrospective logic of affirmation and the contradictory
imperatives of the double bind. 

But would not such an argument be a somewhat dangerous universalisa-
tion? Is it really just a way of saying that whatever the huge historical and cul-
tural variation may be in the ways in which families work, the functions they
have in the societies in which they arise, and the very individuals they tend to
produce, they are all at base the same – and (the obvious extension would be)
that this base is essentially the sort of family Freud knew so well, the middle-
class family of early twentieth-century Vienna? Is it, in the words of a complaint
one often hears about Freud, to be deeply unhistorical and culture-blind? 

That would indeed be so if what we are referring to as structure took the
form of a model for a particular sort of family – if it were, in effect, a set of stip-
ulations on what a family does and is, and where a family which is or does not
fall into that description would be correspondingly immature, regressive, per-
verse or pathological; if it said, that is, that all families are the same, and those
which aren’t are a problem. Putting it like that should remind us of an earlier
argument, the far-reaching one Freud made about sexualities in 1905. For
nineteenth-century sexology, reproductive heterosexuality is the moral norm
against which all other forms are to a greater or lesser degree pathological.
Freud’s argument on the infant’s polymorphous perversity, however, turns this
on its head: given that the drive’s aims and objects are formed only in the con-
tingencies and vicissitudes of a life history, the real problem is how reproductive
heterosexuality comes to occur so frequently. 

The argument to be made here has precisely the same shape: rather than pos-
tulating a particular type of normative family from which everything else is to be
measured, the question implied by Freud’s argument is instead precisely one of how
the family in all of its divergent forms comes to be. Instead of a set of structures and
fixed relationships at the heart of the family telling us This is what a family must be,
we have the double bind as the characteristic and necessary form of the social bond,
in which every such demand is accompanied immediately by This very same thing is
what a family must not be. Far from being a template, the double-bind’s contradic-
tory demands ensure that there can be no template at all, no single true family, the
right way of being a family; there is only a multitude of families, all of which work
and do not work in some way or another.13 Just as the absence of any general form
of the relationship between the sexes means that every actual sexual relationship is
in a sense to be played out for the first time, played by ear without guarantees of suc-
cess, so too with the absence of any template to the family. 

All human beings are born from a mother; all are premature, in that we have
a long period in which we are utterly dependent on others for our survival; all are
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born with a particular genital conformation; all go through a complex and pro-
tracted process of separation from the maternal body. These are not simply biolo-
gisms, for two reasons. The first, and more obvious one, is that they are already
social facts. To put it more accurately, if slightly awkwardly, they are nowhere not
already social facts. It would be a mistake to buy into that perpetual and fruitless dis-
tinction between nature and nurture, as if the human being could be seen as the
sum of some attributes which belong solely to the hardwiring of its biological inher-
itance and are thus relatively fixed, and others which have been learnt through
the routines of a culture, and are thus relatively mutable and capable of being
unlearned and reconfigured. One obvious problem with that would be that the two
poles offered as explanation are completely imaginary: we never meet them in the
wild. No human being, and no aspect of any human being, is ever purely either:
every apparently purely biological facet of our existence is already a cultural datum,
and there is no apparently cultural facet which does not somewhere touch on the
facticities of the organism. But beyond that, two such poles cannot be simply addi-
tive. To try to explain a certain aspect of human behaviour as partly nature, partly
nurture is trying to explain the properties and consequences of water (its density
and specific gravity, its ability to flow, and to wet some things and not others, its
colour in large quantities, its necessity to life, its effect on the weather cycles, its sup-
port of marine life, the history of navigation and trade routes, the economics of
famine, the invocations of poetry …) by ascertaining which part of each is due to
hydrogen and which to oxygen.14

The second and more far-reaching reason that such propositions are not
biologisms is that they are not statements of a positive content from which cer-
tain consequences would follow with a clear and repeatable logic: the double
bind ensures that that sort of continuity is not possible. Far from being
the assertion of some sort of essential given human nature that would be the
premise from which everything would follow, these are moments from which
nothing necessarily follows. What happens as a consequence of our birth, our pre-
maturity, our genital configuration, our slow and often incomplete negotiations
of Oedipus, is that the chains of cause and effect are massively invaded by the
accidental and the contingent. We enter history. From now on, we shall never
leave it, as it opens up everywhere at our core as that gap of the contingent
ensured by the double bind. The double bind is not sort of trans-historical
essence of being human; it is the moment from which the very possibility of a
history opens out, with all of the variations it may take. 

Something does not follow; everything follows from that.

Metasociology

What status are we to give to this odd story of the primal horde and its over-
thrown father, that projection of Oedipus so unlike anything taken seriously in
contemporary cultural theory?

As we have seen, castration is a childhood theory of sexuality before it is
a psychoanalytic theory. Castration is the child’s way of making sense of the
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inexplicable fact of sexual difference. As primal fantasy, it has no need at all of
being an event which could be located at a particular time in the child’s life (not
surprisingly, the child never remembers a moment at which she was castrated).
Its function is to give consistency: everything happens as if it had taken place,
and this is its explanatory power.

But how then does the psychoanalyst’s theory differ from the child’s? How
does it differ from the stories of origin we think of as myth? Like the child’s the-
ories, the psychoanalyst’s give consistency to what, without them, would lack
consistency. We cannot observe the unconscious, but once we have hypothe-
sised its existence we are able to construct a clear and powerful chain of logic
connecting and accounting for all sorts of things which before that postulation
seemed scattered and without connection. Is the psychoanalyst’s theory then
simply a more mature, refined version of the child’s? Is psychoanalysis itself at
base a childhood theory of sexuality?

Psychoanalysis is good at listening. That is, after all, its founding gesture.
Where nineteenth-century psychiatry observed the hysteric, or submitted her to
drenchings, prolonged baths, extremes of cold, in order to see how this object of
investigation reacted, psychoanalysis begins with the injunction, Talk to me. Tell me
about yourself. Rather than stating a diagnosis for the patient to accept and act on,
the analyst withdraws judgement and quietly refuses the position of the expert. The
disturbances that bring the patient to analysis are formed out of the contingencies
and singularities of a history, as indeed are the very form the symptoms take as they
both express and mask that disturbance. Disturbance and symptoms alike become
intelligible only in the light of that history, which is in the analysand’s possession,
not the analyst’s. In that light, no matter how unintelligible they may appear from
the outside, even in the delusions of the psychoses, the symptoms appear as a logi-
cal, even rigorous – if unsuccessful – response to the situation, an attempt to
negotiate its contradictions and impossibilities.• The skill of the analyst is in a con-
trolled not-knowing,
an insistence that
the analysand be the
one who knows all
along – even if, as is
always the case, the
analysand does not
yet know that he
knows.

S o m e t h i n g
similar happens with
Freud’s approach to
the child’s theories
of sexuality. It would
be banal and point-
less to treat the
child’s theories as no more than mistakes, with all that would imply (such as the
need to correct, and the assurance that one’s own position, from which one does
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The [psychot ic ]  pat ient  has w i thdrawn f r om the peop le  in
h is  env i r onment  and f r om the ex te r na l  wor ld  genera l l y  the
l ib id ina l  ca thexes wh ich  he has h i ther to  d i r ec ted on to
them.  Thus ever y th ing  has become ind i f fe rent  and i r r e le -
vant  to  h im,  and has to  be exp la ined by  means o f  a  sec -
ondar y  ra t iona l isa t ion  as  be ing  ‘mi rac led  up,  cu rsor i l y
improv ised’ .  The end o f  the  wor ld  is  the  p ro jec t ion  o f  th is
in te r na l  ca tast rophe;  h is  sub jec t i ve  wor ld  has come to  an
end s ince h is  w i thdrawa l  o f  h is  love  f r om i t .  

…And the  parano ic  bu i lds  i t  aga in ,  not  more  sp len -
d id ,  i t  i s  t r ue ,  but  a t  least  so  that  he  can once more  l i ve
in  i t .  He bu i lds  i t  up  by  the  work  o f  h is  de lus ions.  The
de lus iona l  fo r mat ion ,  wh ich  we take to  be the  patho log ica l
p roduct ,  is  in  r ea l i t y  an  a t tempt  a t  r ecover y,  a  p rocess
o f  r e cons t r u c t i on .  ( ‘ P s y choana l y t i c  No tes  on  an
Autob iograph ica l  Account  o f  a  Case o f  Parano ia ’  (1911a) ,
pp .  70–71;  emphas is  in  o r ig ina l )
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the correction, is indeed uncontaminated by the errors one corrects). Instead,
Freud asks what follows from such theories. How do they help organise the child’s
life and knowing, what the child does and how it acts with others and the
world? Far from being things which adulthood and its knowledge sweep into

oblivion, these child-
hood theories may
survive into and be
the very basis for the
adult’s behaviour.•
Disavowal, as we
have seen, allows the
survival of such a
theory long after it
has been refused: I
know that X is not the
case, but nevertheless, I
behave as if it were …

Psychoanalysis’s theories of sexuality are thus also, at the same time,
necessarily theories about how theories of sexuality work. There is a certain meta-
dimension indispensable to them, which is inseparable from the dimensions of the
unconscious and the contingent. To say that psychoanalytic theories are metatheo-
ries is to indicate not just a folding back onto themselves (a theory about theories),
but also the way in which all theories, the psychoanalyst’s as much as the child’s,
are acts in the world. More than a representation of the world, they are a set of
complex strategies for living in it. Like those of any act, the consequences of any
theory are never fully calculable, for they open out into a future.  A theory is always
a knot: some knots, those theories of the neurotic, may be agonised stalemates it is
extremely difficult to break; others, like the psychotic’s, are valiant attempts to
remake a world which has disintegrated; some, such as those of psychoanalysis as
a clinical practice, aim at reducing hysterical misery to ordinary unhappiness.

That meta- has a second sense, connected to this knot.  Where psychology is
classically concerned with modelling consciousness, Freud describes psychoanalysis
as a metapsychology in as much as it models a psyche that is never entirely conscious.
The term sounds like and inevitably recalls metaphysics, which Freud sets against
metapsychology. Metaphysics, he argues, is the projection onto the world of what
are in fact the dramas of the psyche; metapsychology, on the other hand, has as

its task the
recogn tion and
mapping of this
process of projec-
tion. • But as we
have seen, the
distinction bet-
ween the two –
metaphysics and
metapsychology,
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A knowledge o f  in fant i le  sexua l  theor ies  in  the  shapes
they  assume in  the  thoughts  o f  ch i ld ren  can be o f  in te rest
in  va r ious ways –  even,  surp r is ing l y  enough,  fo r  the  e luc i -
da t ion  o f  myths  and fa i r y  ta les .  They  a re  ind ispensab le ,
moreover,  fo r  an  unders tand ing  o f  the  neuroses them-
se lves ;  fo r  in  them these ch i ld ish  theor ies  a re  s t i l l  opera -
t i ve  and acqu i r e  a  dete r min ing  in f luence upon the  fo r m
taken by  the  symptoms.  … 

Neurot ics  a re  peop le  much l i ke  o thers .  They  cannot
be sharp l y  d i f fe rent ia ted f r om nor mal  peop le ,  and in  the i r
ch i ldhood they  a re  not  a lways  eas i l y  d is t ingu ishab le  f r om
those who remain  hea l thy  in  la te r  l i fe .  ( ‘On the  Sexua l
Theor ies  o f  Ch i ld ren ’  (1908b) ,  pp .  211,  210)  

In  po in t  o f  fac t  I  be l ieve  that  a  la r ge  par t  o f  the  mytho log ica l
v iew o f  the  wor ld ,  wh ich  ex tends a  long  way  in to  the  most
modern  re l i g ions,  is  noth ing  but  psycho logy  p ro jec ted in to  the
ex te r na l  wor ld .  The obscure  recogn i t ion* ( the  endopsych ic  per -
cept ion ,  as  i t  were )  o f  psych ica l  fac to rs  and re la t ions in  the
unconsc ious is  mi r r o red –  i t  i s  d i f f i cu l t  to  express i t  in  o ther
te r ms,  and here  the  ana logy  w i th  parano ia  must  come to  our
a id  –  in  the  const r uc t ion  o f  a  supernatu ra l  r ea l i t y ,  wh ich  is
destined to be changed back once more by science into the psy-
chology of the unconscious. One could venture to explain in this
way the myths of paradise and the fal l  of man, of God, of good
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superstition and
science – is not at all
that one is saturated
in myth and the
other is free from it,
for psychoanalysis has its own myths in Oedipus and the primal horde. Freud’s term
for these is precise: they are scientific myths, and he insists on their
necessity.• What
then, if anything,
distinguishes that
strange oxymoron
scientific myth from
myth pure and
simple? Does myth
have the same brief,
and the same struc-
ture, as the hypothe-
ses of psychoanalysis
itself?

What all theories must share with childhood theories of sexuality is
their status as secondary revision. A theory selects, orders, connects, forgets. We
recall how the first rule of dream analysis is to look at the detail rather than
the whole. • The free
associations through
which dream analy-
sis works are devel-
oped from the
elements of the
dream rather than
from the whole,
because whatever
unity the dream pos-
sesses will always
have come from the
processes of sec-
ondary revision: the dream-work itself is profoundly unconscious and knows noth-
ing of unity, coherence or consistency. Psychoanalysis is always an analysis, trying
to reach the disparate, conflictual, irreconcilable components that have been
brought together into a seeming whole only by the strategies of secondary revision.  

Psychoanalysis cannot do without those processes of secondary revision,
for they include all the things necessary to an argument, reason and under-
standing: cogence and coherence, intelligibility and rigour, connection and con-
sequence. But they are not its object. Its object – which will thus hardly even bear
the term object – is prior to those, their very condition of possibility: the uncon-
scious costs and frayings and breakages which subtend all things conscious.
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We have sa id  that  i t  wou ld  be poss ib le  to  spec i f y  the  po in t
in  the  menta l  deve lopment  o f  mank ind  a t  wh ich  the
advance f r om group psycho logy  to  ind iv idua l  psycho logy
was ach ieved by  the  ind iv idua l  members  o f  the  g roup.

For this purpose we must return for a moment to the
scientif ic myth of the father of the primal horde. (Group
Psychology and the Analysis of the Ego (1921), p. 135) 

We cannot get away f rom the assumption that man’s
sense of gui l t  spr ings f rom the Oedipus complex and was
acquired at the ki l l ing of  the father by the brothers banded
together.  (Civ i l izat ion and i ts Discontents (1930),  p.  131) 

[W]hat  Sch i l le r  descr ibes as  a  r e laxat ion  o f  the  watch
upon the  gates  o f  Reason,  the  adopt ion  o f  an  a t t i tude o f
uncr i t i ca l  se l f -obser vat ion ,  is  by  no  means d i f f i cu l t  … 

Our  f i rs t  s tep  in  the  employment  o f  th is  p rocedure
[d ream ana lys is ]  teaches us  that  what  we must  take as
the ob jec t  o f  our  a t tent ion  is  not  the  d ream as a  who le  but
the  separate  por t ions o f  i ts  content .  I f  I  say  to  a  pat ient
who is  s t i l l  a  nov ice :  ‘What  occurs  to  you in  connect ion
wi th  th is  d ream?’ ,  as  a  r u le  h is  menta l  hor i zon  becomes a
b lank.  I f ,  however,  I  put  the  d ream befo re  h im cut  up  in to
p ieces,  he  w i l l  g i ve  me a  ser ies  o f  assoc ia t ions to  each
p iece ,  wh ich  m igh t  be  desc r ibed  as  the  ‘backg r ound
thoughts ’  o f  tha t  pa r t i cu la r  pa r t  o f  the  d ream.  (The
In te rp re ta t ion  o f  Dreams (1900) ,  vo l .  4 ,  pp .  103–04)  

and evil, of immor tality, and so on, and to transform metaphysics
in to  metapsycho logy .
* [F reud’s  footnote ]  A  r ecogn i t ion  wh ich ,  o f  course,  has
noth ing  o f  the  characte r  o f  a  r ecogn i t ion . 15

(The Psychopathology of Ever yday Life (1901), pp. 258–59;
emphases in  o r ig ina l )  
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Psychoanalysis tries to accept, as fully and as rigorously as it can, the paradox of
this object. As we have seen, there is thus always a sense in which all of the con-
cepts of psychoanalysis are simply, knowingly and necessarily wrong: they can lay
no claim to represent or resemble, but only to reconstruct, elsewhere, those
unreachable non-concepts which are its true, oblique object – and around which,
like childhood theories and myths, psychoanalysis must circle.16 This attempt to
think through the paradoxical and impossible status of an object before sec-
ondary revision is what distinguishes psychoanalysis from metaphysics, supersti-
tion and childhood theories17 – and also on the other hand, what ties it to them. 

The empty core

This central, constitutive impossibility of the social is how we can read the central
thesis of Civilization and its Discontents, Freud’s major work on the trends of con-

temporary culture. In
it, Freud introduces
the concept of the
death drive for the
first time into his cul-
tural criticism, to sug-
gest that civilisation –
culture18 – is a strug-
gle between Eros on
the one hand, and on
the other a death
drive which mani-
fests itself as an
apparently endless
capacity for aggres-
sion and destruction.•
But this is a highly
metaphysical opposi-
tion of abstractions
which, as Freud well
knows, never in fact

appear to us separately and in their pure form. • As we saw in Chapter 2, the
death drive is not so much a type of drive among others, one element

(even if a problematic
and somewhat unruly
one) in a taxonomy of
drives. It is instead a
name for the inconsis-
tency and division
inherent in drive itself.
Drive – any drive, Eros
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… civ i l i sa t ion  is  a  p rocess in  the  ser v ice  o f  E ros ,  whose
purpose is  to  combine s ing le  human ind iv idua ls ,  and a f te r
that  fami l ies ,  then races,  peop les  and nat ions,  in to  one
great  un i t y,  the  un i t y  o f  mank ind.  Why  th is  has to  happen,
we do not  know;  the  work  o f  E ros  is  p rec ise l y  th is .  These
co l lec t ions o f  men are  to  be  l ib id ina l l y  bound to  one
another.  Necess i t y  a lone,  the  advantages o f  work  in  com-
mon,  w i l l  no t  ho ld  them together.  But  man’s  natu ra l
aggress ive  ins t inc t ,  the  host i l i t y  o f  each aga inst  a l l  and o f
a l l  aga inst  each,  opposes th is  p rogramme of  c i v i l i sa t ion .
Th is  aggress ive  ins t inc t  is  the  der i va t i ve  and the  main
representat i ve  o f  the  death  ins t inc t  wh ich  we have found
a longs ide o f  E ros  and wh ich  shares wor ld -domin ion  w i th  i t .
And now,  I  th ink ,  the  mean ing  o f  the  evo lu t ion  o f  c i v i l i sa -
t ion  is  no  longer  obscure  to  us .  I t  must  p resent  the  s t r ug -
g le  between Eros  and Death ,  between the  ins t inc t  o f  l i fe
and the  ins t inc t  o f  dest r uc t ion ,  as  i t  works  i tse l f  out  in
the  human spec ies .  Th is  s t r ugg le  is  what  a l l  l i fe  essen -
t ia l l y  cons is ts  o f ,  and the  evo lu t ion  o f  c i v i l i za t ion  may
there fo re  be s imply  descr ibed as  the  s t r ugg le  fo r  l i fe
o f  the  human spec ies .  And i t  i s  th is  bat t le  o f  the  g iants
that  our  nurse -maids  t r y  to  appease w i th  the i r  lu l laby
about  Heaven.  (C i v i l i za t ion  and i ts  D iscontents (1930) ,
pp .  122)  

The manifestat ions of Eros were conspicuous and noisy
enough. I t  might be assumed that the death inst inct oper -
ated si lent ly  within the or ganism towards i ts dissolut ion,
but that,  of  course, was no proof.  A more f r u i t fu l  idea was
that a por t ion of the inst inct is diver ted towards the
external  wor ld and comes to l ight as an inst inct of  aggres-
siveness and destr uct iveness. In this way the inst inct
i tsel f  could be pressed into the ser v ice of Eros, in that
the or ganism was destroy ing some other thing, whether
animate or inanimate, instead of destroy ing  i ts  own se l f .  
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itself – does not work
purely in accordance
with the principle of
constancy. The death
drive names what in
Eros itself does not
press towards ever
greater unities, but without which drive itself, including Eros and its syntheses,
would not exist.

Freud speaks of this death drive as being pressed into the service of Eros by
being directed outwards: the organism preserves itself by turning what would oth-
erwise be self-destructive outwards into the world. But this is still to reinstall a sort
of inverted principle of constancy: it postulates a certain constant amount of
destructiveness in the organism, which can be deflected from one object to
another but cannot itself be destroyed. It saves the hypothesis, as the Devil does
for God.• Freud’s
example of anti-
Semitism points to a
more intimate rela-
tionship the death
drive is not just
something that can
be harnessed towards
the ends of Eros, but is strictly inseparable from Eros. The very unification has a
violence as its flipside.•

What Civiliza-
tion and its Dis-
contents postulates,
then, is a society
whose core is radi-
cally and necessarily
inconsistent – not in
the obvious and
banal sense of a
moral deploration,
but as a consequence
of precisely the same
logics we have been
tracing throughout Freud’s thought. The core of the social is its impossibility. The
social is inhabited by difference, just as the very idea of ‘the human’ is inhabited
by the sexual difference that guarantees that it can have no unity.

It is tempting to say then, by analogy, that There is no social relationship: not in
the sense of the Thatcherite fantasy of a world without a social dimension, made
up of nothing but self-determining individuals and their interpersonal relation-
ships, but in the sense in which the social is not a whole. It is instead a tension

Reading Freud 142

Conve r se l y,  an y  r es t r i c t i on  o f  t h i s  a gg r ess i v eness
d i r ec ted outwards wou ld  be bound to  inc rease the  se l f -
dest r uc t ion ,  wh ich  is  in  any  case p roceed ing .  A t  the  same
t ime one can suspect  f r om th is  example  that  the  two k inds
of  ins t inc t  se ldom –  per haps never  –  appear  in  iso la t ion
f r om each o ther,  but  a re  a l loyed w i th  each o ther  in  va r y ing
and ver y  d i f fe rent  p ropor t ions and so become unrecogn is -
ab le  to  our  judgement .  (C i v i l i za t ion  and i ts  D iscontents
(1930) ,  p .  119)  

… nobody  wants  to  be  reminded how hard  i t  i s  to  r econc i le
the  unden iab le  ex is tence o f  ev i l  –  desp i te  the  p ro testa -
t ions  o f  Chr is t ian  Sc ience –  w i th  [God’s ]  a l l - power fu lness
or  H is  a l l - goodness.  The dev i l  wou ld  be the  best  way  out
as  an excuse fo r  God;  in  that  way  he wou ld  be p lay ing  the
same par t  as  an agent  o f  economic  d ischar ge as  the  Jew
does in  the  wor ld  o f  the  A r yan idea l .  (C i v i l i za t ion  and i ts
D iscontents  (1930) ,  p .  120)  

I t  i s  a lways  poss ib le  to  b ind  together  a  cons iderab le  num-
ber  o f  peop le  in  love ,  so  long  as  there  a re  o ther  peop le
le f t  over  to  r ece ive  the  man i festa t ions o f  the i r  aggres -
s i veness.  … In  th is  r espect  the  Jewish peop le ,  scat te red
ever ywhere ,  have rendered most  usefu l  ser v ices  to  the
c iv i l i sa t ions o f  the  count r ies  that  have been the i r  hosts ;
but  un fo r tunate l y  a l l  the  massacres  o f  the  Jews in  the
Midd le  Ages d id  not  su f f i ce  to  make that  per iod  more
peacefu l  and secure  fo r  the i r  Chr is t ian  fe l lows.  When once
the apost le  Pau l  had pos i ted  un ive rsa l  love  between men
as the  foundat ion  o f  h is  Chr is t ian  communi t y,  ex t r eme
in to le rance on the  par t  o f  Chr is tendom towards those who
remained outs ide  i t  became the inev i tab le  consequence.
(C iv i l i za t ion  and i ts  D iscontents (1930) ,  p .  114)  
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amongst structurally irreconcilable elements and aspects. The social is an
aggregate, not a unity. Social relations follow only in the same sense in which
symptom follows from cause; they are ad hoc, made out of the contingencies of
what lies to hand – the ‘residues of history’, as it were, with all of their a priori
incalculability. As with relations between the sexes, there is no general a priori
pattern for them. The very possibility of there being a cohesive social bond is
built on relations which need not lead to cohesion of any sort, though cohesion
is not going to come from anywhere else. Eros carries the death drive as its other
side: it is impossible to have Eros without the death drive, as the death drive is
the name for what makes Eros possible. The social relationship is, in a word, and
just like the sexual relation, impossible. And by that, as with the sexual relation,
what is meant is not that social relations do not occur, but that they occur only
because of the very things which prevent them from being perfectly general. As
with any double bind, any particular way of negotiating it is never enough.
Everything remains open and yet to be done.

All knowledge circles that double void at the heart of both the psyche and
the social world, and which we have suggested can be summed up in There is no
sexual relation and There is no social relation. And here, we find we have come
back to the categories of the ethical and the political, in a quite classical, even
Kantian, sense. This double bind – something does not follow – means that there
is no way of deriving what should be from what is, or an ethics from an ontol-
ogy, where the ethical would follow from the ontological with the rigour and
necessity of natural law, with the inexorability of a falling body in a gravita-
tional field. No matter how urgent, how necessary it may be in the sense that
we need it to be so, something does not follow: in Kant’s terms, practical reason
does not follow from pure reason. From that, we have the very opening of the
ethical and the political. 

Ideology

The analogy is precise. Freud’s theories of culture and the social are a metasoci-
ology, in just the same senses in which psychoanalysis is a metapsychology. If a
psychology maps out the rich empirical data of consciousness; a metapsychol-
ogy maps out its inconsistent and unconscious converse. At the heart of the psy-
che is its necessary failure to coincide with itself, the trauma of the contingent
which structures it: in a word, the death drive. The metasociology Freud offers
is a mapping-out of the unrepresentable trauma – there is no social relation – at
the heart of the social. 

Like metapsychology, Freud’s metasociology is an attempt to avoid
homuncularity, and to derive a theory of the social that does not, secretly or
otherwise, have at its core the figure of free individuals who found the social by
entering into a contract with each other. As we have seen, that argument is cir-
cular: free individuals who enter into a contract are already social creatures
through and through. The story of the deposition of the primal father is non-
homuncular to the extent that it leaves the centre of the social permanently and
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structurally vacant. This is what allows Freud to claim it as a scientific myth: it
aims at an explanation that would not beg the very terms it attempts to explain,
but develop out of what is logically prior. As with metapsychological description,
what Freud offers is in effect – though he never expresses it in those terms – a
description in terms of a dynamics (the drive and its incessant tension of forces),
an economics (even if a ruined one, once the death drive takes us beyond the
principle of constancy into the endless generation of a surplus), and a topogra-
phy (the social double-bind which shares the logic of the unconscious, the
social functioning of the superego).

It is of course an incomplete and inconsistent eviction, just as that per-
formed by metapsychology, and for similar reasons. The primal father is
deposed by a contract among the sons, after all. We have seen homuncularity
making its way back into Group Psychology and the Analysis of the Ego, where
social slides into interpersonal. But we also find the argument against homuncu-
larity breaking out of that frame everywhere, unable to remain within its con-
straints. One of the features of groups which previous investigators such as Le
Bon and Trotter had often recognised, and which seemed to them one of the
reasons for hypothesising a ‘herd instinct’ or ‘group mind’, is the way in which
groups can abrogate any individual independence from their members. What
psychoanalysis sets as its problem, then, is not the predominance of the ratio-
nal and contractual individual over the social, but the ways in which that can
be swept away in the social. Neither will Freud admit the saving hypothesis that
this is all done by the power of one single individual, who imposes his her will
on others. It is exercised, he insists, by every individual upon every other. And
that doubles the paradox: for the individual who exercises power upon others is
him- or herself the subject of others’ exercise of that very power, simultaneously
imposing a will on others and swept away and rendered will-less by the will of
others. What we are seeking here cannot be simply an individual psychology at
the cause of things.•

Or again, we
find a similar move-
ment in Civilization
and its Discontents. It
begins as an argu-
ment about the high
cost of civilisation to
the individual. The
social bond is a
libidinal bond, and
can be fuelled only
by a deflection of
libido away from
objects on which it
would otherwise be
focused. Here, the
social bond is
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I t  m ight  be  sa id  that  the  in tense emot iona l  t ies  wh ich  we
obser ve  in  g roups a re  qu i te  su f f i c ient  to  exp la in  one o f
the i r  charac te r is t i cs  –  the  lack  o f  independence and in i -
t ia t i ve  in  the i r  members ,  the  s imi la r i t y  in  the  react ions o f
a l l  o f  them,  the i r  r educt ion ,  so  to  speak,  to  the  leve l  o f
g roup ind iv idua ls .  But  i f  we look  a t  i t  as  a  who le ,  a  g roup
shows us more than this.  Some of i ts features – the weak-
ness of intel lectual  abi l i ty,  the lack of emotional  restraint,
the  incapac i t y  fo r  moderat ion  and de lay,  the  inc l ina t ion  to
exceed ever y  l im i t  in  the  express ion  o f  emot ion  and to
work  i t  o f f  comple te l y  in  the  fo r m o f  ac t ion  –  these and
s imi la r  featu res ,  wh ich  we f ind  so  impress ive l y  descr ibed
in  Le  Bon,  show an unmistakab le  p ic tu re  o f  a  r eg ress ion  o f
menta l  ac t i v i t y  to  an  ear l ie r  s tage such as  we a re  not  sur -
p r ised to  f ind  among savages o r  ch i ld ren .  A  r eg ress ion  o f
th is  sor t  is  in  par t i cu la r  an  essent ia l  charac te r is t i c  o f
common g roups,  wh i le  … in  o r gan ised and a r t i f i c ia l  g roups
i t  can to  a  la r ge  ex tent  be  checked.  
… We are  reminded o f  how many  o f  these phenomena o f
dependence a re  par t  o f  the  nor mal  const i tu t ion  o f  human
soc ie ty,  o f  how l i t t le  o r ig ina l i t y  and persona l  courage a re
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another version of
both a social con-
tract (people group
together to better
protect themselves
from the violence of
nature and to make
optimal use of
resources) and the

reality principle (the sound economic management of libido takes it away from
the immediate satisfaction of the drives to invest it in longer-term assurances).
The social bond demands a certain renunciation, which Freud suggests may even
be too great. But once the death drive is introduced, just over halfway through
the book, this gives way to another rather different argument: even once we take
that economic calculation into account, the sums still do not add up. At the
heart of the social, inseparable from all of these attempts at synthesis and ever-
greater accretion, we find an aggressiveness that is never wholly in their service.

Homuncularity is displaced with the recognition the death drive affords:
if the human receives its explanation in terms of what is logically and necessar-
ily prior to the human, then there can be no guarantee that these forces will lead
teleologically to human ends. Not only is the death drive blind; it is a name for
the blindness of drive itself, all drive. Drive is the basis of possibility of the
human, but it is also the inconsistency at its heart. This is why we have to say,
as we did of Freud’s metapsychology, that a consistent metasociology is not pos-
sible. The meta- is always a stance from within these inconsistencies. The ques-
tions it asks – its metaquestions, like those metaquestions psychoanalysis asks
about the child’s theories of sexuality – are not just questions about the social,
but also questions about what it means to ask certain questions of the social. How
does asking certain questions of the social, seeing the social in certain ways,
organise the social dimension and the relations of those involved in it?

A metasociology, then, is another name for a theory of ideology. To use the
term in this way is not in the dismissive sense of a faulty or deluded knowledge,
or in opposition with truth. (Truth and deception are never related in such a
simple way for psychoanalysis, which, after all, listens to the ways in which
truths can be expressed only as deceptions, and for the truths which deceptions
cannot help but utter.)

Ideology is instead a name for the investments of knowing. All knowl-
edge has its desires. That in itself says nothing of the truth or falsity of a
knowledge: it is merely to point out that knowledge and science, like all
utterances, are addressed. This dimension of address is always what psycho-
analysis listens for (What is desired in or by this utterance?). The most objecti-
fied and codified knowledge, even, let us say, the most incontrovertibly
true, necessarily has this dimension of address, and thus of ideology. There
can, after all, hardly be a term more laden with all sorts of social freights
of fantasy and desire than science: science is both salvation and damnation
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to  be  found in  i t ,  o f  how much ever y  ind iv idua l  is  r u led  by
those a t t i tudes o f  the  g roup mind wh ich  exh ib i t  them-
se lves  in  such fo r ms as rac ia l  charac te r is t i cs ,  c lass  p re j -
ud ices,  pub l i c  op in ion ,  e tc .  The in f luence of suggest ion
becomes a greater r iddle for us when we admit that i t  is not
exercised only by the leader,  but by ever y indiv idual  upon
ever y other indiv idual ;  and we must reproach ourselves with
having unfairly emphasised the relation to the leader and with
having kept the other factor of mutual suggestion too much in
the background. (Group Psychology and the Analysis of the Ego
(1921), pp. 117–18) 
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(it can be evoked in both ways in ecological debate, for example), human
self-making and a hubristic playing God (both of which, similarly, are evoked
in debates over gene technologies and stem-cell research). The powerful
objectification involved in science is far from an elimination of the dimen-
sion of fantasy; on the contrary, it is the very support of that obverse social
fantasy of the pure, inhuman power of science.

Ideology, then, is the name for the social and cultural investments of knowledge.
The questions it opens out onto,19 and with which this book opens out onto its
end, are, What does this let us do? What do we desire in doing this? How does it deal
with that trauma at the heart of the social, the absence of a social relation? What world
does it offer us as a fantasy about the social, and why might we want it? These are,
and have been from the outset, the questions of psychoanalysis.

TThhee  ccaassee  hhiissttoorriieess::

‘Fragment of an Analysis of a Case of Hysteria’
(‘Dora’) (1901)

‘Dora’ is Freud’s first major case history after the break with Josef Breuer. Its
prefatory remarks point out the double-bind within which any psychoanalytic
case history must operate: on the one hand, there is the professional neces-
sity for complete confidentiality, which requires that any details that might
identify the patient must be suppressed or altered beyond recognition. On the
other hand, though, that singular and individual detail is precisely what psy-
choanalysis works with: the symptom is built from what is there, in the life, for
it to use. 

Given the date of the case history – Freud wrote it early in 1901, less than
two years on from the epochal The Interpretation of Dreams, whose methods he
was also at this time putting to work in The Psychopathology of Everyday Life – it
is not surprising that the analysis relies significantly on two of Dora’s dreams. 

The subject was an 18-year-old girl who first came to see Freud in October
1900. She presented with attacks of tussis nervosa (nervous cough) which could
last for several weeks or even months, dyspnoea (breathing difficulties) and a sen-
sation of pressure on the upper thorax, hoarseness and lack of voice, migraines,
depression, fatigue, unsociability, and feelings of disgust. In the course of the treat-
ment, Freud was able to unravel a complex and sordid family story.

Dora’s father was a well-to-do manufacturer in his late 40s, who had
been through a number of serious and incapacitating illnesses during his
daughter’s life: tuberculosis, which had required the entire family to move to
a better climate; a detached retina; and a number of the symptoms of syphilis,
which he had contracted before his marriage.20 Deeply attached to her father,
Dora had shown signs of disturbance from an early age: bedwetting and dysp-
noea from her seventh and eighth years, attacks of migraine and nervous cough-
ing at the age of 12. Her mother stands on the margins of the drama as a stern
figure obsessed with cleanliness, and a merciless critic of her daughter. 
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The crux occurred during Dora’s family’s extended stay in the town of
B—, where they became friends with the K. family. Frau K. nursed Dora’s father
during his illness, and the two started an affair. Herr K. was at first apparently
on good terms with the 16-year-old Dora: she would mind the K. children, and
he would bring her presents and go for walks with her; but then she accused
him of having kissed her and made an indecent proposal in the course of one
of their walks. Confronted with this story, Herr K. denied it, and accused her of
fantasising, a diagnosis with which her father agreed. The symptoms that
brought her to Freud dated from this time. In effect, she had been placed in an
untenable position by a pact between two men: the father she adored, and
Herr K., for whom Dora was the implicit exchange for his wife. As well as this,
and as many commentators have pointed out (see the essays collected in
Bernheimer and Kahane, 1990), Dora showed a clear homosexual attraction
towards Frau K. Freud was tardy in recognizing this (it shows up as the con-
clusion to a long footnote on ‘supplementary interpretations’ (pp. 104–05)). But
by then, it was too late. The case history is a fragment of an analysis that was
never completed: after three months, Dora announced that she would not be
returning after another two weeks’ treatment. She had pointedly given him the
two weeks’ notice one gives a servant.

The case is of great interest for a number of reasons. It is Freud’s first
major case history; it is incomplete, and the reasons for its incompleteness
are a real source of chagrin for Freud; it is a failure for this reason, like his
most famous case history, the ‘Wolf-Man’ case history; and like the ‘Wolf-
Man’ it has an intricate structure of narration, in which the stakes of Freud’s
own counter-transference are quite clear – he wants this case to succeed,
and to be the exemplar of his methods.

‘Analysis of a Phobia in a Five-Year-Old Boy’
(‘Little Hans’) (1909)

Hans was a happy, affectionate and intelligent child, from a loving family
whose parents were both close acquaintances and supporters of Freud. It
was in fact Hans’s father rather than Freud himself who carried out much of
the treatment; the case history draws extensively on the notes the father
made available to Freud. Hans is the first case of an analysis of an infant, and
exemplifies perfectly so many of the features of infantile sexuality Freud had
been investigating around this time. He was intrigued by sexual difference,
marked as he saw it by the relative size of ‘widdlers’ (which he noticed in zoo
animals and also the horses on the streets of Vienna). Hans was familiar with
the masturbatory pleasure his own widdler could give him, and had taken to
heart his mother’s threat that if he kept playing with it, she would get Dr A. to
cut it off. His jealousy of his father as a rival for his mother’s affection was dou-
bled with the arrival of his sister Hanna when he was three and a half-years-old,
and complicated by the fact that he also deeply loved his father, who returned
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that love. In all of this, he is almost the classic Oedipal boy. It is hardly surpris-
ing that Freud saw the case as confirmation of the second of the Three Essays
on Sexuality (1905c), and that the case has important consequences in other
writings of the time, such as the essay ‘On the Sexual Theories of Children’
(1908b) on which Freud was working during the treatment. 

Hans first began showing signs of anxiety shortly after the birth of his
sister, in the form of anxious dreams in which his mother was gone, an
increase in shows of affection for his mother, and a fear of big animals (with
their big widdlers). Just over a year after the birth, this became clearly pho-
bic, with an incident in which Hans saw a large dray-horse fall over in the
street and drum on the ground with its hooves: after this, the boy was afraid
that a horse might bite him in the street, or even enter the house to bite him;
he became afraid not only of being bitten by horses, but of moving horses, big
horses, and vehicles drawn by horses – anything, in short (as Hans himself
explained), which could lead to a horse’s falling down. The horse, with its big
widdler, is the father, and the phobia comes from the ambivalence of Hans’s
feelings: his desire to see his rival dead, and his guilt from this very wish.

In the 1922 Postscript, Freud tells with gratification of a later visit from
a young man who introduced himself as Hans grown up, and thanked him for
the success of the analysis.

‘Notes upon a Case of Obsessional Neurosis’
(‘Rat Man’) (1909c)

With the ‘Rat Man’, Freud had now published a case history on each of the
three major forms of neurosis: Dora was an example of conversion hysteria,
and Little Hans of phobias or anxiety hysteria.

The patient was a university-educated army officer, in his late 20s when
he first came to see Freud. The obsessions from which he had been suffer-
ing since childhood had become particularly severe in the last four years,
since his second rejection by the woman with whom he was in love, and he
had had thoughts of suicide. He had intense scopophilic desires (to see
women naked), and at the same time an obsessional fear that if he did not
prevent such behaviour something terrible would happen to the woman he
loved and to his father, even though his father had died nine years ago. This
great fear is what gives the case history its tag: it refers to an Eastern torture
he had heard of, in which a container of rats would be turned upside down
on a prisoner’s buttocks for the rats to eat their way in through his anus. His
compulsive desires included one to cut his own throat with a razor, and he
surrounded himself with the prohibitions and ceremonies that are so charac-
teristic of obsessional neuroses.  

The immediate precipitating cause of the anxiety attack that had
brought him to Freud was a series of events that occurred while he was on
manoeuvres with his unit. During the exercise, he lost his pince-nez, and
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wired his opticians in Vienna to send another pair. That evening, one of the
officers with whom he was sitting, a man whom he dreaded for his apparent
fondness for cruelty, told the story of the rat torture. A day and a half later that
same ‘cruel officer’ handed him the parcel which had arrived express from
Vienna with the new spectacles in it, the delivery fees for which he said had
been paid for by a Lieutenant A. The patient’s first reaction was that he was
not to pay back the money, for if he did the rat torture would happen to the
woman he loved and to his father. This took the shape of an apparently quite
contradictory vow, ‘You must pay back the 3.80 kronen to Lieutenant A.’, but
one which he knew the moment he formulated it to be impossible: the money
was due to the trusting post-office official, not the Lieutenant who had first
collected it. 

As with Little Hans, we have a conflict that can be traced back to the
double-bind of an unresolved Oedipal situation. The patient’s father was both
someone who must be obeyed (hence the patient’s unconditional obedience
to the ‘cruel officer’’s requirement that he pay back Lieutenant A.), and at the
same time someone whom the son saw as standing in the way of his own
happiness, and whose death he had fantasised for many years. What’s more,
during the last stages of the father’s terminal illness, because the son mistook
the doctor’s words, he missed being present at his father’s deathbed. The
drama is thus one of an escalating and unpayable debt. It is no accident, as
Freud points out, that this should have come to a head in a situation involv-
ing another impossible debt, or that the German word for ‘installment’, Rate,
should be so close to Ratte (rat): dream-work and symptom alike work
through associations of the signifying word rather than the signified meaning. 

‘Psychoanalytic Notes on an Autobiographical Account
of a Case of Paranoia (Dementia Paranoides)’

(‘Schreber’) (1911) 

Strictly speaking, this is not one of Freud’s case histories at all, as its subject
was never a patient of his, but a psychoanalytic interpretation of the 1903
book, Memorabilia of a Nerve Patient. Its author, Daniel Paul Schreber, had
been a judge who suffered a series of psychotic episodes, underwent lengthy
psychiatric treatments in clinics and asylums, eventually took successful legal
action for his discharge, and wrote the lucid and much-discussed memoir on
which Freud based his analysis. It is Freud’s only detailed investigation of a
case of psychosis.  

Schreber’s illness was delusional. The Court Judgement that freed him
from psychiatric care summed it up: ‘He believed that he had a mission to
redeem the world and to restore it to its lost state of bliss. This, however, he
could only bring about if he were first transformed from a man into a woman’
(p. 16). He experienced miracles: many of his bodily organs were destroyed
in the course of his illness and restored by divine rays, as the voices with

149 Social

Thawaites-3448-Chapter-03.qxd  6/16/2007  4:01 PM  Page 149



whom he conversed confirmed. These voices had also told him that the world
would come to an end in another 212 years; his task over that intervening
time would be the transformation of his body, which, when directly impreg-
nated by God, would give rise to a new race of men. He believed that he was
prevented in this by a plot against him, to have him declared incurably insane
so that his soul could be murdered by his doctor. In the course of writing his
memoir, he became increasingly convinced that this plot was in fact at the
instigation of God himself, who misunderstood the nature of human beings,
and would have him sexually abused. 

Schreber is the only real person in this universe; all others, no matter how
real they may seem, are just, in his phrase, ‘cursorily improvised men’ (p. 68).
The psychoses, Freud suggests, are in this respect quite unlike the neuroses.
Where the neuroses are characterised by a conflict between the ego-instincts
and the sexual instincts (or, as he later puts it, after the second topography,
between the ego and the id), the psychoses involve a profound disturbance in
the relation between the ego and the world.• For the psychotic, as Schreber’s
delirium says
clearly and quite
literally, the world
ceases to exist.
Thus, says Freud,
‘the paranoic
builds it up again,
not more splendid,
it is true, but at least so that he can once more live in it. He builds it up by the
work of his delusions. The delusional formation, which we take to be the patho-
logical product, is in reality an attempt at recovery, a process of reconstruction’
(pp. 70–71; emphasis in original).

This failure of the world brings the psychoses very close to narcissism,
where object-libido is turned back from objects in the world to the ego itself:
the sexual drives take the ego as their object. (Like the psychoses, narcissis-
tic disorders are difficult to treat through psychoanalytic methods, and for
very similar reasons: analysis works through transference, which presup-
poses that libido can be directed onto other persons in the world.) In fact, the
Schreber case
suggested just
that link to Freud:
out of it came the
paper on narcis-
sism some four
years later,• and
then, in the mid-
1920s with what
grows out of that,
the entire second topography. 
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… a s imple  fo r mula  has now occur red  to  me wh ich  dea ls
w i th  what  is  per haps the  most  impor tant  genet ic  d i f fe r -
ence between a  neuros is  and a  psychos is :  neuros is  is  the
resu l t  o f  a  conf l i c t  between the  ego and i ts  id ,  whereas
psychos is  is  the  ana logous outcome o f  a  s imi la r  d is tu r -
bance in  the  re la t ions between the  ego and the  ex te r na l
wor ld .  ( ‘Neuros is  and Psychos is  (1924a,  p .  149;  empha -
s is  in  o r ig ina l )  

[The psychot ic ]  seems rea l l y  to  have w i thdrawn h is  l ib ido
f r om peop le  and th ings  in  the  ex te r na l  wor ld ,  w i thout
rep lac ing  them by  o thers  in  phantasy.  When he does
rep lace them,  the  p rocess seems to  be a  secondar y  one
and to  be par t  o f  an  a t tempt  a t  r ecover y,  des igned to  lead
the l ib ido  back  to  ob jec ts . *

*[F reud’s  footnote ]  In  connect ion  w i th  th is  see my
d iscuss ion o f  the  ‘end o f  the  wor ld ’  in  [Sect ion  I I I  o f ]  the
ana lys is  o f  Senatspräs ident  Schreber… ( ‘On Nar c iss ism:
An In t r oduct ion ’  (1914a) ,  p .  74)  
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‘From the History of an Infantile Neurosis’
(‘Wolf Man’) (1914)

This is Freud’s most celebrated, complex and inconclusive case history, and
the one of greatest interest in the history and practice of psychoanalysis. 

The patient, a young Russian from a wealthy land-owning family, came to
Freud in 1910, completely incapacitated after a breakdown sparked by a gonor-
rheal infection some six years earlier, when he was 18-years-old. He had suf-
fered from a severe anxiety hysteria when he was four-years-old, which became
an obsessional neurosis that lasted until he was ten. These form the ‘infantile
neurosis’ of the title, and to which the case history restricts itself. 

The patient’s sobriquet comes from the dream whose recounting is
central to Freud’s analysis, as it allows him to reconstruct the primal scene
at the heart of the neurosis. In it, the child dreamt that his bedroom window
opened, and he could see that six or seven white wolves were sitting in the
walnut tree outside – at which point he screamed and woke up. The two
things which impressed themselves on him were the complete immobility of
the scene (the only motion was the opening of the window) and the inten-
sity of the wolves’ gaze at him. The primal scene Freud draws from this,
through a complex and ingenious analysis which draws on a wealth of detail
recounted by the patient, is the classic one of the very young child’s sight of
the parents copulating. That the Wolf Man was unable to recollect such an
event is hardly surprising, for it must have happened, if it happened at all,
in what is usually the period of childhood amnesia: few people have any
consistent or cogent memories of their life before the age of four. From this,
Freud draws the important, if reluctant, conclusion that the primal scene
need not have taken place as an actual event: even before The
Interpretation of Dreams, he had insisted that fantasy can be just as effec-
tive in producing psychical consequences as actual events.

The case history was intended as a triumphal demonstration of
Freudian methods against the various heresies of former stalwarts Jung and
Adler, but things were never to be so neat. The course of treatment it recounts
lasted until 1914, just before the outbreak of the Great War. The Wolf Man
returned to Vienna in 1919, after having lost his family home and assets in the
Revolution, and underwent further analysis with Freud until early 1920, as
Freud said, ‘to deal with a piece of the transference which had not hitherto
been overcome’ (p. 122). In the years immediately after this, he had intermit-
tent contact with Freud, but in 1926, now an obsessive hypochondriac, he
again sought analysis. Freud referred him to one of his pupils, Ruth Mack
Brunswick. But in 1938, two disasters occurred: Vienna came under Nazi
annexation, and the Wolf Man’s wife committed suicide. Brunswick’s pupil
Muriel Gardiner arranged for him to have analysis again with Brunswick, who
was now in Paris. He continued analysis for the rest of his life, with Brunswick
and others, and with Muriel Gardiner as a friend and informal analyst who
eventually encouraged him to write the memoirs which, in 1972, she pub-
lished with other documentation by herself and Brunswick as The Wolf-Man
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and Sigmund Freud (Gardiner, 1972). Gardiner concludes that ‘There can be
no doubt that Freud’s analysis saved the Wolf Man from a crippled existence,
and Dr Brunswick’s reanalysis overcame a serious acute crisis, both enabling
the Wolf Man to live a long and tolerably healthy life’ (Gardiner, 1973, p. 366).
The Wolf Man died in 1979, aged 93. 

‘The Psychogenesis of a Case of Homosexuality
in a Woman’ (1920)

This case history is Freud’s last, his briefest, and his least commented-on. It
is the report of a treatment he had made almost 20 years ago, now written up
and published at the beginning of the decade in which he would revise many
of his ideas of female sexuality after the realisation of the asymmetry of the
Oedipus complex 

The patient was a young, beautiful and intelligent woman of 18 who had
shown an open, public and unapologetic pursuit of a woman some ten years
older, whom the younger woman’s parents alleged was known to be both
bisexual and promiscuous, but who did not return the affection. The relation-
ship particularly incensed the father, whose sternness had largely estranged
his children; the mother was far less troubled by it, and even enjoyed her
daughter’s confidences. The daughter made no attempt to disguise the rela-
tionship, though when the father passed the two women together in the street
for the first time and cast his daughter an angry look, she responded by rushing
off and flinging herself off a wall onto a suburban railway line. The undoubtedly
genuine suicide attempt did no permanent physical damage, although the
young woman spent a long time recuperating. Its longer-term effects were
that the woman who was the object of her affections treated her with more
warmth after such a proof of her passion, and her parents did not dare to
oppose her to the same extent. 

Freud’s analysis comes to the conclusion that her negotiation of the
usual revival of the Oedipus complex at puberty was derailed by the birth of
a younger sibling: instead of her bearing a child in unconscious fantasy to the
father whose affection she wished to win, a real child was borne by her rival,
her mother. 

Notes to Chapter 3

1This is the famous example Louis Althusser uses to illustrate how the ideological mecha-
nism of interpellation works (Althusser, 1994, p. 130–36).
2The ‘Thelma and Louise’ episode of The Simpsons ran this scenario. Marge and a woman
friend are heading across country in an open-top car, and stop at a diner somewhere in
the desert. The parking lot to the diner is full of open-top cars, and every table in the diner
has two women sitting at it, leaning across and talking earnestly to one another. Suddenly
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a siren sounds, and instantly the diner empties, with everyone rushing to their car and
leaving. Outside, a child is riding a tricycle with a siren attached to it, and the diner atten-
dant says, ‘Darn kid! That’s the third time this week he’s done that’.
3Here and in the title of Civilization and its Discontents, Freud’s German word is Kultur. The
Editor’s Note to the Standard Edition of The Future of an Illusion points out the decision to
translate this as ‘civilization’, and the adjectival form as ‘cultural’ (1927a, p. 4).
4Hence the title of one of Freud’s best pieces of expository prose on psychoanalysis, The
Question of Lay Analysis (1926b), where the question is one of whether a person without a
medical degree should be allowed to treat patients. Contemporary Austrian law, with the
general support of the medical profession, said not.
5Other writings draw different relations between psychoanalysis and the study of the
social and cultural. In a number of other places, as diverse as ‘“Civilized” Sexual Morality
and Modern Nervous Illness’ (1908a), ‘Thoughts for the Times on War and Death’ (1915a),
The Future of an Illusion (1927b), Civilization and its Discontents (1930), and the ‘Why War?’
exchange with Albert Einstein (1933), Freud argues that modern European societies are
neurotic in ways all their own, not just because of some ‘resurgence of the primitive’.
6In his earlier writings, Freud generally, if not always, suggests that the child’s ‘first, grand
problem of life’ is the question ‘Where do babies come from?’ (‘On the Sexual Theories of
Children’ (1908b), p. 212). From the mid-1920s on, though – which is when he is struck
for the first time by the sheer asymmetry of the sexes and their development – he suggests
that sexual difference actually has that role (in ‘Some Psychical Consequences of the
Anatomical Distinction between the Sexes’ (1925b), he adds a footnote correcting those
earlier statements, p. 252–53). But if, as we have argued here, the whole question of sex-
ual difference is inseparable from that of difference in general, difference as origin, by
which there is a world, then the two questions become variations of one another.
7Here, we can perhaps qualify the thesis of Claude Lefort’s Democracy and Political
Theory (1988), that it is only with the invention of democracy that the locus of power
becomes permanently and structurally empty, to take into account the profound retro-
spectivity of that invention, which is to reveal that the locus of power has been essentially
empty all along.
8This is an objection often made to Foucault’s concept of capillary power, from Discipline
and Punish (1975) and the first volume of the History of Sexuality (1976). If capillary power
is not the infusion of power relations downwards from dominator to dominated, but
instead saturates the social space, how can there be any space for the contestations of
power? The obvious answer to this is the one we have been rehearsing here: power itself
is never consistent or homogeneous, as the very condition of its being power. One can
never fully obey power. 
9Slavoj Žižek has written much about this: a king is not treated like a king because he is a king;
he is a king because he is treated like one. See, for example, Žižek. 1991a, pp. 253–60.
10Žižek takes the argument further. The political leader whose flaws are publicly exposed
may also be the figure who carries out an action which has popular approval but must be
publicly disavowed. The example Žižek gives is of Kurt Waldheim, revelations of whose
probable war crimes did not only not damage his 1986 Austrian presidential campaign, but
possibly even helped it: in a country with a traumatic history of Nazi collaboration, the
refusal to confront the past may have been precisely the point of identification for many
voters (Žižek, 1989, p. 105).
11It is more accurate to say that this is a set of masculine relations: it is not that women do
not enter into these relationships, but in the asymmetry of sexual difference they do so in
ways which are already characterised as masculine. See, for example, Sedgwick, 1990, and
Derrida, 1997.
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12This is the logic  Žižek identifies in anti-Semitism as an attempt to come to grips with
the split nature of the social by means of paranoid fantasy. If the world does not treat me
with justice, if I and those like me are impoverished while others flourish, if I see the
enjoyment which should be mine out of my reach but not of others’, then one explana-
tion fantasy offers is that someone has stolen what is rightfully mine. See, for example,
Žižek, 1989, pp. 125–28.
13By the same token, we should not read this as yet another version of the vague relativism
which seeks to assure us that all families and all forms of family are as good as one
another, that my choice is as good as anyone else’s simply because it is mine. Every fam-
ily may be structured around an insoluble knot, but some knots and some families can be
lethal. The sheer error of logic in this assurance is the leap it makes from There is no single
true form of X to All forms of X are equally true. In that ‘equally true’, the whole question of
a common measure which it had appeared to want to put out of play returns again, this
time as the disavowed basis for the very argument. (The disavowal is even more obvious
when the ‘equally true’ is replaced, as it often is, by a euphemism such as ‘equally valid’,
which makes it quite clear how the argument wants and indeed needs to invoke all the
effects of truth while conjuring away what are felt to be its universalising or imperialising
tendencies.) 
14This is also a reason for taking a step back from the all-too-familiar distinction between
biological sex and cultural gender. That avoidance is one of the reasons for Lacan’s coinage,
sexuation, which fits on neither side, but whose suffix retains the implication that it is not
a given.
15In the English translation of the Standard Edition, Freud’s footnote has an editorial addi-
tion: ‘A recognition which, of course, has nothing of the character of a [true] recognition.’
Presumably this is because the paragraph goes on to speak of how ‘It is only in our mod-
ern, scientific but as yet by no means perfected Weltanschauung that superstition seems
very much out of place’. Yet the paragraph also speaks of the similarities in the reasoning
of the superstitious person and the paranoic, and how in their ‘draw[ing] conclusions
from insignificant signs’ both of these are ‘just like all normal people, who quite rightly
base their estimate of their neighbours’ characters on their chance and unintentional
actions’ (pp. 258–59; emphasis added) – and, we may add, thus just like the psychoana-
lyst, and in particular the psychoanalyst concerned with the psychopathology of everyday
life. What the paragraph does is not confirm but blur the distinction between a ‘true
recognition’ and one that is not. Freud’s point is perhaps not that this recognition has
nothing of truth in it, but that it has none of the character of recognition: it is a recogni-
tion which does not recognise that which it recognises.
16See Abraham, 1994. Abraham’s essay is an elaboration of Freud’s metaphor of the uncon-
scious as kernel, and the way in which this necessitates what Abraham calls the anasemia
of all the terms of psychoanalysis, which ‘do not strictly speaking signify anything, except
the founding silence of any act of signification’ (Abraham, 1994. p. 84; emphases in
original).
17And, we may add, Jungian psychology, which, in its mistaking the unities of secondary
revision for the workings of the primary process, belongs with metaphysics rather than
with a metapsychology of the unconscious.
18See note 3, above.
19This is where we find the work of Slavoj Žižek, who develops Althusser’s theories of ide-
ology as interpellation in the light of a thorough and inventive reading of Lacanian psy-
choanalysis. This is a theme throughout Žižek’s work, but particularly in Žižek 1989,

Reading Freud 154

Thawaites-3448-Chapter-03.qxd  6/16/2007  4:01 PM  Page 154



1991a, 1993, 1999. For an introduction to Žižek’s work, see ‘Taking Sides: A Self-Interview’
in Žižek, 1994, and Žižek & Daly, 2004.
20The writer Stefan Zweig estimated that at that time, in a large city such as Vienna, some-
where between 10 and 20 per cent of all young men had some form of venereal infection
(cited in Decker, 1991, pp. 42–43). 
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