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            Introduction
        

        When Freud published this book, he was a forty-three-year-old doctor
            with an established if occasionally erratic medical practice in his home town, Vienna
            – a respected neurologist, a leader in the field, with a reputation for risky,
            speculative conjectures in the theory and treatment of the neuroses. His passionate love
            for Martha Bernays when they met in 1882 was the principal, if not the only reason for
            his giving up the career he had been set on up until his mid-twenties, the rocky and
            unpredictable path of the research scientist within the German-speaking universities. He
            had resigned himself to giving up the academic world in order to earn more money in the
            hurly-burly of a general medical practice. By 1896, he had six children and a
            considerable ménage to support. However, although Freud was absorbed in his
            clinical work, this did not mean he had given up his scientific ambitions. Far from it;
            he hoped to contribute epoch-making discoveries in the causation and treatment of
            nervous diseases. As he put it in a letter to his one intimate friend and colleague,
            Wilhelm Fliess, in May 1895: ‘a man like me cannot live without a hobby-horse,
            without a consuming passion, without… a tyrant. I have found one… It
            is psychology, which has always been my distant, beckoning goal, and which now, since I
            have come upon the problem of neuroses, has drawn so much nearer.’
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             Having in 1895 published a well-regarded book with Josef Breuer, Studies in
                Hysteria, Freud aimed ‘to examine what shape the theory of mental
            functioning takes if one introduces quantitative considerations, a sort of economics of
            nerve forces’ and to discover what psychopathology could offer the study of
            ordinary psychology. In short, he intended to found a scientific
            psychology.

        
            The methods he employed derived, naturally and sensibly enough, from his daily work:
                the treatment of neurotic patients by means of the new methods of psychotherapy, as
                these developed out of the craze for medical hypnotism that swept Europe in the
                1880s and early 1890s. The project for a scientific psychology was on the agenda of
                many researchers at the end of the century, employing radically different methods.
                In many German-speaking university departments of philosophy, experimental
                psychology was emerging as a distinct and ambitious programme, studying the
                reactions of the normal mind in laboratory experiments, often by and on the
                researchers themselves. In Britain, there emerged a project for the study of
                statistical variation in large populations of subjects, begun by Francis Galton and
                associated with ‘psychometry’ and the eugenic improvement of the
                race. Freud, like Pierre Janet in France, deployed the intensive clinical study of
                the individual abnormal mind. Of the three ‘subjects’ of
                psychology – the experimental, the statistical and the clinical
                – only the third was of interest to Freud. The dream-book was the
                extension of the clinical investigation of the ‘abnormal’ mind
                to a new domain to provide the base for an ambitious and truly scientific
                psychology. Dreams were the ideal vehicle for this project: universal experiences
                with a history of fascination expressed in popular and esoteric literature, but with
                clear links to the extreme states of insanity and everyday abnormality.

            Although Freud had had a documentable interest in dreams for years, it was the
                combination of two events in his life and work that led to the writing of a
                full-length book on the topic. The centre of his work had been, since the late
                1880s, the theory and therapy of the neuroses and he had developed clinical and
                grand speculative theories in that domain, not least the theory of abreaction, the
                part played by traumatic memories in the production of symptoms –
                increasingly focusing on memories of childhood sexual experiences. At the same time,
                he had refined his methods of psychological exploration, introducing ‘free
                association’ to replace catharsis under hypnosis or in a specially induced
                abnormal state of mind; and it was as part of the flood of material
                produced by free association that he increasingly came upon dreams, fantasies and
                other detritus of everyday mental life. How traumatic experiences – in
                particular sexual ones – became elaborated through the
                ‘mechanisms of defence’ to produce symptoms became the focus of
                his work in the mid-1890s; the same processes were at work, he thought, in dreams.
                Yet in the autumn of 1897, all this work seemed to run aground: he was forced to
                discard his theory of the neuroses when he realized that he had no way of
                distinguishing fantasy or dream-states from reality, and therefore no clear-cut
                causal conditions for the production of symptoms. As he reflected in a letter to his
                close friend in Berlin, Wilhelm Fliess: ‘In this collapse of everything
                valuable, the psychological alone has remained untouched. The dream stands entirely
                secure and my beginnings of a metapsychological work have only grown in my
                estimation. It is a pity that one cannot make a living, for instance, by
                interpreting dreams!’
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            Freud did find a way of living off dream-interpretation. He put the dream and the
                metapsychology together in the book published in late 1899. But there was another
                crucial ingredient. The failure of his theory of the neuroses may have spurred him
                to take the sidetrack of the dream, but the crucial material used in that book came
                not from his therapeutic practice but from his ‘self-analysis’.
                In October 1896 Freud’s father died; just like his own patients, Freud
                found himself beset with strange states of mind, enormous unaccountable shifts of
                mood, neurotic symptoms. Over the next months, extending throughout the time of
                writing the book, he plunged into analysis of his own dreams as a reaction to that
                bereavement. He had had many of the basic ingredients of the book ready to hand by
                the end of 1897 and had started work on a draft. But he encountered setbacks, not
                least the problem of indiscretion and the censorship Fliess was imposing on his
                material: ‘I myself have lost the feeling of shame required of an
                author… [I] confess that I regret [the exclusion of the dream] and that I
                have no hopes of finding a better one as a substitute. As you know, a beautiful
                dream and no indiscretion – do not coincide.’
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                 The book lay fallow for another year until Freud determined to find a way
                around the censorship; in a frenzy of writing over the summer of
                1899, he completed the book, early chapters being set in print even while he wrote
                the later ones.
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            ‘This book… contains, even according to my present-day judgement,
                the most valuable of all the discoveries it has been my good fortune to make.
                Insight such as this falls to one’s lot but once in a lifetime.’
                So Freud wrote in 1931 in the preface to the third English edition of A. A.
                Brill’s translation of Die Traumdeutung. It is unquestionably
                Freud’s masterpiece. Yet it is an ungainly elephant of a book. Impressive
                in the overall control of argument over hundreds of pages, it is also occasionally
                ponderous, crammed full of subtle argument about dreams, about sleep, about mental
                life in general. A page-turner in places, in others it is a cluttered cull of
                snippets from the sleep of patients and colleagues. What kind of a book is this, we
                find ourselves asking fretfully as we read? And does that problem stem from a larger
                background question: what kind of an author is Freud?

            The most obvious book to compare Freud’s with is On the Origin of
                    Species. The gentleman naturalist and the Jewish physician may seem to have
                little in common, beyond the crucial fact
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                 that neither ever worked for a salary in an institution. Even in 1859 it was
                unusual for a major scientific theory to be advanced in a book aimed at a general
                public; by 1900 it was positively anomalous.
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                 After 1900, one would have thought, no major work of science could be
                published in a book, let alone by a professional outsider. Turn the argument around:
                Freud published his book just when the tide of public science, mounting so
                powerfully throughout the nineteenth century, was turning. The chief markers of
                science in the twentieth century would be size (measured in manpower, in capital
                investment) necessitating linkage to established and wealthy institutions (industry,
                universities, government) and its closed and esoteric character (publication in
                professional journals, specialized monographs, patents, research-group memos). No
                modern science could hope to speak principally in the open language of a book and be
                taken seriously by the insiders who counted. No science could be established without
                the intense competitiveness and sceptical scrutiny associated with
                the policing functions of closed, hegemonic institutions and the intense pressure
                towards anonymous, depersonalized, inert prose – a characteristic
                singularly lacking throughout Freud’s work.

            There is no doubt of the authority in the tone of the author of Interpreting
                    Dreams. Yet it is always a personal and a playful authority.
                Freud’s voice is incisive and certain, even when he is speaking in a
                casual conversational style, even when he is humbly, and with due nods towards
                provisionality, advancing challengingly novel theoretical views. It is a curious and
                unsettling feature of his style that the most avowedly speculative constructions
                about a patient’s early childhood can sound as certain as the fact that
                today is Tuesday. Incredulity at his presumption turns to confusion when one
                re-examines the sentences and usually finds that all the requisite disclaimers and
                qualifications are in place. One encounters the voice of a unique stylist
                pronouncing the universal truths of a science.
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                 The inimitable voice – particularly clear in the analysis of his
                own dreams – reminds us that this ‘new science’ is a
                science of the singular individual and bears the mark of one very specific
                individual, its founder.

            Freud was aware that his strange new discipline of interpreting dreams raised
                profound problems of authority. One of the solutions he found was to open the book
                with a virtuoso display of mastering the ‘scientific’ literature
                on dreams – ‘the authorities’. He regarded this as a
                thankless task but he performed it so well that he extracted seemingly clear
                positions from that literature on which to build his own theory. His exposition of
                it – and continual reference to it throughout the dream-book –
                allowed him to hand out compliments and criticisms, brickbats and flowers. At times
                he deploys these authorities as allies; at other times as unfortunately blinkered
                enemies, in order to demonstrate the mastery and sufficiency of his own
                theories.

        

        Dealing with the authorities in Chapter 1 was only a preamble: the
            whole thing is planned on the model of an imaginary walk. At the beginning, the dark
            forest of authors (who do not see the trees), hopelessly lost on wrong tracks. Then a
            concealed pass through which I lead the reader – my specimen
            dream with its peculiarities, details, indiscretions, bad jokes – and then
            suddenly the high ground and the view and the question: which way do you wish to go now?
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        But the metaphor of the walk does not tell us through what territory the
            concealed pass takes the reader; nor does the metaphor of the view specify the landscape
            one sees. What journey does Freud take us on?

        
            The ‘concealed pass’ is Chapter 2 – the birth canal of
                psychoanalysis, one might say. Freud describes the method he has discovered for
                interpreting dreams: breaking dreams up into elements and then applying the
                technique of free association to each of them in turn. He applies this method to the
                specimen dream, his own dream of Irma’s injection, dreamed in July 1895,
                the moment when he crystallized this method and its ‘solution’.
                What Freud achieves with his specimen dream is twofold. He exposes his own inner
                life as the material on which a method of dream-interpretation can be built. He also
                offers a bold and original discovery about the essential nature of dreams as the
                first result of this method: the dream is a fulfilment of a wish.

            It is here that the questions start. How can Freud claim all dreams are
                fulfilments of wishes based only on one dream and that one his own? The
                counterclaims are so obvious: are anxiety-dreams, let alone nightmares,
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                 fulfilments of wishes? Finding an adequate answer to the question,
                ‘Why does Freud advance the thesis of the universality of wish-fulfilment
                in dreams with such conviction, despite so much evidence to the contrary? goes a
                long way to the heart of this book. I think there are four very different answers to
                this question. I will call them the ‘traditional’ answer, the
                ‘theoretical’ answer, the ‘world-view’
                answer and the ‘dialectical’ answer. I will take these in
                turn.

        

        
            
            The ‘traditional’ answer
        

        The strategy of Chapter 2 is to contrast to its advantage his method
            with that of the ‘scientific’ writers he had just so carefully
            reviewed and in addition to give support to the ‘lay view’
                (Laienmeinung) of dreams. Allying himself with lay views,
            ‘popular’ views, ‘old wives’ tales’
            against official, respectable science was a frequent move on Freud’s part. He
            advances a brash and bold theory of dreams which is simply an intrepid extension of that
            sense of the word ‘dream’, so tenacious and, in the age of
            advertising and populist politics, so ubiquitous. In the dictionary, a dream is defined
            as ‘an ideal or aspiration’ – as in ‘I have a
            dream’, ‘the American Dream’ or the immortal song from
                Pinocchio: ‘When you wish upon a star / Your dreams come
            true.’ Responding to Freud with the question: ‘Surely not
                everything that happens in sleep is a dream in the sense of the fulfilment
            of an “an ideal or aspiration”?’ can be met with an
            immediate counter-statement: ‘Ordinary people know as well as scientists that
            not all dreams are pleasant portrayals of vast dinners and constantly available sex
            partners, but they still mean exactly what they say when they talk about
            “making their dreams come true”. Fly in the face of this ancient
            wisdom at your peril!’

        
            This call upon the force and cogency of traditional, ‘popular’
                views would be a crucial part of the attraction of psychoanalysis in later years.
                Freud was not replacing the traditional language of human life with a new esoteric,
                scientific language. There is no secret language of psychoanalysis, from which
                ordinary human beings are in principle closed off, since they can find no equivalent
                in their own experience – no neurons, no chemical messengers, no
                subcortical processes. This eschewal would be the object of much scorn and
                criticism: the so-called anthropomorphism of Freud’s theories –
                censor, super-ego, id, the patient’s resistances – was an
                extension, in the face of mechanistic scientific disapproval, of the ordinary
                language of everyday life. Most importantly, it allowed the objects of
                Freud’s science – the patients, the dreamers, the jokers, the
                religious enthusiasts – to talk the same language as the analyst and the Freudian scientist. Proclaiming the centrality of the
                ‘wish’ at the heart of human psychology was the first step in
                this process of elaborating a modern psychology which was an extension of
                ‘folk psychology’, not its replacement.

        

        
            The ‘wish’ as theoretical psychology
        

        The second answer is relatively invisible until Section C of Chapter 7,
            ‘On the Psychology of Dream-Processes’, which approaches the topic
            of wish-fulfilment from a theoretical point of view. Freud opens the section by
            even-handedly treating the possible contribution of a variety of kinds of wishes: wishes
            left over from the previous day, wishes rejected by the waking mind, wishes, such as for
            liquid or sex, derived from bodily sensations during the night, and the deeper wishes
            repressed in the unconscious, derived from childhood. But he soon dismisses this
            even-handed approach to assert that ‘the wish represented in a dream must
                be an infantile wish’. From then on, his argument takes the form of a
            deduction. Ordinary preconscious mental activity is closed down or severely restricted
            under conditions of sleep. Therefore, ‘nocturnal arousal in the prec
            has no alternative but to use the route taken by wish-triggers from the unc; it
            must seek reinforcement from the unc and follow the detours of unconscious arousals’.
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             Mental activity which is not principally a wish has to take a ride on the back of
            the unconscious wishes that are allowed such freedom at night precisely because the way
            is barred to motility, to action. It is because of the closing down of the
            body’s physical activity that the unconscious, which deals only in wishes,
            comes to dominate the mental activity of sleep, i.e. dreams.

        
            And why does the unconscious deal only in wishes? Freud says he will give an answer
                derived not from a study of dreams, but with the help of the diagram of the
                psychical apparatus he had developed some pages earlier. This gives a linear schema
                of the process, modelled on the reflex, by which perceptions pass through, via the
                mnemic systems, to the motor output. Yet the account he now elaborates does not owe much to that diagram. Rather, it is the first outing for
                the fundamental ‘metapsychological’ hypotheses on which the
                psychoanalytic theory of the mind rests. Freud tells us a story of the origin of
                mind.

            Under the pressure of internal needs (e.g. hunger), a helpless, hungry baby finds its
                way to an ‘experience of satisfaction’:

        

        An essential component of that experience is the appearance of a
            certain perception (in our example: being fed), recollection of which henceforth remains
            associated with the memory-trace of arousal of the need. As soon as that need reappears,
            thanks to the association a psychical stirring will arise that seeks to recharge the
            memory of that perception and recall the perception itself – in fact, to put
            it another way, it aims to restore the situation of the first satisfaction. Such a
            stirring we call a wish; reappearance of the perception is the fulfilment of that wish,
            and when arousal of the need invests such a perception with a full charge, that is the
            shortest way to such wish-fulfilment. There is nothing to prevent us from positing a
            primitive state of the psychical apparatus in which this path is actually followed
            – in other words, wishing turns into hallucination. So this initial psychical
            activity aims at an identity of perception, namely at repeating the perception
            associated with satisfaction of the need. (p. 582)

        However, bitter experience teaches that hallucination of the wished-for
            object does not lead to sustained satisfaction. A secondary system inhibits the
            investing of the memory and turning it into a perception, in other words inhibits
            fulfilling the wish until perceptions which are received from the external world (and
            how the system is assured that these are from the external world and are not residues of
            memories is a delicate matter) match the cluster of traces associated with the
            experience of satisfaction. This secondary system, running in accordance with the
            ‘secondary process’ of thinking, is the guarantee that satisfaction
            can now be achieved in reality. ‘All thinking is simply a roundabout way of
            getting from the satisfaction-memory adopted as purposive idea to the identical charging
            of the same memory, which is to be regained by way of motor experiences.’ (p.
            618)

        
            This deductive argument leads to a straightforward conclusion
                concerning the ontology of wishing:

        

        Thinking, after all, is simply a substitute for hallucinatory wishing,
            and if dream is wish-fulfilment, this in fact becomes self-evident, since nothing but a
            wish is capable of prompting our mental apparatus into action. Dream, which fulfils its
            wishes along short, regredient paths, has simply preserved for us a sample of the
            primary mode of operating (since abandoned as inefficient) of the psychical apparatus.
            What once dominated the waking state, at a time when psychical life was still young and
            inept, is now, it seems, exiled to the life of night – rather as we rediscover
            in the nursery the bow and arrow, the primitive weapons of adult mankind, since laid
            aside. Dreaming is a piece of the mental life of childhood, which has now been
                superseded. (p. 583)

        The argument is supremely powerful and direct. The primary mode of
            operation of the mind is wishing: only wishing drives the engine we call thought. If it
            seems plausible to argue that dreaming is driven by the domain of the mind still
            dominated by that ancient mode of mental operation, then it is obvious that dreams will
            be driven by wishes. The force of the argument depends on the plainly plausible
            assumption that the other part of the mind, the part active in waking life, in
            ‘voluntary motility’, is shut down during the night, leaving the
            field open to the unconscious. In this unconscious, there is no fear, no hope, no guilt,
            no shame; there is only wishing and aversion.

        
            Freud was allying this theoretical argument with another shift, one that would have
                momentous long-term effects. To a nineteenth-century philosophical psychologist, and
                to many alienists and psychiatrists, the mind had three main functions and modes of
                operation: there was reasoning (what we would now call
                ‘cognition’); there was feeling (into which Freud would
                introduce the language of ‘affects’) and there was the will.
                This threefold division of mental functions mapped easily on to that characteristic
                Victorian emphasis on the will as the centre of moral life: taking responsibility
                for one’s actions was acknowledging that one had
                ‘willed’ them and moral improvement centred overwhelmingly on
                the exercise, trained or untrained, educated or not, improved or native, of the
                will. The language of the will disappears entirely from Freud’s
                psychology; with it goes the inseparable moral dimension of
                ‘improvement’ to which physicians, educators, philosophers were
                so devoted at the turn of the century. The new psychology would be a psychology that
                put the moral at arm’s length, particularly after the sea-change of the
                Great War; Freud’s psychoanalysis would be a leader in this fundamental
                shift away from a moral conception of the human mind. The language of
                ‘wishing’ allowed this shift to take place invisibly. As Freud
                developed psychoanalysis, the ‘wish’ would become incorporated
                into the language of the drives or instincts. Drives and wishes replaced the will as
                the ‘driving force’. We can catch symptoms of this shift in
                early English-language expositions of Freudian thought; in 1912, the psychologist T.
                H. Pear, analysing his own dreams in accordance with Freud’s method,
                refers to the ‘conative’ dimension of the mind as found in
                Freud’s theory of wish-fulfilment, drawing on William Hamilton’s
                philosophical psychology to attempt to encompass Freud’s metapsychology.
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                 ‘Conative’ derives from the Latin conatus,
                endeavour or striving. Thus Freud’s language of
                ‘wishing’ leading to action was developed to encompass and then
                replace an older and ideologically loaded language of will and responsibility.

            Freud’s entire argument concerning the experience of satisfaction and the
                mechanics of thinking had been written out on a train in autumn 1895, but in the
                language of neurones and nerve-excitations. Freud subsequently discarded this
                manuscript but it was later published as the ‘Project for a Scientific
                Psychology’ (Standard Edition, vol. I). This may temper a little
                our astonishment that Freud wrote the final hundred-page theoretical chapter of the
                dream-book in eleven days, sending it direct to the printer for setting. The
                argument had already been written four years earlier and had been considered and
                criticized by its author, who was supremely confident that he could turn a
                neurological model into a psychological theory and knew how to justify his
                theoretical daring – ‘we may give free rein
                to conjecture, provided only that in the process we keep a cool head and do not
                mistake the scaffolding for the building’.

            This argument, sophisticated in its appreciation of the relationship of theory to
                phenomena, allowed Freud to regard his earlier speculative brain-mythology
                – putative neurones, putative laws of facilitation and conduction, or
                inhibition and lateral feedback systems – as expedient
                ‘scaffolding’ for the building, ‘the psyche’
                itself. Freud would never again be tempted to identify the laws of the brain with
                the workings of the mind; instead, he had found the path for maximal exploitation of
                the conceptual resources available to him. A few pages before he had modelled the
                primal experience of satisfaction and the origin of wishing, he deployed another
                metaphorical register, mapping the economy of wishing with the multiple relations of
                entrepreneurs and capitalists. In one model, the driving force of the mind is a
                bodily need, transmitted as nervous quantity to the mind, the fruit of his raid on
                the resources of brain-science; in the other model, the driving force of the mind is
                money.

        

        It is entirely possible for a daytime thought to play the part of
                entrepreneur for a dream; however, the entrepreneur, the person who is said
            to have the idea and the impetus to put it into action, can do nothing without capital;
            he needs a capitalist to cover the expense, and that capitalist, who
            contributes the psychical expenditure for the relevant dream, is always, without
            exception, a wish from the unconscious. (p. 578)

        An entrepreneur may have ideas, contacts, skills and savoir-faire;
            without capital, without money, he goes nowhere, nothing happens. The metaphor of
            capital introduces three features: the blind universality so characteristic of money,
            eroding all differences between particulars; the driving force involved in production;
            and the element Freud focused upon, ‘The tertium comparationis of the
            metaphors employed here, the quantity made freely available in a measured
            amount’. But hidden within the metaphor is another claim as to why
            ‘wishing’ is the privileged mode of operation of the mind. The entrepreneur, the actor in the present, may hold and use
            money, but money always comes from elsewhere – the capitalist and further down
            the line, a network of past accumulation, of structures and relationships of trust
            sedimented as the foundation for the institution of money itself. These structures of
            trust are comparable to the foundational ‘experiences of
            satisfaction’ in Freud’s account of early development.

        
            There is, then, a long and closely argued chain of reasoning which takes Freud from
                an anthropological argument concerning the nature of human beings, from the first
                functioning of the psychical apparatus, via the elaboration of adult thinking, to
                the claim that, under the conditions of sleep, only a wish can be sufficiently
                powerful to drive the mind, and thus to produce dreams. It is a theoretical argument
                deeply embedded in the models of the brain, yet detached so freely from those models
                that Freud makes it patently clear that other models – from economics or
                from Homeric mythology or from all those other spheres in which his nimble
                metaphorical wit delighted – will be as serviceable as brain physiology.
                Freud was never to be confined to a speciality. He had the luck to make his way
                outside of the academic world with its disciplinary boundaries and restrictions. He
                turned this good fortune into conceptual capital by drawing freely on all registers
                of metaphor for the development of his model of the mind.

        

        
            The wish as world-view
        

        At the time of the publication of Interpreting Dreams, Freud
            was as private a citizen as one could wish for. His collegial activities had diminished
            virtually to zero; the one Society he attended regularly was the B’nai
            B’rith. His disappointment at the quiet reception for his book manifested
            itself in this report to Fliess in early 1900 concerning his everyday existence:

        The reception of the book and the ensuing silence have again destroyed
            any budding relationship with my milieu… I found a way out
            [of the impasse in my work] by renouncing all conscious mental activity so as to grope
            blindly among my riddles… In my spare time I take care not to reflect on it. I
            give myself over to my fantasies, play chess, read English novels; everything serious is
            banished. For two months I have not written a single line of what I have learned or
            surmised. As soon as I am free of my trade, I live like a pleasure-seeking philistine.
            You know how limited my pleasures are. I am not allowed to smoke anything decent;
            alcohol does nothing for me; I am done begetting children; and I am cut off from contact
            with people. So I vegetate harmlessly, carefully keeping my attention diverted from the
            subject on which I work during the day. Under this regimen I am cheerful and equal to my
            eight victims and tormentors.
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        Yet the books and papers would soon start to flow from his pen. Starting
            with the dream, the appropriately private and unreal object for a man in retreat from
            the world, Freud would reach out to a series of previously unconsidered objects and
            phenomena, shining the light of his psychoanalytic method on them and recruiting them as
            bridges, allowing him to bring under his control the ever-widening and more public
            world. As he reflected in 1932, with Interpreting Dreams, ‘analysis
            took the step from being a psychotherapeutic procedure to being a depth-psychology’.
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            The second such object was the ‘Freudian slip’. As Paul Keegan
                observes in his brilliant Introduction to the new Penguin translation of The
                    Psychopathology of Everyday Life, the scene of this book is not, as with
                dreams, the guarded privacy of night-time life, but the teeming metropolis, where we
                stumble and fall, forget names and places, where ‘our days are full of
                farcical detour and unscripted subplots… a makeshift city
                comedy…: a café theatrical about our improvisations, the
                contingencies by which we live’.
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                 In Psychopathology, psychoanalysis comes out of the bedroom into the
                street: ‘parapraxes occur where our unconscious gangs up with
                circumstance, and gets to ridicule us merely for getting up in the morning and
                agreeing to appear on the stage of day’. Its explanatory schema is the
                extended version of the dream-book’s: a conflict between two psychical systems or trends, in which a wish normally kept on a
                tightly civilized leash momentarily is on the loose, biting its owner and his
                interlocutors with callous lack of discrimination. But the extended formula is still
                not entirely social: the slip may be the revenge of the unconscious on the ego, but
                the culprit and the victim are still both ‘me’, although the
                cruelty of a successful slip should not be underestimated.
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            With the The Joke and Its Relation to the Unconscious of 1905,
                psychoanalysis became irremediably social. It takes two to joke and
                Freud’s account distributes the roles accordingly: the joker performs the
                joke-work on behalf of the hearer, whose unconscious wishes are released from
                repression momentarily by the joke; their fulfilment is expressed in the explosion
                of laughter, that orgasmic spasm of the diaphragm, just as the dream’s
                driving force finds expression in the streaming of charge into the perceptual
                system. But alongside the joke and the slip, Freud retraced his steps from the dream
                in another direction, taking his starting-point from the day-dream, which he had
                already discussed in the dream-book:

        

        Like dreams, they are wish-fulfilments; like dreams, they are largely
            based on the impressions of childhood experiences; like dreams, they enjoy a certain
            relaxation of censorship as regards their creations. Looking closely at how they are put
            together, one becomes aware of how the wish-motive that operates in their production,
            seizing the material of which they are constructed, has jumbled that material up,
            rearranged it and assembled it to form a fresh whole. To the childhood recollections to
            which they hark back, they stand in something like the same relationship as some of
            Rome’s baroque palaces stand to the classical ruins whose columns and dressed
            stones provided the materials for their reconstruction in modern forms. (pp.
            508–509)

        But day-dreams face not only backwards into the night, but forwards into
            the public world of creative literature. The ubiquitous everyday activities of the slip
            and the joke are matched by the specialized craft of rendering phantasy into the public
            form of art. And there is another public realm Freud opened up to the wish-model of the
                dream: the universal obsessional symptom known as religious
            ritual. The wish-series is now extensive: dream – day-dream –
            phantasying – play
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             – creative writing – art – religious ritual.
            Freud’s professional work was still focused on the symptom, also structured as
            the result of the fulfilment of wishes, specifically a repressed unconscious wish and
            one stemming from the repressing agency, but the symptom was only one member of this
            extensive series, if a privileged member. It too could have its purview extended:
            through the analogy of the obsessional compulsion and religious ritual, and then through
            the analogy of the phobic object with the totem animal of
            ‘primitive’ societies. Freud’s wish-theory thus carries
            him from the privacy of the Viennese consulting-room to the raison
                d’être of primitive social structure. And further to the
            origin of belief in magic.

        It is easy to perceive the motives which lead men to practise magic:
            they are human wishes. All we need to suppose is that primitive man had an immense
            belief in the power of his wishes. The basic reason why what he sets about by magical
            means comes to pass is, after all, simply that he wills it. To begin with, therefore,
            the emphasis is only upon his wish.
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        In contrast with the infant who hallucinates the object of satisfaction,
            primitive man engages in an analogue of the child’s play, what Freud piquantly
            calls ‘motor hallucinations’.
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        If children and primitive men find play and imitative representation
            enough for them, that is not a sign of their being unassuming in our sense or of their
            resignedly accepting their actual impotence. It is the easily understandable result of
            the paramount virtue they ascribe to their wishes, of the will that is associated with
            those wishes and of the methods by which those wishes operate.
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        In general, the system of magic demonstrates the excessive value humans
            come to confer on wishes and the thoughts derived from them; it reveals the
            ‘omnipotence of thoughts’ which governs primitive animism and
            obsessional thinking alike.

        
            By developing the wish-model of the dream to encompass religion,
                magic and the totemic object, psychoanalysis had thus become an anthropology, a
                theory of the process of human mental evolution itself. As it did so, it became an
                increasingly influential presence as a cultural force in its own right;
                Freud’s voice came to have cultural authority. Hence the late works which
                deal directly with social and cultural matters: The Future of an Illusion
                and Civilization and its Discontents. In these works, Freud’s
                attack on religion has often been taken to be weak and somewhat out of character or,
                at the very least, lacking in his customary subtlety: what is the great advocate of
                the power of the irrational in human affairs doing when he is so downright rude and
                contemptuous of a great achievement of mankind?

            Freud’s main concern in these later works was to demonstrate the sources of
                religious feeling and belief in the development of infant to adult. What this
                development leads to is the peculiar vulnerability of humans to dependence on
                authority. It is this dependence that then makes them sufficiently gullible to
                believe the nonsense that religions teach, both in the moral and epistemic spheres.
                For Freud, religions are ‘mass delusions’
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                 or, more frequently, simply illusions whose strength derives from the wishes
                of childhood as reflected in the childhood of human history:

        

        [religious ideas] are illusions, fulfilments of the oldest, strongest
            and most urgent wishes of mankind. The secret of their strength lies in the strength of
            those wishes… What is characteristic of illusions is that they are derived
            from human wishes. In this respect they come near to psychiatric delusions. But they
            differ from them, too, apart from the more complicated structure of delusions. In the
            case of delusions, we emphasize as essential their being in contradiction with reality.
            Illusions need not necessarily be false – that is to say, unrealizable or in
            contradiction to reality.
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        Seeking the truth of religion in mystical perception – as in
            the ‘oceanic feeling’ examined in Civilization and its
                Discontents – is no antidote to the conviction that all
            religious feelings are regressive states induced by confrontation
            with hard reality. Religion is the citadel of childishness, a socially sanctioned mass
            regression, fleeing from hard reality – the truths of science, of death, the
            fundamental inhospitality of the universe – into consolations in which, at
            bottom, Freud will not distinguish between Santa Claus and Jesus Christ.

        
            Although the nineteenth-century critique of religion supplies Freud with much of his
                ammunition – biblical criticism’s treatment of religious
                documents, Feuerbach’s account of religion as projection, the evolutionary
                anthropological project (Darwin, Tylor, Robertson Smith, Frazer) that revealed
                ‘the fatal resemblance between the religious ideas which we revere and the
                mental products of primitive peoples and times’ – the
                fundamental denunciatory attitude derives from the Enlightenment critique of
                religion. There is nothing more in tune with Freud’s account of the
                childishness of religion than Kant’s famous declaration:
                ‘Enlightenment is man’s emergence from his self-incurred
                immaturity. Immaturity is the inability to use one’s own understanding
                without the guidance of another.’ When Freud turns to the three types of
                arguments for religion – divine tradition, miracles and the mystery of
                faith expressed in the prohibition against asking for evidence – he is
                continuing a familiar attack on the grounding of religion as dependent on the
                ungrounded authority of others.
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                 This ‘animus of the Enlightenment’, as Philip Rieff
                accurately names it, denounces religion as childish, its proponents situated
                somewhere between the scheming priests of Voltaire’s tirades and the
                patronizing cynicism of Dostoevsky’s Grand Inquisitor. The crucial
                addition to this denunciatory mode is the shift to a psychological account of
                religion. The mercilessness of nature is personified; just as in a
                dream-wish’s fulfilment, ‘a man makes the forces of nature not
                simply into persons with whom he can associate as he would with his equals
                – that would not do justice to the overpowering impression which those
                forces make on him – but he gives them the character of a father’.
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                 The awareness of intentionality at work in nature – animism
                – eventually leads to the creation of gods, who, even in the higher
                ‘religious’ stage, when nature is deprived once again of its
                animating spirits, are still required to perform tasks which answer to the deepest wishes of mankind: ‘they must exorcize the
                terrors of nature, they must reconcile men to the cruelty of Fate, particularly as
                it is shown in death, and they must compensate them for the sufferings and
                privations which a civilized life in common has imposed on them’.
                Freud’s critique of religion has its counterpoise and its foil:
                ‘scientific work is the only road which can lead us to a knowledge of
                reality outside ourselves’.
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                 It is as if the old Freud was led back to the enthusiasms of his youth
                – for positivism, for Darwinismus, for Feuerbach, and for his
                faith and pride in science. But these had never really gone away: on his long
                detour, they had simply been underpinned by psychology.

            The key doctrine which ruled this whole development of the wish-theory was first
                announced in the 1890s: ‘Reality – wish-fulfilment –
                it is from these opposites that our mental life springs.’
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                 It was fully developed in the distinction between the pleasure and reality
                principles and its consequences are plain to see in the unnerving certainty of
                Freud’s views on religion and the aim of human life. Its discovery, or its
                fixing as the foundation of his thought, took place very early. Throughout the
                period from 1894 to 1899, Freud had continually rediscovered – and then
                forgotten – the importance of this contrast, this fundamental opposition
                and irreconcilable conflict at the heart of mental life, between wish and reality.
                The early hints of the wish-fulfilment theory were in the domain of the psychoses.
                Freud’s clinical examples seem to cry out for the concept: ‘the
                mother who has fallen ill from the loss of her baby, and now rocks a piece of wood
                unceasingly in her arms, or the jilted bride who, arrayed in her wedding-dress, has
                for years been waiting for her bridegroom’.
                    
                    26
                 Alongside these examples, Freud’s sharp eye was caught by
                convenience dreams: the medical student who can grab another few minutes’
                sleep while he dreams he is a patient asleep in the hospital with a hospital chart
                in his name hanging over his head.

            So if there is a doctrine that can be regarded as the heart of Freud’s
                thought, it is the contrast between human wishes and the unbending nature of
                reality. For Freud, this is a simple statement of the facts as brought to light by
                science. It is a world-view derived, in his eyes, from the progress of science. The
                inexhaustible force of our wishes is met by the immovability of
                reality, so that humans are riven by the unceasing conflict that then develops from
                the attempt to alter, to dress up, to ignore reality or the neurotic attempt to
                refuse, to ignore, to distort the individual’s fundamental wishes. This
                contrast, reality versus wish-fulfilment, is a refrain that sounds throughout the
                development of psychoanalysis. Interpreting Dreams was an extended
                overture, announcing many of the themes, to that dimension of psychoanalysis, which,
                beyond the clinical and professional, would sound out as a cultural critique, as a
                crusade against religion and the higher morality, as an ideology for the faithless
                moderns. No wonder that Freud defended with such tenacity and self-confidence the
                thesis that all dreams are wish-fulfilments.

        

        
            The dialectical answer
        

        The simple statement ‘all dreams are
            wish-fulfilments’ invites contradiction. Why give such a hostage to fortune?
            Why not be more circumspect? Freud’s most original and revolutionary move is
            his invitation to the reader to contradict him. So the strategy of the book is to engage
            immediately with the reader in energetic argument. He places the reader in the position
            of being an aggressive critic, and finds himself on the defensive, confronted with an
            incredulous interlocutor. And this is actually how Freud likes it. This is not a
            personal preference of his, a temperamental quirk: it is at the heart of the process of
            ‘interpreting’, which is the key element of his approach to
            dreams.

        
            Chapter 3, entitled ‘Dream is Wish-Fulfilment’, opens with all
                the excitement of the new vistas opened up by the discovery that dreams have a
                meaning, bubbling with a host of questions. Freud raises the key question in his
                reader’s mind:

        

        Our first dream was an act of wish-fulfilment; another may turn out to
            be a fear fulfilled; a third may embody a reflection; a fourth may simply reproduce a
            memory. So are there other wish-dreams, or is there perhaps nothing but wish-dreams? (p.
            137)

        But he doesn’t address this question at
            all in what follows. Instead, he recounts a series of utterly charming, transparently
            wish-fulfilling dreams, closely followed by an equally charming series of
            children’s wish-dreams. The sceptic will certainly feel cheated by this
            approach. Yet the busy chatter of the Freud circle’s dream-life gives us an
            early indication of how things are going to go with the bold thesis:

        A friend who is familiar with my dream-theory and has told his wife
            about it said to me one day, ‘I’m to tell you that my wife dreamed
            yesterday that her period had arrived. You’ll know what that means.’
            I certainly do: if the young woman dreamed that her period had come, it meant that she
            had missed it. I can well imagine she would have liked to enjoy her freedom for a while
            longer before the problems of motherhood set in. This was a clever way of announcing her
            first pregnancy. (p. 139)

        The friend’s wife is an early example of a key figure in
            Freud’s dream-book: a clever dreamer in dialogue with his method; the
            dissemination, even prior to publication, of Freud’s theories brings useful
            examples out of the woodwork. More to the point, these are knowing examples, examples in
            the spirit of, or contesting, his theory. But the dynamics are peculiar: the husband,
            usually implicated in the first pregnancy of a wife, is here simply the messenger
            carrying news back and forth between his wife and Freud. And Freud takes the dream to be
            a semi-public communication: ‘a clever way of announcing her first
            pregnancy’, as if it were the equivalent of having a formal card printed and
            circulated. Note that the dreamer did not dream of a still-born baby, as if the best way
            of fulfilling her desire not to be pregnant would be to kill her embryo; she dreamed of
            her period, of a restoration of the status quo ante. The reason why it was a
            clever way of announcing the pregnancy was that she could only have a wish to have a
            period if she knew that she was not going to have a period: wishes only arise
            from the soil of a lack of the thing wished for (we do not wish for that which we have).
            Combined in this dream is the fundamental negativity out of which
            wishes arise and the positive denial, a fulfilment of that negativity, together with a
            communicational function of the dream: announcing the pregnancy, first and foremost to
            the man who was making dreams his professional preoccupation.

        
            Of course at this point in the book we want to say: this dream is already
                ‘contaminated’ as data. Freud’s theories are known to
                this woman; she goes to sleep in full knowledge of the expectations derived from
                that theory and she then dutifully dreams according to the Freudian formula. Most of
                the dreams in Chapter 3 come into the category Freud calls
                    ‘Bequemlichkeitsträume’,
                ‘comfort dreams’, or ‘dreams of convenience’
                (Strachey). In this instance, we can certainly stretch the term
                ‘comfort’ to include dreams dreamed to please Dr Freud. The
                dreamer somehow fulfils a night-time need, like thirst or sexual desire, by dreaming
                a fulfilment of that need; in this instance the need is either to please Dr Freud or
                to reassure oneself that his theories are correct.

            If all dreamers were as enthusiastic to feed Freud’s collection of wishful
                dreams as the newly pregnant friend’s wife, there would be no problem with
                confirming his thesis. But not all dreams are as neatly corroborating and not all
                dreamers are as credulous. The willing wish-fulfillers are equally matched by the
                resistant sceptics. So Chapter 4, ‘Dream-Distortion’, is
                centrally preoccupied with these nay-dreamers. Again, Freud picks up these examples
                from those in his circle – the old schoolfriend, now a barrister, who had
                seen Freud come top of the class year after year, and was now presenting the bold
                wish-fulfilment theory of dreams; the dream he reported of losing all his legal
                cases was a way, Freud concluded, of seeing Freud fall flat on his face after all
                these years. We, in a post-Freudian spirit, might see this dream as disporting its
                masochism in the spirit of Samson, bringing down his own house just so long as he
                can defeat his enemy. Indeed, in the 1909 edition, Freud recognized this style of
                dream as not only performing a refutation of his theory but also as stemming from an
                ‘“ideational” masochism’. But such
                ‘counter-wish’ dreams are for Freud principally about attempts
                at refuting his theories of dreams or of psychopathology.

            It is this immediate and close engagement of the dreamer with Freud that I want to highlight. Dreams appear to be the most solipsistic and
                inwardly directed of all our mental experiences. Yet as soon as he has exposed his
                own inner life with Chapter 2’s Irma dream and put forward his bold
                thesis, Freud’s pages become populated with dreamers eager to corroborate
                or refute his theories. Freud enters into a dialectical relationship with his
                friends and patients, and by extension, with the reader. ‘Indeed, I can
                expect many a reader to react in the same way: to be quite prepared to sacrifice a
                wish in a dream simply in order to have the wish that I might be wrong
                fulfilled.’

            Given the bait Freud offers, and given the toes he may well have trodden on in the
                circle of his nearest and dearest through the merciless treatment he hands out to
                them in his dreams, it is apt that one of the very first to respond to the book was
                Freud’s brother, Alexander. On New Year’s Eve, 31 December 1899,
                Alexander presented a manuscript entitled ‘The Interpretation of
                    Dreams by Prof. A. Freud’ to his older brother Sigmund. It is a
                spoof, a fraternal dig in the ribs and a piece of holiday hilarity. Its tone is
                serious enough, mirroring Sigmund’s phrasing and deploying some of the
                same cast of characters who had peopled his brother’s dreams and their
                interpretations: Count Thun, a lawyer friend of the family, a friend called Emma
                from ‘the best society’, Dr Königstein, and, as the
                    pièce de résistance, a dream of Alexander’s
                which culminates in a Latin tag – mundus vult decipi,
                ‘the world wants to be deceived’ – in which the
                childhood memory surfacing through the dream is of older brother Sigmund’s
                childhood name, ‘Mundi’. The Latin tag can be loosely
                retranslated as ‘Sigmund wants to be deceived’ – as he
                has been, in his theory of dreams; because Alexander’s thesis, as proved
                by his own and his circle’s dreams, is that ‘dreams bring the
                fulfilment of only those wishes that are not fulfilled in waking life’.
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                 Exactly how Alexander is contradicting his brother’s theory is not
                entirely clear, but the disputatious intent is in no doubt. He certainly lands a
                palpable hit: in noting the failures of the psychoanalytic method, which prompted
                him to take ‘the opposite tack: I first constructed the
                dream-interpretation, which made the dreams themselves significantly simpler and
                transparent’. His best joke is, as so often, one of
                timing: the third dream he analyses, ‘Emma’s dream’,
                takes place ‘during the night of 31/12/1899–1/1/1900’.
                In other words, the interpretation in the manuscript handed over as a New
                Year’s Eve gift preceded the dream. The very first dream Alexander
                analysed featured a very ‘Freudian’ play on words around the
                honorific ‘HOFRATH’ (Court Councillor) by which professors were
                addressed and a neologism ‘HOFUNRATH’
                (‘court-rubbish/excrement’). Salt in the wounds is what one
                expects from a professorial brother at holiday-time, one might reflect, especially
                on reading the book in which the ambition to be a professor figures so prominently
                and is so lightly tossed aside.

            Alexander Freud was not the first nor was he to be the last to react to the
                wish-fulfilment thesis in the fashion of the bull and the red rag; Sigmund the
                matador is more than content to make this confrontation explicit. Indeed, the bold
                thesis is tailored to this aim. Freud’s wish-fulfilment hypothesis is
                designed to bring out in the open the relationship that dreamers have to
                – Freud. There are two important aspects to this dynamic relationship that
                Freud encourages. The first is what he deals with in the fourth chapter of the book.
                Having expounded the wish-fulfilment hypothesis, brought on board confirmations from
                ‘comfort-dreams’, the dreams of children and the dreams of those
                eager to dream in accordance with his theories, he turns to the outright
                opponents.

        

        If at this point I advance the claim that wish-fulfilment is the
            meaning of every dream – in other words, that there can be no other
            dreams but wish-dreams – I can be sure of the flattest contradiction in
            advance… Nevertheless, these apparently cogent objections are not too hard to
            overcome. Notice, if you will, that our theory is not based on an appreciation of the
            manifest content of the dream in question but relates to the thought-content that the
            work of interpretation shows to underlie that dream. Let us compare the two:
                manifest dream-content and latent dream-content. (pp.
            148–9.)

        In outline, the dialectic Freud’s wish-dream theory promotes
            is between manifest and latent, between dreamer and Freud, between dreamer and interpreter. The dreamer is, by definition, master of the manifest
            content; following Freud’s method, the interpreter uncovers beneath the
            manifest content another meaning, the latent content, which, Freud now asserts, is
            antipathetic to the dreamer. The path to this latent content is beset with barriers,
            obstacles, diversions, red herrings. So that, as Freud will assert later in the book,
            ‘whatever interferes with continuation of the work constitutes resistance’.
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             This resistance is attributable to the dreamer, although it is clearly inherent
            in the very notion of the dream being a complex structure produced by
            ‘work’; the means by which one overcomes the resistance is to be
            found on the axis along which the interpreter performs his labour: the task of
            the interpreter is to help the dreamer overcome these resistances. But this very means
            of dividing up the labour, this dialectics as I am calling it, places the interpreter in
            the field of the ‘latent’, beyond the manifest content and the
            resistances that prevent the dreamer going much beyond that content. There is a force
            that prevents the dreamer understanding his own dreams and the interpreter bears witness
            to that force.

        
            This function of the interpreter points to the second important aspect of this
                dynamic relationship between dreamer and interpreter which Freud’s framing
                of his argument incites and promotes: the transference. In his later psychoanalytic
                work, transference became the central idea around which the process of therapy was
                conceptualized: the analyst and the analytic situation became the focus of all the
                patient’s ideas, fantasies, fears and hopes, sucking up into themselves
                the entire structure and symptomatic panoply of neurosis. This
                transference-structure was, Freud asserted, the repetition, in increasingly
                ill-disguised form, of the primary relationships and significant scenes from
                childhood, in particular the idiosyncratic character of the patient’s
                relationships to his parents, siblings and other key figures from childhood. This
                conceptualization of transference is pretty well absent from Interpreting
                    Dreams, save for a few allusions. None the less, Freud was well aware of
                the importance of such ‘transferences’ in the therapeutic
                process, having brought his account of therapy in the final pages of Studies in
                    Hysteria (1895) to a climax by concluding that:

        

        no great increase in effort was demanded by this
            kind of transference. The patient’s work remained the same, that is,
            overcoming the painful affect that she could harbour a wish of this kind even
            momentarily, and whether she made this psychical repulsion the theme of her work in the
            historic instance or in the recent one connected with me seemed to make no difference to
            its success. The patients, too, gradually learnt to see that these kinds of transference
            to the person of the doctor were a matter of a compulsion and an illusion that would
            melt away when the analysis was brought to a close.
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        These early remarks concerning transference indicate how important the
            phenomenon was to Freud’s earliest conception of the psychotherapeutic
            process; and they reveal that his earliest formulation of the transference was of
                transference-wishes. This framework of transference-wishes would be
            transferred over into the dream-theory. From 1895 onwards, not without deviation and
            backtracking, Freud would deploy a model which gives primacy to wishes both in dreams
            and in the construction of neurotic symptoms. For a period this wish-model was in
            tension with his claim about the aetiology of neuroses, the seduction theory: the claim
            that the necessary and sufficient condition for the production of neurotic symptoms in
            adulthood was a ‘pre-sexual sexual shock’, a traumatic seduction or
            sexual assault in childhood. But the seduction theory also easily translated into the
            language of ‘wishing’ which Freud was developing. Why does a sexual
            assault in childhood cause neurosis in adulthood? Because the memory of the assault
            comes to ‘infect’ or create a template for sexual desires later,
            desires which the adult subject feels are repulsive and incompatible with her or his
            sense of self (ego). It is these distorted wishes, as transfigured by the primeval
            memories, that are thus repudiated, repressed, defended against and form the starting
            point for secondary formations – fantasies, day-dreams, defensive mental
            structures – which form the bedrock of the neurotic symptoms.

        
            So one sees a number of strands from Freud’s work feeding into his concept
                of ‘wish’. Take the transference scene: a patient reports a
                scene of Freud sexually assaulting her. Freud does not castigate the patient or repudiate the scene as an unjustified vilification of his medical
                reputation, nor does he search his soul too long wondering if he ‘led her
                on’ or had talked so much about sexuality that she was simply complying
                with his expectations. Instead, he asks what scenes in the past – at first
                conceived of as actual events, then as either real or fantasized – this
                ‘wish’ in the present is modelled upon. He demands first and
                foremost that the patient comes to recognize her own desires, her own
                ‘wishes’, no matter how foreign and alien these wishes feel to
                her. Transference leads to wishes.

            It is no accident that at a crucial moment in his argument in the dream-book, Freud
                evokes transference. Apologizing to his reader for having to go into all the private
                detail of his own life in order to show how dreams do have a meaning, he makes the
                following request:

        

        Now, however, I must ask the reader to make my interests his or her
            own for a time, plunging with me into the tiniest details of my life, because that kind
            of transference is very much demanded by an interest in the hidden meaning of dreams.
            (pp. 117–18)

        This is the moment in the book when the reader will become involved not
            only with Freud’s contentious arguments, but with his complex inner life. So
            under the ‘dialectical’ argument we must include
            ‘transference’ on to Freud’s world, which is the only
            path, the ‘concealed pass’, which leads to true understanding of
            dreams.

        
            The ‘dialectical’ sense of wish-fulfilment is closely tied to the
                fundamental innovation of the dream-book: the introduction of the distinction
                between the manifest and latent contents of the dream. Much of Freud’s
                account of the structure of dreams follows from this distinction, which leads him,
                at the end of Chapter 4, to announce the completed version of his general formula:
                    ‘Dream is the (disguised) fulfilment of a (suppressed
                [unterdrückten] or repressed) wish.’ Much of the rest of
                the book, in particular Chapter 6, a book in itself, is devoted to the principal
                mechanisms deployed by ‘dream-work’, the process by which
                dream-thoughts are converted into images which come to
                consciousness in sleep; the descriptions of these mechanisms, of compression,
                displacement, symbolism, concern for representability, lay the foundation for
                knowledge of unconscious processes. The distinction between
                ‘latent’ and ‘manifest’ is even more
                bitterly contested by Freud’s critics than the claim that all dreams are
                wish-fulfilments. In light of my argument, one can see why: the distinction is at
                the core of the dialectical relation one develops to Freud and to the function of
                the interpreter in general. It is this distinction that opens the way to the
                unending task of interpretation, layer upon layer, and to the threat or fear that
                the interpreter has an unchallengeable power over the person whose dream is being
                interpreted. The latent content of the dream opens the way to the inner secrets of
                the dreamer, to the certainty that he is the keeper of inner secrets, past, present
                and future, of which even he is unaware. Paul Ricoeur used the winning phrase
                ‘the hermeneutics of suspicion’ to describe Freud’s
                stance towards the dream and the dreamer. He also supplied an incisive insight into
                why the Freudian account of human nature as founded on wishes or desires goes hand
                in hand with the necessity for interpretation: ‘As a man of desires I go
                forth in disguise.’
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            With the distinction between latent and manifest content goes the introduction of an
                internal censorship, patrolling the borders between the acceptable and unacceptable
                parts of the mind. Without forbidden desires – wishes – there
                would be no need to dissemble; precisely because we Freudians know that our fellow
                dreamers desire what they do not wish to desire. We know they dissemble and that
                understanding their dreams requires a struggle with the censorship, a struggle to
                overcome their unwillingness to recognize their own desires.

            Without the distinction between latent and manifest, there is no call for
                interpretation – there is nothing to interpret, no depth beneath the
                surface (and therefore no surface above the depth). Human mental life is transparent
                by definition. Freud’s scorn for the philosophers centred on this point:
                he accused them of asserting the a priori identity of the mental and the conscious.
                Affirming that there is an unconscious psyche, that there is ‘the
                latent’ as well as ‘the manifest’
                is the sole means, Freud asserts, for establishing a science of the mind. But there
                are many other grounds for objecting to the latent/manifest distinction; Susan
                Sontag’s famous essay ‘Against Interpretation’ (1963)
                repudiates the distinction on the grounds of its cowardly over-intellectualization
                of the world:

        

        [For Freud], to understand is to interpret. And to interpret is to
            restate the phenomenon, in effect to find an equivalent for it… In some
            cultural contexts, interpretation is a liberating act. It is a means of revising, of
            transvaluing, of escaping the dead past. In other cultural contexts, it is reactionary,
            impertinent, cowardly, stifling… It is the revenge of the intellect upon the
            world. To interpret is to impoverish, to deplete the world – in order to set
            up a shadow world of ‘meanings’.

        The protest against interpretation is a defence of the perfection of
            this world against the violation of the intellect. It is as much a protest against the
            stance of the interpreter, the project of mastery of the world through its meanings, as
            it is a refusal of the language of those meanings (sexuality, childhood, the egoism of
            the repressed).

        Sontag’s uneasiness with the shadowy world of meanings is more forthrightly and
            more aggressively displayed in another group of critics, those closely associated with
            the neurophysiological study of sleep and dreams, that attempted from the early 1950s on
            to ‘make Freud history’ by displacing his theory of dreams. Through
            the discovery of the association of REM sleep with specific brain-wave patterns during
            sleep, through the attempts to show how specific parts of the brain, which have known
            and specific functions – some of them entirely sub-cognitive, part of the
            autonomic nervous system – are active in REM sleep and others entirely
            quiescent, the site of the scientific study of dreaming shifted entirely away from the
            associations and interpretations of dreamer and analyst towards the sleep laboratory,
            where the sleep of brain-doctored cats was as informative as the faintly perceived
            childhood memories of a human dreamer. The assault by some neuroscientists –
            though not all, but certainly those most imperialistically committed to their disciplinary projects – on Freud recognized that the
            practice of dream-interpretation was the purest form of a project of understanding the
            human mind that was inimical to neuroscientific visions. If the dimension of depth, the
            dimension of thought behind the thinker, is permitted, not only would the interpretative
            practices for understanding other humans be permissible, they would be essential. Hence
            the neuroscientists launched a full-frontal assault not only on the notion that dreams
            have meaning, but particularly that they have a hidden (latent) meaning that can be
            discovered by another person in collaboration with the dreamer. Such hidden meaning
            entails, interestingly enough, that the meaning is potentially shareable, that the dream
            is potentially a public act of revelation and communication, or can properly be rendered
            so. The realization that a dream is a form of language, with its own peculiar syntax
            – to which Freud had devoted so many intricate pages of Interpreting
                Dreams – would spell out a definitive limitation on the interest or
            comprehensiveness of the neurophysiological account of dreams. Establishing whether or
            not dreams are such a ‘language’ is an empirical matter, seemingly
            established beyond doubt by the many thousands of dream-interpretations offered and
            published since Freud. But if one could establish that dreams have no depth, are
            perfectly transparent, as Allan Hobson attempted to do by publishing his own dreams in a
            forlornly impoverished attempt to compete with Freud, then the very project of
            dream-interpretation could be consigned to oblivion.
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             Similarly for the ambitious speculations of Crick and Mitchison
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             that dreams are the result of a reverse-learning mechanism made necessary by the
            assumed properties of the brain as a parallel distributed processing system –
            and are therefore simply the dim echoes of a ‘cleaning-up mechanism, to remove
            potentially parasitic nodes’. These speculations lead to the recommendation
            that one should not try to remember one’s dreams, since this effort may undo
            the beneficial cleansing effects of sleep. There is no hidden meaning of dreams for
            Crick and Mitchison; dreams are mental sewage, pungent and copious, but certainly not
            the royal road to the unconscious.

        
            
            Dream-interpretation and the telling of a life
        

        The dream-book is a how-to book for interpreting dreams; it is the
            details of these interpretations that show the reader how to go about it. Yet that is
            not even half the story. True, many of the dreams Freud analyses are touching, sobering,
            delightful and revealing of gaucheness or sad predicaments. But the conviction that this
            project of dream-interpretation is worthwhile comes principally from the central
            protagonist, Freud himself. The most fully analysed dreams in the book are all
            Freud’s. If Freud’s name has become a byword for a certain kind of
            portrait of the mind, then that picture was first drawn in his own interpretations of
            his own dreams: ‘what is untamed and indestructible in the human mind, the
                demonic element that furnishes the dream-wish and that we find again in our
            unconscious’. (p. 629)

        
            Ever since the dream-book’s publication, the logic of exhibition and
                dissimulation, as it applies to all human beings and as it is manifest in
                Freud’s own case, has preoccupied ordinary readers and scholars, disciples
                and adversaries alike. Freud himself recognized only later that the dream-book was a
                fundamentally personal document. In the Foreword to the second edition, he
                wrote:

        

        The fact is, for me this book has a further subjective significance
            that I was not able to understand until I had finished writing it. It turned out to be
            part of my own self-analysis, as my reaction to the death of my father – in
            other words, to the most important event, the most drastic loss, in a man’s
            life. Having once recognized this, I felt unable to erase the traces of such an effect.
            For the reader, however, it may be a matter of indifference by means of what material he
            or she learns to appreciate and interpret dreams. (pp. 5–6)

        Note how there is a repeated rhythm to this admission: first Freud
            recognizes that this work was a part of his self-analysis, as the reaction to his
            father’s death, and then he asserts the universal truth that the death of the
            father has this effect on everyone; secondly he accepts his
            reluctance to efface this overly personal history, and defends himself by implying that
            in this book it is perfectly proper for Freud himself to stand in for Everyman.
            Freud’s life will, it turns out, be Everyman’s life.

        
            To give some sense of how Freud’s analyses of his own dreams open up this
                novel and revolutionary way of telling the story of a life, I am going to consider
                one dream in some detail: the dream of Freud’s uncle with a yellow beard.
                As with each of the dreams discussed, Freud is making a didactic point. This dream
                is introduced to illustrate first a general process, whereby distortion in dreams is
                ‘deliberate’ and ‘a means of dissimulation’,
                and secondly a particular example of that process, whereby the affect is reversed
                into its opposite.
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                 Later in the book Freud returns to this dream, dissatisfied with the account
                he had given earlier, to demonstrate the connection of dreams with a childhood wish
                and to address more directly the misplaced affection he felt in the dream for an
                uncle he hardly knew.

            The background to the dream was Freud’s having received the recognition
                from his seniors of being put forward for Affiliated Professorship at the University
                of Vienna.
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                 The day before the dream, a friend of Freud’s, R., who had also had
                his name put forward to the Minister, told Freud a story of a recent encounter with
                the Minister in which he had pressed him to reveal whether or not his professorial
                candidacy was being blocked because of denominational considerations – a
                polite reference to anti-Semitism. ‘In reply he had been informed that, in
                point of fact, given the present climate, His Excellency was not in a
                position… and so on and so forth. “Now at least I know where I
                stand,” my friend told me, winding up a story that told me nothing new but
                had the inevitable effect of fortifying my resignation.’ That night Freud
                had a short and rather minimal dream:
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            I. My friend R. is my uncle. – I feel very tender
                    towards him.

            II. I see his face before me somewhat changed. It is as if
                    drawn-out lengthways, while the yellow beard framing it is emphasized with
                    especial clarity. (p. 151)

            His response to the dream on recalling it the
                next day tells us much about the ‘dialectical’ relation that the
                dreamer has with his own dreams: ‘I burst out laughing and said,
                “The dream is nonsense.” However, it would not let go and stayed
                with me all day until eventually, that evening, I told myself reproachfully,
                “If one of your patients had nothing to say about a dream-interpretation
                other than ‘It’s nonsense’, you’d admonish
                him and assume that some unpleasant story lay hidden behind the dream, a story he
                wished to spare himself the trouble of thinking about. Treat yourself no
                differently.”’ Freud here is halfway down that path, captured so
                well by a very Freudian poet, W. H. Auden:

        

        Bound to ourselves for life,
we must learn how to
put up with
            each other.
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            Rather than being the compliant dreamer, eager to corroborate his theories, Freud
                finds himself in the position of the sceptical dreamer. He buckles down to the work
                of overcoming his resistance. Because this is a brief dream – a thought
                followed by an image – Freud does not follow the method of free
                association very strictly: he does not ‘associate’ to each
                element one by one. He starts with the thought of R. as his uncle. The face is that
                of Uncle Josef, who had got involved in a criminal money-making scheme –
                literally, as recent scholarship has shown, since the scheme was counterfeiting
                roubles – and was apprehended by the authorities. ‘My father,
                who at the time went grey from worry in the course of a few days, used always to say
                that Uncle Josef had never been a bad man but he had certainly been a dimwit
                    [Schwachkopf]. That was the word he used.’ The dream seems to
                be saying: my friend R. is a dimwit. It is this conclusion that Freud finds acutely
                embarrassing; the rest of his account of the dream is an attempt to make sense of
                this, as if to explain it away: why is his dream so uncomplimentary about his dear
                friend?

            Observe that this question presupposes that one take dreams seriously as mental acts,
                as part of one’s inner world. Freud has already dispensed
                with the attitude ‘it’s only a dream’. There is no
                ‘only’ in his version of mental life. So he pursues another
                association: his friend R. also has a criminal record, since he was once convicted
                of knocking over an apprentice with his bicycle. This comparison is also an unworthy
                treatment of his friend – ‘That would be to take the comparison
                to ridiculous extremes.’ Freud then recalled a conversation of a few days
                earlier with N., another, more pessimistic colleague, whose dossier is also sitting
                on the Minister’s desk:

        

        ‘Don’t you remember – someone once
            threatened to take me to court? I needn’t tell you that the investigation was
            discontinued; it was a wretched attempt at blackmail; I had my work cut out, saving the
            accuser herself from prosecution. But it’s possible they’re holding
            this matter against me at the Ministry in order to block my appointment.’ So,
            there I have the criminal, but at the same time I also have the interpretation and the
            intention of my dream. In it, Uncle Josef represents both colleagues who had not been
            appointed to professorships: one as a dimwit, the other as a criminal. (pp.
            152–3)

        The logic of the dream is now clear: the background wish is to be
            appointed as a Professor. To clear the way for this wish, Freud must depict, in an
            alternative dream-Vienna, the Minister as entirely free from anti-Semitism; to do so,
            his dream asserts: ‘My two colleagues are not being blocked for being Jewish,
            but one for being a dimwit, the other for being a criminal.’

        
            Freud’s method of interpreting dreams, like his investigations into the
                aetiology of neurotic symptoms, seeks out scenes, described with vivacity, humour,
                irony, pathos, sly intelligence: the scene of the conversation with R. the day
                before the dream, with its vivid picture of him button-holing the Minister and the
                diplomatic response which by saying nothing reveals all; the conversation with N. a
                few days earlier, featuring Freud’s curious refusal to accept his
                congratulations; and the scene from Freud’s childhood of Uncle
                Josef’s arrest. Each of these scenes is transparent and clear, yet they
                have twists and turns within them which call out for further commentary that Freud
                does not necessarily offer.
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                 What troubles Freud, despite having made sense of the
                dream, despite having discovered the wish fulfilled in it – his wish to be
                a Professor, his wish that anti-Semitism disappear – is the tender
                affection he feels for R. in the dream, which strikes him as ‘untrue and
                exaggerated’. It is this affection that Freud now argues is the principal
                vehicle of the resistance – his dismissing the dream as nonsense, his
                reluctance to interpret it.

        

        I am reluctant to interpret it because the interpretation will contain
            something I am resisting. The dream-interpretation once complete, I learn what it was
            that I was resisting; it was the assertion that R. is a dimwit. I cannot trace the
            tenderness that I feel towards R. to any latent dream-thoughts, but I can trace it back
            to this resistance of mine. If in comparison with its latent content my dream distorts
            at this point (is in fact distorted into its opposite), the tenderness manifest in the
            dream serves that distortion; in other words, the distortion here turns out to
            be intentional, as an instrument of disguise. (p. 154)

        This is the point in the book where Freud introduces the fundamental
            idea that the distortion of dreams, which makes them difficult to make sense of and
            therefore necessitates the labour of interpretation, is a motivated distortion:
            there is an agency, the censorship, which deliberately distorts.

        
            But Freud is still not satisfied with his account of the dream; like a patient in
                deep resistance, he baulks at another element in the dream-analysis, the discovery
                of such a strong wish for a professorship, which suggests ‘a morbid
                ambition that I fail to recognize in myself – to which, in fact, I believe
                I am a complete stranger’. So he again sets himself to work on the dream,
                now discovering the childhood sources of this pathological ambition. He pooh-poohs
                his first association, that the old woman who told his mother at his birth that she
                had brought a great man into the world could be the source of such ambition
                – ‘there are so many expectant mothers and so many aged peasants
                or other old women who, having lost all their power on earth, have turned to the
                future’. But he then turns to a second prophecy, when he was eleven or
                twelve, at a family outing to the entertainment park of Vienna,
                the Prater, from a prophesying poet doing the rounds of the tables, that he would
                one day be a government minister.

        

        This was at the time of the Bürgerministerium
            [‘cabinet of citizens’], and my father had recently brought home
            pictures of ‘Citizen’ Drs Herbst, Giskra, Unger, Berger, etc., in
            whose honour we had made a kind of illuminated shrine. Some of them were even Jews, so
            that every hard-working Jewish boy carried a ministerial portfolio in his school-bag. In
            fact, it must have had to do with the impressions of that period that, until shortly
            before matriculating at university, I intended to study law, and only at the last moment
            did I change my mind. A ministerial career, you see, is closed to a medic. And now my
            dream! For the first time I notice that it transplants me from the dreary present back
            to the optimistic years of the Bürgerministerium and does its best to
            fulfil what was my wish at the time. In treating my two learned and estimable colleagues
            so badly because they are Jews – one as if he were a dimwit, the other as if
            he were a criminal – in doing this I am behaving as if I were the minister, I
            have put myself in the minister’s place. What radical revenge on His
            Excellency! He refuses to make me a professor extraordinarius, so in return I
            take his place in the dream!

        Here is another scene: the scene of prophecy in the Prater from which
            Freud’s pathological ambition – to be a Minister, it now turns out,
            a Minister in whose gift is the making and breaking of professors – can be
            derived. Yet cleverly embedded in the narrative of the scene of prophecy are two other
            scenes: the first of the boy-Freud swept up by his father’s celebration of the
            unlooked-for fulfilment of his political dreams, deciding then and there, in front of
            the candle-lit array of portraits of successful middle-class politicians, to become a
            lawyer. And then, when he was seventeen, in October 1873, he registered at the
            University not as a law student but as a medical student. Thus this account of
            Freud’s temporary ambition to be a Minister reveals, for those who have eyes
            to detect it, his adoption and then discarding of his father’s political
            ideals. Woven into the revenge Freud takes on the Minister are his
            shifting relations to his father: at age eleven, he takes on the ideal of the
            professional Jewish statesman, only to discard it at age seventeen, when he chooses love
            of nature, of truth, rather than power, as his path.
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             One might say that embedded in this story of the aberrant ambition to be a
            Minister are foreshadowed many of Freud’s later choices: at age seventeen, he
            chose the erotics of nature over those of justice and power; at age twenty-six, in
            falling in love with his fiancée, he chose love over the ascetic path of
            academic research. In the elaboration of his theory of the instincts, especially as
            contrasted with Adler and Jung, Freud would always place sex – Eros
            – over the Nietzschean alternative of power.

        
            The scene of Freud’s father decorating the family home with the portraits
                of admired politicians is not the only paternal scene in the dream.
                Freud’s analysis had opened with another: ‘My father, who at the
                time went grey from worry in the course of a few days, used always to say that Uncle
                Josef had never been a bad man but he had certainly been a dimwit
                    [Schwachkopf]. That was the word he used.’ The trial of Uncle
                Josef took place in February 1866, when Freud was nearly ten; the Austro-Prussian
                War of summer 1866 was followed by the momentous constitutional events that brought
                the Bürgerministerium to power in December 1867, with the debates
                on educational reforms giving non-Catholics equal civil rights taking place in May
                1868. So when Freud recalls that ‘every hard-working Jewish boy carried a
                ministerial portfolio in his schoolbag’ we can recognize that the path of
                law that leads to government might have been even more inviting to a boy whose uncle
                had recently been sentenced to ten years in prison.

            The actual dream-image is of his uncle with a yellow beard. This image progressively
                loses its importance as the analysis progresses, taking Freud back to other
                memories. But there is much packed into the image:

        

        But there is the face, which I see in my dream, with its elongated
            features and yellow beard. My uncle really did have a face like that: elongated, and
            framed by a fine yellow beard. My friend R. had jet-black hair,
            though when black-haired men start to go grey, they pay for the splendour of their
            younger years. Hair by hair, their black beards undergo an unpleasant colour-change,
            becoming first reddish-brown, then yellowish-brown, and only then properly grey. My
            friend’s beard is currently going through this stage (so is mine, by the way,
            as I note to my displeasure). The face I see in the dream is simultaneously that of my
            friend R. and that of my uncle. It is like one of the composite photographs that Galton
            made when, studying family resemblances, he photographed a number of faces on the same
            plate. So there can be no doubt about it: I really do mean that my friend R. is a dimwit
            – like Uncle Josef. (p. 152)

        So there are a number of faces condensed together: there is Uncle Josef
            with his fine beard, R. with a beard turning from black to yellowish-brown, Freud
            himself who is unfortunately undergoing the same transformation, but not as rapidly as
            his father, who went grey in a few days – a remarkable transformation for a
            nine-year-old boy to witness, one would have thought. To set against these unfortunate
            signs of decline and decay is the series of portraits of the middle-class Ministers, a
            pantheon for the Freud family to admire. All condensed into one face. Here Freud is
            again showing the general mechanisms by which dream-images are composed. Yet in doing
            so, he shows us a veritable family portrait.

        
            The dream of the uncle with a yellow beard introduced a number of new elements in the
                unfolding of the book’s argument. First, it placed Freud as a Jew in the
                complex professional politics of Vienna; indeed, there are only a few dreams in the
                book that do this and this dream is perhaps the most direct. Freud named himself as
                a Jew in the course of his analysis of this dream. Secondly, and perhaps linked to
                this, it was the first of Freud’s dreams to reveal the importance of
                childhood experiences for the interpretation of dreams.
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                 But these are not any old childhood experiences: these are memories of his
                father, whose dictum that ‘Uncle Josef had never been a bad man but he had
                certainly been a dimwit’ gave the dream-thoughts expressed in the dream
                their terms of reference, and whose admiration of the
                    Bürgerministerium infected Freud, amid the
                general political enthusiasm of 1868, with the longstanding boyhood ambition of
                studying the law and becoming a Cabinet Minister. The wish that is fulfilled in the
                dream appears to be Freud’s wish to be a professor; the dream achieves
                this end by demonstrating that any ministerial opposition to this appointment would
                arise not from his Jewishness; true, his Jewish friends were unsuccessful, but that
                was not because they were Jewish but because they were criminals, dimwits or
                both.

            One might speculate that a deeper wish of Freud’s is the wish not to be
                Jewish; but in order to implement such a wish, he would have to have a different
                father. The ‘infantile moment’ changes one’s view of
                the dream entirely: through the recounting of the political excitement of the Freud
                household in the heady days of liberal reform in the late 1860s, Freud reveals an
                entirely new version of himself: the ambitious young politician who was determined
                to become a Minister and thus bring joy and pride to his father. It is this
                ambition, his father’s ambition, that places him in the position
                of Minister, deciding who is a criminal, who is a dimwit and who is obviously
                thoroughly deserving of his professorship, whether or not he is Jewish. By
                identifying with the Minister, Freud indicates the location within his psychic
                universe occupied by his father’s ideals – a political ambition.
                This revelation is achieved in a masterpiece of writing, in which the reader
                commences with an indefinite sense of the arbitrary and distant power of the
                Minister subjecting the Freud circle to ill-defined political forces and prejudices,
                only to find that the journey via Freud’s childhood has brought him to a
                triumphant mastery through his becoming the Minister.

            The dream-analysis conforms to the classic prototype of psychic structure, as Freud
                developed it during the 1890s, now most clearly seen in the structure of the dream:
                recent events (day residues, transferential elements) are linked to memories from
                the past, including temporary – or, sometimes, more permanent –
                ‘screen fantasies or memories’ (in this instance, the prophecy
                at Freud’s birth that he would be a ‘great man’). But
                the structure does not conform to the conventional chronology of a life; there is no
                beginning at the beginning, no narrative climax or ending. Freud’s past is not a glorious past to be celebrated, nor is it a past
                without consequence. It is certainly not a past that contains the seeds of the
                present let alone the future within it; nor is the present so urgent in its call on
                the past as to iron out its incontrovertible difference.

            It is not just knowing who Freud became that prompts one to see the question of the
                father confronted in this dream. To start with, there is the father’s
                brother’s face, with a beard, the sharp image in the dream; we learn that
                – somehow connected with the dream – the father’s hair
                turned grey overnight with worry over the uncle’s stupidity. Also that
                Freud has reached the age when his hair is turning grey. In the dream he sees a dim
                reflection of himself. So the dream-image points to a more uncanny experience:
                standing in front of a mirror and seeing his father’s face staring back.
                Freud does not state these implications, not exactly; but they are lurking, as
                resonant notes, as if the dream were a sounding board. The other childhood memory is
                equally freighted: the father’s heroic politicians’ portraits,
                no doubt each with an impressive beard, lit by candles, firing up the young Freud
                with a barely understood enthusiasm, his father’s enthusiasm communicated
                in the vigorous act of homage, to become a lawyer, a statesman, a Jew in power. The
                dream reconnects the mature Freud once again with his early enthusiasm, and thus
                with his father’s enthusiasm; once again he can feel the imperative desire
                to be a Jew in power, a Minister with honours and riches to confer, and the dream
                represents this as a fact – he is the Minister! He has lived an
                alternative life, not the life of the struggling Jewish doctor beset by prejudice,
                but the life his recently dead father would have admired him for living, would even
                have envied him for living. Yet the very fact of the dream – predicated on
                Freud not being a powerful Minister, but being a searcher after scientific truths at
                the mercy of political and cultural forces beyond his control – also shows
                that Freud turned away from his father’s ideals. His desire to take
                revenge on the Minister by becoming him is only an echo of his father’s
                ideals which were once his but which he long ago relinquished.

            Beyond its crucial place in the dream-book, opening up the most important conceptual
                distinction Freud was to make, between latent and manifest
                content, and its function in clarifying how affects in dreams are also at the mercy
                of processes of distortion and disguise, the dream of the uncle with a yellow beard
                points towards two later major Freudian themes: the fundamental conflictual
                relationship a man has with his father (a major axis of the Oedipus complex) and the
                distinctively psychoanalytic conception of the relationship of past, present and
                future. Day residues become saturated with references to the past; conflict in the
                present awakens memories of childhood and the wishes sustaining them,
                ‘recalling the legendary Titans on whom since ancient times the great
                mountain masses had rested that had once been rolled down on them by the victorious
                gods and that still, from time to time, quaked from the twitching of their
                limbs’. We could redescribe the theme of the dream as ‘the place
                of the father in the development of the individual’, but this would be to
                nullify the revolutionary implications of the way in which past and present are
                linked in the unpacking of the dream: past is awakened through its connection with
                present, present comes alive through its connection with the past. Freud’s
                dream-analysis eschews entirely conventional chronological narrative in favour of a
                perpetually dynamic relationship of past, present and future – both the
                past and the future are always there, sometimes latent, sometimes foreboding,
                sometimes enticing, in the very idea of a ‘fulfilment’ (the
                future) of a (prehistoric) wish. As Philip Rieff notes, ‘Smashing up the
                past, denying any meaningful future and yet leaving that question reasonably open,
                Freud concentrated entirely on the present. Posterity will revere him as the first
                prophet of a time that is simply each man’s own.’
                    
                    40
                 Freud closed the book with exactly this formula: ‘By showing us a
                wish as having been fulfilled, the dream does in fact lead us into the future;
                however, the future that the dreamer takes as present is moulded by the
                indestructible wish into a mirror of that past.’

            The most important achievement of Freud’s recounting of a life in dreams
                – his own life – is to provide an example, a model, for making
                an extraordinary life out of the ordinariness of the everyday. The heroic and the
                bestial are both simultaneously deprived of their magic and made the property of
                all; each of us, through following our dreams as Freud did, can
                discover the ‘excitement of the wholly interesting life’.
                    
                    41
                 Freud presages the possibility of a democracy of the inner life to follow on
                the heels of the democracies of suffrage and education. Sixty years on, the most
                Freudian of comedians would open his night-club act with the breathtaking
                – and clairvoyant – announcement: ‘A lot of
                significant things have occurred in my private life that I thought we could go over.’
                    
                    42
                 Everyone has an inner life and the right, if not always the chutzpah, to
                share it with the first comer, just as Freud declared in the dream-book that he was
                making use of ‘my own dreams as offering a plentiful, convenient source of
                material stemming from an approximately normal person and relating to a wide variety
                of everyday occasions’. This process of analysis, conducted with the
                interpreter – even Freud had his Fliess, and knew that self-analysis is
                impossible – opened up a new form of conversation, beyond art, beyond
                friendship, beyond communion and community:

        

        You gave me an ideal
Of conversation – entirely about
            me
But including almost everything else in the world.
But this wasn’t
            poetry it was something else.
                
                43
            

        What exactly this ‘something else’ is that Freud
            invented and promulgated – a science of the singular, an everyday art for
            everyone, a moral quest beyond any obligation, hope or promise, living solely in
            accordance with what appears to be the merely technical rule of honesty – is
            still not resolved. We still do not know whether to class this book with On the
                Origin of Species and the Opticks, with the Confessions and
                Thus Spake Zarathustra, or with In Search of Lost Time and
                Finnegans Wake. Whichever it belongs with, it will also have to be
            recognized as a Baedeker of the mind, a very personal travel guide to an undiscovered
            country that is Freud’s own.

        
            
            Book as collage
        

        Interpreting Dreams was the one book Freud kept revising and
            updating, changing its structure considerably. The 1930 edition may have been
            Freud’s last word on his masterpiece, but by then it was clearly a collage of
            revisions and developments subsequent to the first edition of thirty years earlier. It
            already had something of a patchwork structure on first publication and this aspect
            became only more prominent the more Freud added material, whether in the form of new
            examples, largely from his growing band of psychoanalytic colleagues – in
            particular substantial sections by Otto Rank and those concerning Herbert
            Silberer’s work, an entirely reworked and enormously expanded section
            concerning dream-symbolism, under the influence of Wilhelm Stekel, Carl Jung and others.
                
                44
            

        
            Its first translation, of the third edition by the Austro-American A. A. Brill in
                1913 (with help from, among others, the young liberal journalist Walter Lippmann),
                did much to disseminate Freud’s ideas in the English-speaking world and
                familiarize ordinary readers as well as doctors and the clergy with the
                psychoanalytic mode. Since the 1950s, it has been most familiar in the
                quasi-variorum edition prepared by James Strachey for the Standard Edition of
                    the Complete Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud, which was adapted for
                the Pelican Freud Library of the 1970s and then the Penguin Freud Library of the
                1980s. Strachey’s edition, with its annotations and careful noting of when
                passages were added, changed or deleted, is indispensable for detailed study of the
                book. In addition, in 2000 a new translation by Joyce Crick of the first edition of
                    Die Traumdeutung was published by Oxford World’s Classics.
                But this is the only English translation of the final edition Freud prepared in his
                lifetime, the eighth edition of 1930; this is the book as he left it, now in a bold
                and entirely new translation.

        

        John Forrester, 2006
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            Translator’s Preface
        

        I make no apology for calling a new English translation of this famous
            book Interpreting Dreams. It’s what the first English version (the
            Austrian/American A. A. Brill’s 1913 translation of the third edition) should
            have been called; it’s what the phrase ‘die
            Traumdeutung’ naturally suggests in English. That said, the present
            edition does not presume to replace the edition previously published by Penguin Books
            (the one translated and meticulously edited by James Strachey and widely accepted as
            ‘canonical’); it simply seeks to ‘carry [Freud’s
            text] across’ into the English language as authentically as possible
            – which in a small way involves questioning certain
            ‘traditional’ assumptions.

        
            For example, to regard the form of words ‘The Interpretation of
                    Dreams’ as an English equivalent of ‘Die
                    Traumdeutung’ is to accept the widespread but totally erroneous
                idea that translation is simply a matter of finding superficial equivalents and
                stringing them together in accordance with the syntactical rules of the target
                language. (Actually, the German and English definite articles are nowhere near
                equivalent. Only the English one is really definite; there are even occasions when
                the German der/die/das is most naturally rendered by the English
                ‘a’.)

            Seen in this very simplified, ideal way, translation is in fact impossible.
                Effective, useful translation is for the most part a very messy process of
                compromise – the result buffed up a bit, one hopes, in order to spare
                those unable to read the original the sight of the unlovely residue of forcing that
                original into a foreign mould. Languages – in this instance, German and
                English – are very different.

            As just one illustration of that difference, take the German phrase
                    ‘der Traum’ (literally, ‘the
                dream’; remember that all nouns in German are written with initial
                capitals), which covers two linguistically distinct English concepts: the
                uncountable, undefined, general phenomenon ‘dream’ (roughly,
                ‘conscious mental activity during sleep’) and the countable,
                defined, specific instance of such activity that is, say, ‘the dream I had
                last night’. This is not a distinction that the German language draws. For
                Freud, generating and writing German, the two concepts existed along a single line,
                as it were (in fact there are occasions – there is one in Chapter 1,
                section E – where the lack of distinction allows Freud to move back and
                forth along the line, bridging the gap, so to speak, between the general and the
                particular, evoking both with the words ‘der Traum’);
                for the English reader the two concepts are, I repeat, distinct (related, yes, but
                not identical, as things lying along a continuum are in some sense identical).
                ‘Ah,’ one might say, pointing to a particular use of the phrase,
                ‘but here Freud obviously means the uncountable
                “dream”.’ To which I should reply,
                ‘Linguistically, it isn’t obvious at all.’

            However, since studiously avoiding the convenient English uncountable
                ‘dream’ in this translation would have led to a lot of awkward
                paraphrasing (‘dreams’, ‘dreaming’,
                ‘the dream-state’, and other glosses; paraphrasing has no more
                place in authentic translation than invention – of which more later), and
                since it would also have impaired legibility, I have not made the attempt. May I, in
                return, ask the reader to remember that what Freud understood by ‘der
                    Traum’ as a general phenomenon (rendered here as
                ‘dream’ without an article) cannot, strictly speaking, be made
                wholly clear in English?

            Another problem is that of linguistic usage in the professional medical world that
                Freud inhabited. German medical usage tends to be quite direct, whereas English
                medical usage is often ‘removed’ and deliberately unfamiliar.
                For instance, where an English physician intones
                ‘gastroenteritis’ (possibly thinking, ‘I know
                what I’m talking about but I don’t necessarily want
                    them to’), his or her German counterpart will refer to
                (literally translated) a ‘stomach-gut flare-up’. (There is no
                value-judgement implicit here; doubtless the German medical world
                has other ways of fortifying its boundaries.) In the context of the New Penguin
                Freud, which aims among other things to ‘despecialize’ Freud (to
                ‘return Freud to the ordinary reader, showing us how much we still need
                him’, as Hanif Kureishi put it in the Guardian Review of 4
                December 2004), let me take just one example: it has become common practice, in
                psychology, to talk about the ‘excitation’ of a sense organ as
                part of the process of perception, but to my ear the word
                ‘excitation’ has a tinny, remote, specialized sound; I choose
                ‘arousal’ (no, it isn’t ‘just about
                sex’; nor, of course, is Freud) as echoing more of the associative
                resonance of ‘Erregung’. Other departures from
                ‘accepted’ Freudian usage are explained in notes where they
                occur.

            By and large, Freud has not been well served by his English translators. Most
                commentators seem puzzled by this, since Freud knew English well, as did his
                daughter Anna, and the two of them are said to have approved the English editions of
                his works as they appeared. Part of the blame (as well as much of the credit for
                disseminating the great man’s writing) must be laid at the door of James
                Strachey, who translated many of Freud’s works himself and also edited the
                English Standard Edition of the Complete Psychological Works of Sigmund
                    Freud (twenty-four volumes), which began to appear in 1953 –
                performing the latter task to such ‘good’ effect that many
                German scholars prefer his edition to their own.

            Indeed, for scholarly purposes the Strachey edition of this book can scarcely be
                bettered in terms of its historical analysis of the text and its invaluable notes,
                although much of the additional explanatory material provided in it is now available
                on the internet. However, new readers may appreciate a fresh approach to
                Freud’s lively prose. And I hope they will not mind my insisting that, for
                example, James Strachey earned infamy in certain translating circles by inventing
                renditions (‘cathexis’, ‘parapraxis’) of
                quite ordinary German words or simple neologisms used by Freud in admittedly
                specialized senses. Writers invent; translators translate the outcome. This is
                    a translation of a very important book that English readers have
                traditionally been misled into thinking Freud claimed was definitive –
                which he didn’t at all.

        

        
            [image: Image]
        

        My source text was the eleventh corrected impression
            (of the final, eighth edition) published by Fischer Taschenbuch Verlag in August 2003.
            Square brackets in the text and notes (except where it is stated that they are
            Freud’s own brackets or where they clearly serve some other purpose) enclose
            material added by myself. Translations of source material are also mine unless indicated
            otherwise. Finally, while accepting full responsibility for this translation, I am
            extremely grateful to Professors Gerhard Fichtner and John Forrester and to my friends
            Anna Ketterl, Nino Lazzaretti and Dr Kathryn Vale for their generous help.

    
Flectere si nequeo superos, acheronta movebo

[‘If I can’t bend those above, I’ll stir the lower regions’ (Virgil, Aeneid, VII, 312)]

Preface

In making this attempt to describe the process of dream-interpretation, I believe I have not stepped outside the circle of neuropathological concerns. This is because, under psychological examination, dreaming proves to be the first link in the chain of abnormal psychical patterns, other links in which (hysterical phobia, compulsive and delusive ideas) inevitably occupy the physician for practical reasons. Dreams (as we shall see) cannot lay claim to the same kind of practical significance; however, that makes the theoretical value of the phenomenon as a paradigm all the greater, and anyone who cannot explain how dream-images come into being will strive in vain to understand phobias, obsessions and delusions and possibly how to influence them therapeutically.

However, the same connection as lends our topic its importance is also to blame for the shortcomings of the present study. The breaks that will be found in such quantity in this account correspond to as many points of contact at which the problem of dream-formation impinges on wider problems of psychopathology that it has not been possible to deal with here; to these, if time and strength suffice and further material presents itself, subsequent revisions will need to be addressed.

Certain peculiarities of the material that I employ to explain dream-interpretation have also made this publication difficult for me. It will emerge from the study itself why all the dreams recounted in literature or to be gathered from persons unknown were inevitably unusable for my purposes; my choice had to be between my own dreams and those of my patients currently undergoing psychoanalytical treatment. I was barred from using the latter material by the fact that in this case the dream-processes were subject to an undesirable complication as a result of the admixture of neurotic features. But communicating my own dreams turned out to be inseparably bound up with my exposing more of the intimacies of my psychical life to other people’s inspection than could possibly be welcome to me and than an author who is not a poet but a natural scientist would usually be required to do. This was embarrassing but inevitable; I therefore bowed to it, in order not to have to dispense altogether with presenting the case for my psychological outcomes. Even so, I have of course been unable to resist the temptation to make certain omissions and substitutions in order to take the sting out of many an indiscretion; wherever this occurred, it crucially impaired the value of the examples I have used. I can only voice the twin hope that the reader of this study will place himself or herself in my difficult situation in order to exercise clemency towards me and also that anyone who feels in any way involved in the dreams recounted will not wish to deny freedom of expression to dream-life at least.

Foreword to the second edition

The fact that this book, which is not an easy one to read, requires a second edition even before the first decade is up, is not one I owe to the interest of the professional circles to which I had addressed these words. My colleagues in psychiatry do not appear to have bothered to reach beyond the initial sense of unease that my new approach to the phenomenon of dream may have aroused, and the professional philosophers who have got into the habit of discussing the problems of dream-life in a few (usually the same) sentences as a supplement to states of consciousness have clearly not noticed that at this very point all kinds of things can be drawn out that will inevitably lead to a radical reorganization of our psychological theories. The reaction of scientific book reviewers could but justify the expectation that the fate of this work of mine was inevitably to be passed over in complete silence; not even the little band of bold supporters who follow my lead in the medical implementation of psychoanalysis and who interpret dreams as I do myself in order to make use of such interpretations in the treatment of neurotics – not even they would have exhausted the first edition of the book. So I feel under some obligation to that wider circle of educated people with a thirst for knowledge whose interest and sympathy challenge me to take another look, after nine years, at this difficult and in so many ways fundamental study.


I am pleased to be able to say that I found little to alter. Here and there I have added fresh material, I have inserted individual insights from my greater experience, and in a few places I have attempted revisions. However, everything essential concerning dreams and their interpretation as well as concerning the psychological theories to be deduced therefrom remains unchanged. Subjectively, at least, the book has stood the test of time. Anyone familiar with my other studies (concerning the aetiology and mechanics of psychoneuroses) will know that I never present incomplete work as complete and have always sought to amend what I say in accordance with my advancing knowledge; in the field of dream-interpretation I have been able to stand by my original remarks. In the long years of my work on the problems of neurosis I have wavered repeatedly and in some instances gone astray; at such times, over and over again, it was Interpreting Dreams that restored my confidence. In other words, my many scientific opponents demonstrate a sure instinct in not wishing to follow me in the particular field of dream-research.

Even the material of this book, by means of which I had illustrated the rules of dream-interpretation (my own dreams, largely rendered invalid by or overtaken by events), evinced, when it came to revision, an inertia that resisted intrusive amendment. The fact is, for me this book has a further subjective significance that I was not able to understand until I had finished writing it. It turned out to be part of my own self-analysis, as my reaction to the death of my father – in other words, to the most important event, the most drastic loss, in a man’s life. Having once recognized this, I felt unable to erase the traces of such an effect. For the reader, however, it may be a matter of indifference by means of what material he or she learns to appreciate and interpret dreams.

Where I was unable to fit an irrefutable remark into the existing context, I have indicated its origin as being from the second edition by means of square brackets.1



Berchtesgaden, summer 1908

Foreword to the third edition

Whereas between the first and second editions of this book a period of nine years elapsed, the need for a third edition made itself felt after little more than a year. I may take some delight at this turn of events; however, having previously refused to allow the neglect of my work on the part of readers to count as evidence of its lack of merit, I cannot now take this revival of interest as evidence of its worth.

The advance of scientific knowledge has affected everything, including Interpreting Dreams. When I wrote it in 1899, Sexual Theory did not yet exist, and analysis of the more complicated forms of psychoneuroses was just beginning. The interpretation of dreams was to be an aid, making the psychological analysis of neuroses possible; since then, a deeper understanding of neuroses has reacted on the way we see dreams. The theory of dream-interpretation has itself developed further in a direction on which the first edition of this book had placed insufficient emphasis. As a result of my own experience, as well as through the studies of Wilhelm Stekel and others, I have since reached a juster assessment of the scope and importance of symbolism in dreams (or rather in unconscious thought). Much, then, has accumulated in recent years that demanded to be taken into account. I have tried to allow for these innovations by making numerous interpolations in the text and by inserting extra notes. If in places these additions have threatened to overstretch the account or if it has not been possible, at all points, to bring the earlier text up to the level of our present understanding, I crave indulgence for these shortcomings of the book on the grounds that they are simply consequences and indications of the now accelerated growth of our knowledge. I also make so bold as to predict in what other directions subsequent editions of Interpreting Dreams (should the need for such arise) will diverge from this one. They would need firstly to seek a closer connection with the wealth of material represented by poetry, myth, linguistic usage and folklore; secondly, they would need to discuss more thoroughly than has been possible here the links between dream on the one hand and neurosis and mental disturbance on the other.

Otto Rank gave me valuable assistance in choosing what to add, and he did all the proof-reading. I am obliged to him and to many others for their contributions and corrections.

Vienna, spring 1911

Foreword to the fourth edition

Last year (1913) Dr A. A. Brill completed an English translation of this book in New York. [The Interpretation of Dreams, G. Allen & Co., London]

This time Dr Otto Rank not only took care of the proof-reading; he has also expanded the text by two independent contributions (appendix to chapter 6 [but see below]).

Vienna, June 1914

Foreword to the fifth edition

Interest in Interpreting Dreams continued during the [First] World War, making a new edition necessary even before it came to an end. However, in the new edition it has not been possible to take full account of the new literature that has appeared since 1914; where this was in other languages, it wholly escaped my and Dr Rank’s attention.

A Hungarian translation of Interpreting Dreams by Dr Hollós and Dr Ferenczi is close to publication. In my Vorlesungen zur Einführung in die Psychoanalyse [Introductory Lectures on Psycho-Analysis, 1916–17, Standard Edition, vols XV–XVI], published by H. Heller of Vienna, the middle section, comprising eleven lectures, is devoted to an account of dream that seeks to be more elementary and sets out to establish a closer link with the theory of neurosis. Altogether, it has the character of an abstract of Interpreting Dreams, although in places it supplies greater detail.

A radical revision of this book, which would bring it up to the level of our present way of thinking in matters of psychology but would also destroy its historical uniqueness, was more than I felt like undertaking. However, I do think that in almost twenty years of existence it has done its job.

Budapest-Steinbruch, July 1918

Foreword to the sixth edition

The difficulties currently facing the book trade have meant that this new edition has come out much later than would have been appropriate in the light of the demand, and also that, for the first time, it appears as an unchanged reprint of the previous edition. Only the Bibliography at the end of the book has been completed and continued by Dr Otto Rank.

In other words, my assumption that in almost twenty years of existence this book had done its job has not received corroboration. I might say instead, in fact, that it has a fresh task to perform. Before, it was a question of furnishing a certain amount of information about the nature of dream; now it has become equally important to counter the stubborn misunderstandings with which that information has met.

Vienna, April 1921

Foreword to the eighth edition

The period between the last, seventh edition of this book (1922) and the present replacement has seen the publication of my Collected Writings2 by the Internationale Psychoanalytische Verlag in Vienna, of which the restored text of the first edition constitutes the second volume (all subsequent additional material being assembled in the third volume). The translations that have appeared in the same intervening period are from the separate version of the book; they include I. Meyerson’s French translation, entitled La Science des rêves and published by the Bibliothèque de Philosophie contemporaine in 1926, the 1927 Swedish rendition by John Landquist (Drömtydning), and the Spanish one by Luis López Ballesteros y de Torres, which takes up the sixth and seventh volumes of the Obras Completas. The Hungarian translation that I thought imminent back in 1918 is not out even now.

I have again, in the present revised edition of Interpreting Dreams, treated the study essentially as a historical document and made only such changes to it as were suggested to me by the clarification and consolidation of my own views. As part of this approach, I have finally given up listing in this book the literature on dream problems since the first appearance of Interpreting Dreams and have omitted the relevant sections contained in previous editions. Similarly, the two essays ‘Dream and poetry’ and ‘Dream and myth’ that Dr Otto Rank had contributed to previous editions have also been dropped.

Vienna, December 1929

Notes

1. In subsequent editions these were dropped.

2. [The first edition of Freud’s Gesammelte Schriften began to appear in 1924.]


1

The Scientific Literature on Dream-Problems

I shall show in the following pages that there is a psychological technique making it possible to interpret dreams and that, if this procedure is applied, every dream turns out to be a meaningful psychical construct that should be allotted a specific place in the mental whirl of waking life. I shall further attempt to explain the processes that lie at the origin of the strangeness and indecipherability of dream1 and from them draw a conclusion regarding the nature of the psychical forces from the combination or collision of which dream springs. Having achieved this, my account will break off, for it will have reached the point at which the problem of dreaming touches upon broader problems that will need to be tackled using different material.


I start with a survey of the works of previous authors and the current status of dream-problems in science, since in the course of discussion I shall not often have occasion to return to them. The fact is, despite several thousand years of effort, the scientific understanding of dream has made very little progress. This is so generally conceded by writers that it seems superfluous to cite individual voices. In the writings that I list at the end of my study there are many stimulating comments and a great deal of interesting material on our subject, yet there is little or nothing that penetrates to the heart of dream or provides a definitive answer to any of its riddles. Even less, of course, has passed into the knowledge of the educated layman.

The view of dream that primitive peoples may have taken in the early years of the human race, and how it may have affected their understanding of the world and of the mind,2 are subjects of such enormous interest that it is with reluctance that I exclude them from discussion in this context. I refer to the well-known works of Sir John Lubbock, Herbert Spencer, E. B. Tylor and others, and simply add that the scope of these problems and speculations will become clear to us only when we have completed the task before us, namely that of ‘interpreting dreams’.

An echo of the primeval view of dream obviously underlies the estimates of the phenomenon formed by the peoples of classical antiquity.3 They assumed that dreams were connected with the world of superhuman beings in which they believed, bringing revelations imparted by the gods and demons. Moreover, they could not help suspecting that dreams served an important purpose for the dreamer – usually that of telling him the future. However, the extraordinary variety in the content and impression of dreams made it difficult to construct a uniform view of them and necessitated a multiplicity of distinctions and groupings of dreams, depending on their value and reliability. Among individual philosophers of antiquity, their assessment of dream was of course not unconnected with the status that they were prepared to accord to divination in general.

In both of Aristotle’s books that deal with dream, the phenomenon has already become an object of psychology. We are told that dream is not sent by the gods, nor is it divine in nature but more likely demonic, since nature itself is demonic rather than divine; in other words, dream does not spring from any supernatural revelation but is a product of the laws of the human spirit (which is of course related to the divine). Dream is defined as the mental activity of the sleeper in as much as he is asleep.

Aristotle is familiar with certain characteristics of dream-life, e.g. that dream reinterprets small stimuli occurring during sleep as large ones (‘a person thinks he is walking through fire and becoming hot when all that is happening is a very slight increase in temperature affecting one or another limb’), and he infers from this behaviour that dreams may very well give the physician the first indications (unnoticed by day) that a change is beginning in the body.4

Before Aristotle, the ancients did not, as we know, regard dream as a product of the dreaming mind but as inspiration provided by the gods, and the two opposing tendencies in the appraisal of dream-life that we shall find to have been present at all times were already apparent among them. A distinction was drawn between true and worthy dreams, which were sent to the sleeper to warn him or tell him the future, and vain, delusive, trivial dreams, intended to lead the sleeper astray or bring disaster upon him.

Gruppe (Griechische Mythologie und Religionsgeschichte [‘History of Greek mythology and religion’], p. 390) describes this kind of classification of dreams, as found in Macrobius and Artemidorus: ‘Dreams were divided into two classes. One was said to be influenced only by the present (or past) but to have no significance for the future; it comprised ένúπνια, insomnia, which immediately reflects the given image or its opposite, e.g. hunger or its satisfaction, and φαντάσματα, which expand the given image in a fantastic manner, as for example the nightmare, ephialtes. The other class is different, being seen as determining the future; it includes: 1) direct prophecy received in dream (χϱηματιμóς, oraculum); 2) prediction of an imminent occurrence (őϱαμα, visio); 3) the symbolic dream, requiring explanation (ȍν∈ιϱoς, somnium). This theory survived for many centuries.’

The task of ‘interpreting’ dreams was connected with this changing evaluation. Since dreams in general were expected to supply important information, though not all dreams were immediately comprehensible and there was no way of knowing whether a particular incomprehensible dream did in fact proclaim something significant, the impetus was there to seek to replace the incomprehensible content of the dream by a clear and at the same time meaningful one. In later antiquity the greatest authority in dream-interpretation was held to be Artemidorus Daldianus, for whose detailed work we must be grateful as a substitute for the writings on the subject that have not survived.5

The ancients’ pre-scientific conception of dream was undoubtedly consonant with their entire worldview, which was in the habit of projecting as reality in the outside world that which had reality only in the life of the mind. Moreover, it took account of the chief impression that the waking mind receives from the memory of a dream that is left behind in the morning, because in recollection dream appears as something alien, something that, as it were, stems from another world, running counter to the remaining content of the mind. Incidentally, it would be a mistake to think that the theory of the supernatural origin of dreams lacks disciples in our own day; apart from all the pietistic, mystical writers (who quite rightly, let it be said, keep what remains of the once extensive area of the supernatural under occupation, where it has not yet been conquered by scientific explanation), one finds even astute men with no taste for the adventurous seeking to base their religious belief in the existence and intervention of supernatural spiritual forces precisely on the inexplicability of dream-phenomena (Haffner).6 The evaluation of dream-life reached by certain schools of philosophy (the followers of Schelling, for example) is a clear echo of the divinity of dream (unchallenged in antiquity). Nor is the debate yet closed regarding the prognosticatory, future-proclaiming power of dream. The fact is, psychological attempts at explanation are not equal to dealing with the accumulated material, no matter how unambiguously the sympathies of anyone who has devoted himself to the scientific approach may mind him to refute such a claim.

What makes writing a history of our scientific understanding of dream-problems so difficult is that in it, however valuable it may have been in some respects, progress in specific directions is not in evidence. No foundation of solid results has been laid on which the next researcher might have continued to build; on the contrary, each new author takes up the same problems anew and, as it were, from scratch. If I wished to stick to the chronological sequence of authors and extract from each a summary of his views on the problems of dream, I should have to abandon the idea of sketching a clear overall picture of the current state of knowledge of the subject; I have therefore decided instead to organize my account by topics rather than by authors, and under each problem I shall say what material for the solution of that problem is set down in the literature.

However, since I have not managed to tackle all the relevant literature, which is so diffuse and strays into other areas, I must ask my reader to be content only that no fundamental fact and no important viewpoint has been passed over in this account.

Until recently, most authors felt compelled to deal with sleep and dream in the same context, usually also including an appreciation of similar states that extend into psychopathology as well as dream-like occurrences (hallucinations, visions and so on). By contrast, the latest studies show a concern to keep the subject within limits – for example, by focusing on a single question from the field of dream-life. I should like to see the change as expressing a conviction that, in such obscure matters, enlightenment and agreement can probably only be reached through a series of detailed investigations. Just such a detailed investigation (in the event, one of a specifically psychological nature) is all I can offer here. I have had little occasion to deal with the problem of sleep, since that is an essentially physiological problem, although the description of the sleeping state must include the alteration of the operating conditions for the machinery of the mind.7 So the literature of sleep is also left out of account in these pages.

Scientific interest in dream-phenomena as such prompts the following pattern of investigation, parts of which flow into one another.



A How dream relates to waking life

The naïve verdict of the person who has just woken up assumes that his or her dream, if it does not in fact come from another world, did actually carry the sleeper off into another world. The old physiologist [Karl Friedrich] Burdach [1838], to whom we owe a careful and sensitive description of dream-phenomena, expressed this conviction in a passage that has been much commented on: ‘… the life of the day is never rehearsed with its exertions and pleasures, its joys and griefs; instead, dream sets out to release us from them. Even when our whole mind had been preoccupied with something, when deep pain had rent our inner being, or when a particular task had commanded our entire intellectual attention, our dreams either give us something wholly strange, or they extract mere individual elements from reality for their combinations, or they simply take up the key of our mood and symbolize reality’ (p. 474). I. H. Fichte ([1864] I, 541) talks in the same sense directly about complementary dreams, calling them one of the mind’s secret ‘good deeds’ of a self-healing nature. Strümpell [1877] expresses himself in similar terms in his study (quite rightly held in universally high esteem) of the nature and origin of dreams: ‘A person who dreams has turned his back on the world of waking consciousness…’ (p. 16); ‘In dream, memory of the ordered substance of waking consciousness and its normal behaviour is almost wholly lost…’ (p. 17); ‘The virtually memory-free seclusion of the dreaming mind, cut off from the regular contents and course of waking life…’ (p. 19).


However, the overwhelming majority of writers took the opposite view as regards how dream relates to the waking life. Haffner, for instance, writes ([1887] p. 245): ‘Initially, dreaming is an extension of waking life. Our dreams are always linked to the ideas8 that occupied consciousness shortly beforehand. Close observation will almost always find a thread linking dream to the events of the past day.’ Weygandt ([1893] p. 6) directly contradicts Burdach’s frequently cited claim: ‘… because it can often be observed (in the vast majority of dreams, apparently) that these lead us straight back to everyday life rather than releasing us from it’. Maury (Le sommeil et les rêves [‘Sleep and dreams’, 1878], p. 51) puts it pithily: ‘nous rêvons de ce que nous avons vu, dit, désiré ou fait’ [‘we dream of what we have seen, said, wanted, or done’];9 Jessen, in his 1855 Psychologie (p. 530), is more detailed: ‘To a greater or lesser extent the content of dreams is always determined by the individual personality, by his age, sex, class, level of education, usual way of life, and by the events and experiences of his entire life hitherto.’

The most explicit answer to this question is provided by the philosopher J. G. E. Maass (Über die Leidenschaften [‘Concerning the passions’], 1805): ‘Experience confirms our claim that we most frequently dream of the things at which our warmest passions are directed. From this it may be seen that our passions must influence the generation of our dreams. The ambitious man dreams of (perhaps purely imaginary) laurels attained or yet to be attained, while the lover concerns himself in his dreams with the object of his tender hopes… All sensual desires and loathings that lurk in the heart may, if for any reason they are aroused, bring it about that from the ideas associated with them a dream is engendered or that those ideas become involved in an already existing dream’ (cited by Winterstein in Zbl. für Psychoanalyse).

This was no different from the way in which the ancients believed dream-content depended on life. Radestock ([1879] p. 134) recounts how, when on the eve of his campaign against Greece Xerxes was deterred from his decision by good advice but was repeatedly encouraged in it by dreams, the Persians’ old rational dream-interpreter, Artabanos, promptly and aptly told him that dream-images usually contained what the person thought when awake.

The didactic poem De rerum natura, written by Lucretius, includes the passage:



Et quo quisque fere studio devinctus adhaeret,
aut quibus in rebus multum sumus ante morati
atque in ea ratione fuit contenta magis mens,
in somnis eadem plerumque videmur obire;
causidici causas agere et componere leges,
induperatores pugnare ac proelia obire,
… etc., etc. (IV, v, 959)

[And to whate’er pursuit
A man most clings absorbed, or what the affairs
On which we theretofore have tarried much,
And mind hath strained upon the more, we seem
In sleep not rarely to go at the same.
The lawyers seem to plead and cite decrees,
Commanders they to fight and go at frays… etc. etc.
              (translated by William Ellery Leonard, 1921)]


Cicero (De Divinatione, II, lxvii, 140) says something very similar, as does Maury much later: ‘Maximeque reliquiae rerum earum moventur in animis et agiantur, de quibus vigilantes aut cogitavimus aut egimus.’ [‘Then especially do the remnants of our waking thoughts and deeds move and stir within the soul’ (translated by W. A. Falconer, 1923).]

The contradiction between these two views of the relationship between dream-life and waking life does indeed seem insoluble. So it is appropriate to recall the account written by F. W. Hildebrandt [1875], who feels that the peculiarities of dream simply cannot be described otherwise than by means of a ‘series of antitheses, which seem to intensify to the point of becoming contradictions’ (p. 8). ‘The first of these antitheses are on the one hand the strict seclusion or isolation of dream from real, true life, and on the other hand the constant reaching across from one to the other, the constant dependence of the one upon the other. – Dream is something quite separate from reality as experienced in the waking state; one might almost say it represents a hermetically sealed existence, divided from real life by an unbridgeable gulf. It detaches us from reality, erases normal recall of the same in us, and places us in a different world and in a quite different life-story, which deep down has nothing to do with the real one…’ Hildebrandt goes on to explain how when we fall asleep our whole being with its forms of existence disappears ‘as if behind an invisible shutter’. One may then (in a dream, say) voyage to St Helena to serve something exquisite in the way of Moselle wines to Napoleon, imprisoned there. One is most charmingly received by the ex-emperor and is almost sorry to see the interesting illusion shattered on waking. But then one compares the dream-situation with reality. One was never a wine merchant, nor had one ever wished to become one. One has never made a sea voyage, and if one did St Helena would be one’s least likely choice of destination. One’s attitude to Napoleon is far from sympathetic; in fact, it is one of fierce patriotic hatred. And to cap it all, the dreamer was not yet among the living when Napoleon died on the island; forming a personal relationship with him lay outside the realm of possibility. The dream-experience thus appears as something alien inserted between two sections of life, the one perfectly consonant with and continuing the other.

‘And yet,’ Hildebrandt goes on, ‘the apparent opposite is equally true and correct. I believe that, with this seclusion and isolation, the most profound relationship and connectedness in fact go hand in hand. We can almost say: whatever a dream presents, it draws the material for it from reality and from the intellectual life that unfolds against the background of that reality… However wonderfully dream carries on, actually it can never get away from the real world and both its most sublime and its most farcical images must always borrow their basic material from what has either come before our eyes in the sensory world or already found some place in our waking thoughts – in other words, from what, outwardly or inwardly, we have already experienced.’



Notes


1. [This is the first use, in Freud’s text, of der Traum as a general phenomenon. See the Translator’s Preface.]

2. [I have chosen to render Freud’s Seele as ‘mind’, which I see as a vast (and perhaps peculiarly English) concept embracing the whole range of human response from the most trivial perception to the most ‘soulful’ experience. ‘Soul’, despite what Bruno Bettelheim says in Freud and Man’s Soul (1982), is to me simply an aspect of mind.]

3. What follows is taken from Büchsenschütz’s careful account (Traum und Traumdeutung im Altertum [‘Dream and dream-interpretation in the ancient world’], Berlin 1868).

4. The Greek physician Hippocrates deals with how dream relates to disease in a chapter of his famous book.

5. For what happened to dream-interpretation later, in the Middle Ages, see Diepgen and the special investigations of M. Förster, Gotthard, and others. Dream-interpretation among the Jews is discussed by Almoli, Amram, Löwinger, and, most recently, taking the psychoanalytic standpoint into account, by Lauer. Knowledge of Arab dream-interpretation is provided by Drexl, F. Schwarz, and the missionary Tfinkdji, of Japanese by Miura and Iwaya, of Chinese by Secker, and of Indian by Negelein.

6. [For further bibliographical details on this and other authors referred to, see Other Literature at the end of this volume.]

7. [In the specifically neurological context of Chapter 7, it will be appropriate to render Freud’s seelische Apparat with the somewhat technical ‘mental apparatus’, but not here.]

8. [Vorstellungen; again a very ordinary, very concrete German word (literally: ‘placings in front’) but in this context something of a technical term. In their The Language of Psychoanalysis (1973), translated by Donald Nicholson-Smith, Jean Laplanche and Jean-Bertrand Pontalis, quoting Lalande, define Vorstellung (‘idea’) as being a ‘classical term in philosophy and psychology for “that which represents to oneself, that which forms the concrete content of an act of thought”, and “in particular the reproduction of an earlier perception”. Freud contrasts the idea with the affect; these two elements suffer distinct fates in psychical processes.’]

9. [Freud, confident of his readers’ linguistic skills, gave many French, Italian, English and Latin quotations in the original, without a translation. Here the reader will find an English translation substituted or appended as appropriate.]




B Dream-material – memory in dream

That all the material that makes up dream-content stems in some way from experience, in that it is reproduced in dream, remembered in dream – that much at least we may deem an undisputed finding. Yet it would be a mistake to assume that this kind of connection between dream-content and waking life must emerge without effort as the self-evident outcome of the comparison we have just made. Rather, it must be looked for attentively and will in a whole series of cases contrive to remain long hidden. The reason for this lies in a number of peculiarities that the faculty of recall evinces in dream and that, though widely remarked upon, have thus far eluded explanation. It will be worth appraising those characteristics in detail.


One thing that happens is that material will figure in dream-content that a person does not, in his waking life, recognize as forming part of his knowledge and experience. He recalls dreaming the material concerned well enough but cannot recall experiencing it or when he experienced it. That leaves him unclear as to what sources dream has drawn on, and he may well be tempted to believe in an autonomously productive activity on the part of dream until (often a long while later) a fresh experience, by bringing back the recollection of the earlier experience that had been given up for lost, lays the dream-source bare. The person is then obliged to admit to having known and recalled something in a dream that had eluded his faculty of recall in the waking state.1

A particularly impressive example of this kind is recounted by Delboeuf from his own dream-experience. He once dreamed that he saw the garden of his house covered in snow and found two tiny lizards half frozen and buried beneath the snow, which, being an animal-lover, he rescued, warmed up and returned to the little holes in the wall where they belonged. He also gave them a few leaves from a small fern that grew on the wall and of which he knew they were very fond. In the dream he knew the name of the plant: Asplenium ruta muralis. The dream then continued, coming back to the lizards after an interpolation and revealing to an astonished Delboeuf two further animals tucking in to the rest of the fern. Looking away, he saw a fifth and then a sixth lizard making for the hole in the wall, and in the end the whole street was covered with a procession of lizards, all travelling in the same direction – and so on.

In the waking state, Delboeuf’s knowledge included only a few Latin names of plants, and an Asplenium was not among them. To his great astonishment, he was forced to concede that there really was a fern of that name. Its correct description was Asplenium ruta muraria, which the dream had distorted slightly. A chance coincidence could presumably not be contemplated; but for Delboeuf it was a puzzle where his dream had drawn this knowledge of the name Asplenium from.

The dream occurred in 1862; sixteen years later, visiting a friend, the philosopher spotted a small album of dried flowers of the kind that in many parts of Switzerland are sold to foreigners as gifts. A recollection rose up in him, he opened the herbarium, found in it the Asplenium of his dream, and recognized his own handwriting in the accompanying Latin name. Now the connection could be made. In 1860 (two years before the lizard dream), a sister of this friend had visited Delboeuf while honeymooning. On that occasion she had had the album (which was destined for her brother) on her, and Delboeuf had taken the trouble to inscribe in it, at the dictation of a botanist, the Latin names of each of the dried flowers.

The happy accident that makes this example so much worth recounting enabled Delboeuf to trace another part of the content of the dream back to its forgotten source. One day in 1877 he came across an old volume of an illustrated magazine in which he saw a picture of the whole procession of lizards as he had dreamed it in 1862. The volume was dated 1861, and Delboeuf was able to recall that he had been one of the magazine’s subscribers from its first appearance.

That dream has access to memories unavailable to the waking person is so noteworthy and theoretically significant a fact that I now wish, by recounting other ‘hypermnesic’ dreams, to direct more attention to them. Maury tells how, for a while, the word Mussidan had a habit of coming into his mind during the day. He knew it as the name of a French town, but that was all. One night he dreamed2 of a conversation with a certain person, who told him that she came from Mussidan, and to his question as to where the town was, she replied that Mussidan is a district capital in the Département de la Dordogne. On waking, Maury placed no faith in the information contained in the dream; however, the geographical lexicon informed him that it was perfectly correct. In this case the greater knowledge of dream is confirmed but the forgotten source of that knowledge left untraced.

Jessen ([1855] p. 551) recounts a very similar dream-occurrence from an earlier period: ‘One of these is a dream by the elder Scaliger (Hennings [1784], p. 300), who wrote a poem in praise of the famous men of Verona and to whom a person named Brugnolus appeared in a dream, complaining that he had been overlooked. Although Scaliger could not remember ever having heard of him, he made up some lines about him all the same, and his son later learned in Verona that a man called Brugnolus had once enjoyed fame in the city as a critic.’

A hypermnesic dream with the particular characteristic that in a subsequent dream the initially unrecognized memory is identified is recounted by the Marquis d’Hervey de St Denys (quoted in Vaschide [1911], p. 232): ‘I once dreamed about a young woman with golden-blonde hair whom I saw chatting with my sister as she showed her a piece of embroidery. In the dream, she struck me as very familiar; I had seen her, I believed, on numerous occasions. After waking, I still have the face vividly before me but am quite unable to recognize it. I go back to sleep, and the dream-image recurs. In this new dream, I address the blonde lady and ask her whether I have had the pleasure of meeting her before somewhere. “Oh, yes,” the lady replies, “just think back to the seaside resort of Pornic.” I instantly woke up again, now able to recall with complete certainty the details with which this lovely dream-face was once associated.’

The same author (in Vaschide, p. 233) reports: A musician of his acquaintance once heard in a dream a tune that seemed wholly new to him. Not until several years later did he come across the tune in an old anthology of pieces that even then he was unable to recollect ever having had in his hand before.

In a publication to which I unfortunately have no access (Proceedings of the Society for Psychical Research), apparently Myers reproduced a whole collection of such hypermnesic dreams. It is my belief that anyone dealing with dreams must accept as an entirely normal phenomenon that dream bears witness to items of knowledge and experience that the waking person does not think he or she possessed. In psychoanalytical work with neurotics, which I shall be reporting on later, I find myself in the situation, several times a week, of proving to patients from their dreams that they do in fact know certain quotations, obscene words and the like perfectly well and make use of them in dream, despite the fact that in their waking lives they have forgotten them.

Let me tell you about an innocuous case of dream-hypermnesia here, because in it the source of the knowledge accessible only to the dreaming mind can be found very easily. A patient dreamed in a more extended context that he had ordered a Kontuszówka in a coffee-house, but after telling me this he asked what such a thing might be; he had never heard the name. I was able to reply that Kontuszówka was a Polish schnapps that he could not possibly have invented in the dream since the name had long been familiar to me from posters. The man refused to believe me at first. Some days later, having in the mean time allowed his dream in the coffee-house to become reality, the man spotted the name on a poster – on a street corner that he must have passed at least twice a day for months.

I have myself learned from dreams of my own how much we remain reliant on chance as regards discovering the origins of individual dream-elements. For example, I used to be haunted for years before writing this book by the image of a very simply shaped church tower that I could not remember having seen. Then suddenly I recognized it, with utter certainty, at a stop on the railway between Salzburg and Reichenhall. That was in the late 1890s, and I had first travelled the stretch in 1886. In later years, when I was already deeply involved in the study of dreams, the often recurring dream-image of a certain curious location became almost a burden to me. I saw, in a specific topographical relationship to my person, on my left, a dark space out of which several grotesque sandstone figures shone forth. A glimmer of memory to which I was unwilling to give credence told me that this was the entrance to a beer cellar; however, I could explain neither what this dream-image was trying to tell me nor where it came from. In 1907, chance brought me to Padua, which to my regret I had not been able to revisit since 1895. My first visit to that beautiful university city had remained unsatisfactory: I had not been able to see Giotto’s frescoes in the Madonna dell’Arena; in fact, I had turned back halfway along the street leading to the chapel on being told that it was closed that day. On my second visit, twelve years later, I thought to make up for this, and the first thing I did was seek out the Madonna dell’Arena. In the street leading to it, on my left, probably at the place where I had turned back in 1895, I discovered the locality I had seen so often in dreams, complete with its sandstone figures. It was indeed the entrance to a tavern garden.

One of the sources from which dream draws material for reproduction (some of it material unremembered by and unused in the mental activity of waking life) is the life of childhood. I shall cite only a few of the authors who have noticed and laid emphasis on this:

Hildebrandt ([1875] p. 23): ‘It has been explicitly conceded that dream will sometimes, with marvellous reproductive power, faithfully bring back before our mind’s eye quite remote and even forgotten occurrences from the most distant past.’

Strümpell ([1877] p. 40): ‘Matters intensify even further if we observe how sometimes dream draws out, as it were from beneath the deepest and most solid deposits with which later life has overlaid the earliest youthful experiences, images of individual places, objects and persons fully intact and with all their original freshness. This is not merely confined to impressions that on coming into existence attained vivid awareness or became associated with powerful psychical values and that subsequently, in dream, return as actual memories in which the adult consciousness delights. It is rather that the depths of dream-memory also include images of persons, objects, places and experiences from the earliest years that had either attained only slight awareness or possessed no psychical value or had lost both the one and the other long ago and that therefore also appear both in dreams and after waking as wholly strange and unfamiliar – until such time as their early origin is discovered.’

Volkelt ([1875] p. 119): ‘It is particularly remarkable how readily memories of childhood and youth enter into dream. Things we have not thought about for ages, that lost all importance for us ages ago – these things dream tirelessly remind us of.’

The way dream holds sway over childhood material (most of which notoriously falls through the gaps of our conscious ability to remember) prompts the emergence of some interesting hypermnesic dreams, of which again I want to give you a few examples.

Maury ([1878] p. 92) recounts how, as a child, he frequently travelled from his home town of Meaux to nearby Trilport, where his father was supervising the construction of a bridge. One night, dream transports him to Trilport and again has him playing in the streets of the town. A man comes up to him, wearing a sort of uniform. Maury asks him his name; the man introduces himself as C. and says he is the bridge watchman. After waking, still doubting the reality of the memory, Maury asks an old servant who has been with him since childhood whether she can remember a man of that name. ‘Oh, yes,’ comes the answer. ‘He was the watchman of the bridge your father was building at the time.’

An equally neatly confirmed example of the reliability of the childhood memory that crops up in dream is one Maury records about a Mr F., who as a child had grown up in Montbrison. Twenty-five years after leaving the place, this man decided to go back to his home town and revisit old family friends whom he had not seen since. The night before his departure, he dreams that he has reached his destination and that near Montbrison he meets a gentleman whom he does not know by sight; the gentleman tells him he is Mr T., a friend of his father. The dreamer was aware that as a child he had known a gentleman of that name, but in waking life he could no longer remember what he looked like. A few days later, having really arrived in Montbrison, he identifies the site of the dream (which he had thought he did not know) and meets a man whom he immediately recognizes as the T. of the dream. The only difference was that the real person had aged very much more than the dream-image had shown him.

Here I can recount a dream of my own in which the impression to be recalled is replaced by a relationship. In a dream I saw a person concerning whom I was aware in the dream that he was the doctor in my home town. His face was not clear but was mixed up with the way I remember one of my secondary-school teachers, whom I still see occasionally. Awake, I was unable to work out the connection between these two persons. But when I asked my mother about the doctor who had overseen my earliest childhood years, I learned that he had had only one eye – as had the secondary-school teacher whose person had overlaid that of the doctor in the dream. Thirty-eight years had passed since I had last seen the doctor, and to the best of my knowledge I had never, in my waking life, given him a thought.

It sounds like an attempt to create a counterweight to the immense role of childhood impressions in dream-life when a number of writers claim that, in most dreams, elements from the immediate past can be proven. Robert ([1886] p. 46) even says that, generally speaking, the normal dream is concerned only with the impressions of the last few days. We shall learn, though, that the dream-theory developed by Robert absolutely requires such a pushing back of the earliest experiences and a moving forward of the most recent. However, the fact to which Robert gives expression does in fact hold, as I can confirm from my own investigations. An American writer, Nelson, suggests that the impressions used most often in dreams are those of the day prior to the day of the dream or of the day before that, as if the impressions of the day immediately preceding the dream-day were not sufficiently softened, were not remote enough.

Several writers who would not wish to cast doubt on the close connection between dream-content and waking life have been struck by the fact that impressions that intensively preoccupy the waking mind do not occur in dream until the everyday work of thought has pushed them to one side, so to speak. For instance, people do not usually dream about a departed loved one in the time immediately following that loved one’s death, while the survivors are still wholly taken up with mourning (Delage [1891]). However, one of the most recent observers, Hallam [1896], has also collected examples of the opposite behaviour, championing the cause of psychological individuality with regard to this point.

The third, most remarkable and least understandable characteristic of dream-memory comes out in the selection of the material reproduced. It is not, as in waking life, only the most significant things that are regarded as worth remembering but on the contrary also the most trivial and unprepossessing. On this subject, let us listen to the words of those writers who have voiced their surprise at this in the most powerful terms.

Hildebrandt ([1875] p. 11): ‘Because what is most remarkable is that dream does not usually draw its elements from the great, far-reaching events, not from the powerful, driving interests of the day gone by, but from the most peripheral details, the worthless bits and pieces, so to speak, of the past most recently experienced or lying further back in time. The shattering death in the family, the oppressive weight of which kept us from sleep until the early hours, remains erased from our memory until the first instant of waking brings it back with crushing force. By contrast, the wart on the brow of a stranger in the street to whom we do not give a moment’s thought after passing him by – that will play a part in our dream […].’

Strümpell ([1877]) p. 39): ‘[…] such cases where dissecting a dream uncovers components of the same that, while they stem from the experience of the previous day or the day before that, were of such small importance and value to the waking consciousness that shortly after being experienced they sank into oblivion. Experiences of this kind may be remarks overheard by chance or another’s actions superficially observed, rapid and transient perceptions of things or persons, individual fragments of things read – that sort of thing.’

Havelock Ellis ([1899] p. 727): ‘The profound emotions of waking life, the questions and problems on which we spread our chief voluntary mental energy, are not those which usually present themselves at once to dream consciousness. It is, so far as the immediate past is concerned, mostly the trifling, the incidental, the “forgotten” impressions of daily life which reappear in our dreams. The psychic activities that are awake most intensely are those that sleep most profoundly.’3

Binz ([1878] p. 45) takes the very characteristics of dream-memory as an opportunity to express his dissatisfaction with the explanations of dream that he backs himself: ‘And the natural dream confronts us with similar questions. Why do we not always dream the memory-impressions of the days last experienced but often immerse ourselves, for no apparent reason, in past times that lie far behind us and are almost extinct? Why does consciousness, in dream, so often receive the impression of trivial memory-images, while the brain cells, in places where they carry within them the most sensitive records of experience, usually lie mute and rigid – except where an urgent renewal during waking has excited them shortly before?’

It is easy to see how dream-memory’s extraordinary predilection for the trivial and hence unheeded among the day’s experiences usually led inexorably to our simply failing to spot how dependent dream is on everyday existence, which then made it more difficult at least to prove the same in each individual instance. It was possible, for instance, for Mary Whiton Calkins [1893], when processing her (and her partner’s) dreams statistically, to be left with eleven per cent of the total in which no relationship to everyday life could be seen. Hildebrandt was undoubtedly right to say that all dream-images would be explicable to us genetically if on each occasion we spent sufficient time and concentration on tracing their origins. He admittedly calls this ‘an extremely laborious and thankless task. Because it would mostly come down to flushing out all manner of psychically quite worthless things in the remotest corners of memory, disinterring all manner of entirely indifferent moments from times long forgotten that the very next hour may have buried, and returning them to the light of day.’ However, I have to say how sorry I am that this astute writer allows himself to be prevented from pursuing an avenue that starts so unprepossessingly; it would have led him straight to the heart of explaining dreams.

The behaviour of dream-memory is undoubtedly of great significance as regards any theory of memory generally. It teaches us (according to Scholz [1887], p. 34) that ‘nothing that our minds once possessed can ever be wholly lost’. Or, as Delboeuf puts it, ‘que toute impression, même la plus insignifiante, laisse une trace inaltérable, indéfiniment susceptible de reparaître au jour’ [‘that every impression, even the least significant, leaves a permanent trace, forever liable to come back to light’] – a conclusion towards which so many other pathological manifestations of the inner life likewise press. Let us bear in mind this extraordinary efficiency of memory in dream in order that we may experience more vividly the contradiction that certain dream-theories (we shall be coming to these later) are obliged to posit in seeking to explain the absurdity and incoherence of dreams by means of a partial forgetting of our daytime knowledge.

It might, for example, occur to one to reduce the whole phenomenon of dream to one of remembering, seeing dreams as the expression of a reproductive activity that does not cease even at night and is an end in itself. Contributions such as the one made by Pilcz [1899] would agree; according to this author, fixed connections between the time of dreaming and the content of dreams can be proved, with impressions from the earliest times being reproduced during deep sleep, whereas towards morning more recent impressions crop up. However, such a view is rendered unlikely from the outset by the way in which dreams deal with the material to be recalled. Strümpell rightly points out that repetitions of experiences do not occur in dream. A dream may well start out in that direction, but the follow-up fails to materialize; the experience appears in an altered form, or something quite different appears instead. Dream brings only fragments of reproductions. This is undoubtedly so often the case as to permit a theoretical assessment. There are exceptions, however, in which a dream repeats an experience as completely as our memory is able to do when we are awake. Delboeuf tells how a university colleague of his re-experienced in dream, with all the details, a dangerous carriage journey in which he had escaped accident only as if by a miracle. Mary Whiton Calkins mentions two dreams consisting of precise reproductions of an experience of the preceding day, and I shall myself take the opportunity later on to recount an example that has come to my attention of a childhood experience recurring in dream unchanged.4



Notes


1. Vaschide [1899] also claims that it has often been remarked that in dream a person is able to speak foreign languages with greater fluency and correctness than when awake.

2. [Eines Nachts traümte ihm… The reader should be aware that German has this impersonal structure (‘One night there dreamed to him…’), which presumably reflects the very question Freud is here discussing: is dream an activity of the mind or is it experienced by the mind?]

3. [Here Freud quotes the original English.]

4. I would add from subsequent experience that it is by no means infrequent for innocuous and unimportant concerns of the day to be repeated by dream: it might be packing suitcases, preparing food in the kitchen, etc. However, in connection with such dreams, the dreamer does not personally stress the nature of memory but that of ‘reality’. ‘I really did do all that on the day.’




C Dream-stimuli and sources of dream

What should be understood by ‘dream-stimuli and sources of dream’ can be clarified by reference to the [German] popular saying: ‘Träume kommen vom Magen’ [‘Dreams come from the stomach’]. Underlying this concept is a theory that sees dream as resulting from a disturbance of sleep. One would not have dreamed unless something had occurred to disturb one’s sleep, and one’s dream is the reaction to that disturbance.

Discussion about what prompts dreams takes up the largest amount of space in the various accounts. Self-evidently, the problem could only arise once dream had become an object of biological research. The ancients, for whom dream was a divine missive of some kind, had no need to seek a stimulus for it; dream flowed from the will of the divine or demonic power, its content from what that power knew or intended. For science, the question immediately arose as to whether the incentive for dreaming is always the same or whether it can be a number of things, and this led to people weighing up whether the causal explanation of dream lies in the realm of psychology or that of physiology. Most writers seem to assume that the causes of sleep disturbance (the sources of dream, in other words) may be of many different sorts, and that physical urges as well as states of mental arousal play a part in prompting dream. When it comes to preferring one source of dream over the other, placing them in order of precedence according to their significance in terms of engendering the phenomenon, opinions differ widely.

Where the enumeration of sources of dream is complete, the eventual result is four types, which are also used for classifying dreams themselves:

1. external (objective) sensory arousal

2. internal (subjective) sensory arousal

3. internal (organic) physical stimulus

4. purely psychical stimuli.

1 External sensory stimuli

As we know, the younger Strümpell,1 son of the philosopher whose work on the subject of dream we have already used several times as a guide to dream-problems, reported his observation of a patient afflicted with general anaesthesia of the integument and paralysis of several of the higher sense organs. When this man was deprived experimentally of the few sensory gateways to the outside world still open to him, he fell asleep. If we wish to go to sleep, we generally seek to put ourselves in a situation similar to that in Strümpell’s experiment. We close the principal sensory gateways, namely the eyes, and try to prevent the other senses from receiving any stimuli or any alteration of the stimuli already operating on them. We then fall asleep, although our efforts are never wholly successful. We can neither keep stimuli away from our sense organs entirely nor wholly rid those organs of their susceptibility. The fact that we can be woken at any time by more powerful stimuli is our proof ‘that even in sleep the mind [has remained] in constant contact with the world beyond the body’. The sensory stimuli that reach us during sleep may very well become sources of dream.


Such stimuli exist in great numbers, of course, ranging from those that the sleeping state inevitably involves or need only occasionally countenance to the chance waking stimulus that is likely or intended to bring an end to sleep. A brighter light may shine into the eyes, a noise make itself heard, some odorous material stimulate the mucous membrane of the nose. We may, in sleep, make involuntary movements that expose individual parts of the body, causing them to feel cold, or by changing our position ourselves generate feelings of pressure and contact. A fly may bite us, or a minor nocturnal accident may bombard a number of senses simultaneously. The keen attention of observers has collected a whole series of dreams in which the stimulus noted on waking and a portion of the dream-content coincide so closely that it was possible to identify the stimulus as a dream-source.

Here is a collection of such dreams going back to objective (more or less accidental) sensory stimulation, as cited by Jessen ([1855] p. 527): Any vaguely perceived sound arouses corresponding dream-images, the rumble of thunder transports us to the heart of a battle, the crowing of a cockerel may turn into a human cry of fear, a creaking door may evoke dreams of thieves breaking in.

If we lose our bedclothes at night, we may dream that we are walking around naked or that we have fallen into some water. If we are lying diagonally in bed and our feet project beyond the edge, our dream may be that we are standing on the edge of a fearful abyss or that we are falling down a steep slope. Should our head accidentally find its way beneath the pillow, an immense rock is hanging over us, about to bury us beneath its weight. Accumulations of semen generate lascivious dreams, localized pains produce the idea of our suffering mistreatment, hostile assaults, or actual physical injury…

‘Meier (Versuch einer Erklärung des Nachtwandels [‘An attempt to explain sleep-walking’], Halle, 1758, p. 33) once dreamed that he was being attacked by several persons, who had laid him full-length on the ground, on his back, and were driving a stake into the earth between his big toe and second toe. Imagining this in his dream, he woke up to feel that a piece of straw was poking between his toes. The same man, according to Hennings (Von den Träumen und Nachtwandlern [‘Of dreams and sleep-walkers’], Weimar, 1784, p. 258), dreamed on another occasion, having bunched his shirt up rather hard around his neck, that he was being hanged. Hoffbauer [1796] dreamed in his youth of falling from a high wall and noticed on waking that the bed had come apart and that he really had fallen… Gregory reports that he had once, on going to bed, placed a bottle filled with hot water at his feet and that he had then, in the dream, climbed to the summit of Etna, where he had found the earth he stood on almost intolerably hot. Someone else, having laid a poultice on his head, dreamed that he was being scalped by a troop of Red Indians; a third person, who was sleeping in a damp shirt, believed that he was being dragged through a stream. An attack of gout occurring during sleep caused one patient to believe that he had fallen into the hands of the Inquisition and was being tortured’ (Macnish [1835]).

The argument based on the similarity between stimulus and dream-content receives some reinforcement when a successful attempt is made, by deliberately applying sensory stimuli to a sleeping person, to engender the dream corresponding to the particular stimulus. According to Macnish, such experiments were carried out by Girou de Buzareingues. ‘He left his knees uncovered and dreamed that he was travelling on a post-coach at night. He remarked in this connection that travellers would no doubt know that, in a carriage, the knees get cold at night. Another time he left the back of his head uncovered and dreamed that he was attending a religious ceremony in the open. It was the custom, you see, in the country he lived in, to keep the head covered at all times, except on such occasions as the one just mentioned.’

Maury tells of fresh observations of self-engendered dreams. (A series of other experiments was unsuccessful.)



1) He is tickled with a feather on the lips and the tip of his nose. – He dreams of a frightful torture; a pitch-mask is placed on his face, then torn away, taking the skin with it.

2) A pair of shears is sharpened. – He hears bells ringing, then sounds of a storm, and is transported back to the June of 1848.

3)He is made to smell eau de Cologne. – He is in Cairo, in the shop of Johann Maria Farina. Marvellous adventures follow, which he is unable to reproduce.

4) He is given a light tap on the back of the neck. – He dreams that he is having a poultice applied, and thinks of a doctor who treated him when he was a child.

5) A hot iron is brought close to his face. – He dreams about chauffeurs;2 some have slipped into the house and are forcing the inmates to surrender their money by sticking their feet in the fire. Then the Duchess of Abrantès appears, whose secretary he dreams he is.

8) A little water is poured on his forehead. – He is in Italy, sweating profusely and drinking Orvieto white wine.

9) The light of a candle is repeatedly allowed to shine on him through a sheet of red paper. – He dreams about weather, about heat, and is back in a storm at sea that he once experienced in the English Channel.


Other attempts to generate dreams experimentally stem from d’Hervey and Weygandt, among others.

Numerous writers have remarked on the ‘striking skill with which dream […] weaves sudden impressions from the world of the senses into its fabric in such a way that they form in it a gradually pre-prepared, induced catastrophe’ (Hildebrandt [1875]). ‘In recent years,’ the same writer tells us, ‘I have sometimes made use, in order to get up regularly at a specific time in the morning, of the alarm that, notoriously, is usually attached to clocks. There have probably been hundreds of occasions when I found that the sound of this instrument fitted so neatly into an apparently very lengthy and coherent dream as to suggest that the whole dream had in fact been based on it alone and found therein its truly essential logical point, its naturally indicated final objective.’

I cite three of these alarm-clock dreams below, for a different purpose.

Volkelt ([1875] pp. 108f.) writes: ‘A composer once dreamed that he was teaching a class and was just trying to explain something to his pupils. As soon as he had finished, he turned to a boy and asked him, “Did you understand what I was saying?” The boy yelled back like one possessed, “Oh, yes!” Indignantly, he pointed out that the boy was yelling. But by then the whole class was yelling, “Or-ya.” Then, “Ire-yo.” And finally, “Fire-yo.”3 And at this point he was woken up by real shouts from the street – about an actual fire.’

Garnier (Traité des facultés de l’âme [‘Treatise on the powers of the mind’], 1865 [1872 2nd edn]), cited by Radestock [1878], reports that Napoleon I was woken by the exploding time bomb from a dream that he had while sleeping in his carriage and that brought back to him the experience of crossing the Tagliamento and of the Austrian bombardment, so that he started up shouting, ‘We are undermined.’

A dream that Maury once had ([1878] p. 161) has become famous. He was sick and lying in bed in his room; his mother sat beside him. He had a dream about the Reign of Terror at the time of the Revolution, witnessed ghastly scenes of murder, and was eventually himself indicted. In the court he saw Robespierre, Marat, Fouquier-Tinville, and all the sorry heroes of that dreadful time, justified himself before them, and after a variety of incidents that did not fix themselves in his memory was condemned and subsequently, accompanied by vast crowds, taken to the place of execution. He climbed the scaffold, and the executioner attached him to the board; the board turned over; the blade of the guillotine descended; he felt his head being separated from his body and woke in the most appalling fear – to find that part of the bed had come down and hit him on the back of the neck, just like a guillotine blade.

This dream gave rise to an interesting discussion, launched by Le Lorrain and Egger in the pages of the Revue philosophique, about whether and how it was possible for the dreamer, in the brief time between perceiving the waking stimulus and actually waking up, to cram in such an apparent wealth of dream-content.

Instances such as these make objective sensory stimuli during sleep appear to be the best-guaranteed sources of dream. Moreover, in the minds of laymen, this is the only kind of dream of which there is any question. Ask an educated man (who otherwise has no knowledge of the literature of dream) how dreams happen and he will undoubtedly reply by referring to a case that he has heard about where a dream was explained in terms of an objective sense perception identified after waking. The scientific approach cannot stop there; it is prompted to ask further questions by observing that the stimulus operating on the senses during sleep does not, in dream, appear in its true guise but is represented by some other conceit that is in some way related to it. However, the relation between the dream-stimulus and the dream-outcome is, in Maury’s words ([1853] p. 72), ‘une affinité quelconque, mais qui n’est pas unique et exclusive’ [‘some kind of affinity, but one that is not unique and exclusive’]. Listening to three of Hildebrandt’s alarm-clock dreams, for example, one needs to ask why the same stimulus evoked such different dream-outcomes, and why those precisely ([1875] p. 37):



Out walking one spring morning, I stroll through green fields to a neighbouring village, where I see the inhabitants in their best clothes, hymnbooks tucked under their arms, proceeding in large numbers to church. Of course! It’s Sunday, is it not, and early service is about to start. I decide to attend, but beforehand, since I am feeling rather warm, to cool off in the graveyard surrounding the church. As I am reading various gravestones, I hear the bellringer climbing the tower and see, at the top, the little village bell that will give the sign for worship to begin. For quite a while it continues to hang there motionless, then it starts to swing. And suddenly its strokes ring out, high and piercing – so high and so piercing as to terminate my sleep. However, the ringing is from my alarm clock.

A second combination. It is a bright winter’s day; the streets are piled high with snow. I have agreed to go on a sleigh ride, but I have to wait a long time before hearing that the sleigh is at the door. There follow the preparations for getting in – the fur is put in place, the foot bag pulled out – and at length I am sitting in my seat. But still the departure is delayed until the reins give the waiting horses the sign they can feel. They begin to pull; the powerfully agitated bells start up their well-known Turkish music, playing with such force as instantly to shred the delicate web of dream. Again, it is simply the shrill sound of the alarm clock.

Now for the third example! I see a kitchen maid striding along the passage to the dining-room with several dozen plates stacked high. The pile of china in her arms seems to me to be in danger of toppling. ‘Look out!’ I warn. ‘The whole lot will come crashing down.’ Naturally, I get the inevitable contradiction: we do this sort of thing all the time, etc., whilst I, meanwhile, continue to follow the maid’s progress with anxious glances. Sure enough, on the threshold she stumbles on the sill – and the fragile dishes fall and shatter into hundreds of shards on the floor all around. Except that the sound, which goes on and on, is not, as I soon become aware, one of shattering at all but a real ringing – for which, as the waker now realizes, the alarm clock bears sole responsibility.

The question as to why, in dream, the mind fails to recognize the nature of the objective sensory stimulus is answered by Strümpell (and in almost the same terms by Wundt) to the effect that it finds itself, vis-à-vis such stimuli arising in sleep, meeting the conditions of illusion formation. A sense impression is recognized by us and correctly interpreted, i.e. classified in the memory group to which, according to all previous experience, it belongs, if the impression is powerful, clear, lasts for long enough, and if we have the required time at our disposal for such reflection. If those conditions are not fulfilled, we fail to recognize the object from which the impression stems; on the basis of that object, we form an illusion. ‘If someone goes for a walk in open country and dimly perceives a distant object, it may happen that he thinks at first it is a horse.’ As he draws closer, the interpretation of a cow lying down may impose itself, and eventually the picture may resolve itself with certainty into that of a group of seated people. Well, the impressions that the mind receives in sleep as a result of external stimuli are of a similarly indistinct nature; on that basis, it forms illusions in that the impression evokes a larger or smaller number of memory pictures that give the impression its psychical value. From which of the many possible memory groups the relevant images are aroused and what potential associative links are activated in this connection – these are things that Strümpell himself believes cannot be determined, being at the whim of the inner life, so to speak.

At this point, we face a choice. We can concede that the laws of dream-formation really cannot be pursued any further, thus neglecting to enquire whether interpreting the illusion evoked by the sense impression is not subject to different conditions. Or we can surmise that the objective sensory stimulus operating in sleep plays only a minor role as a source of dream and that other factors determine the selection of the memory-images to be evoked. The fact is, examining Maury’s experimentally induced dreams (which I have recounted at such length with this in mind), one is tempted to say that the experiment he set up actually covers only one of the elements of dream so far as its origin is concerned. The remaining dream-content seems too autonomous, too set in its details, to be explicable in terms of the one requirement that it should be consistent with the element introduced experimentally. Indeed, one begins to question the illusion theory oneself and to doubt the power of the objective impression to shape dream when one learns that there are occasions when that impression receives, in dream, the most unlikely and far-fetched interpretation. Simon [1888], for example, recounts a dream in which he saw gigantic people seated at table and clearly heard the appalling clatter made by their jaws smiting together as they chewed. He woke to hear the hoofbeats of a horse galloping by outside his window. If in this instance the noise of a horse’s hooves evokes images from Gulliver’s Travels, of his sojourn with the giants of Brobdingnag, and of the horses endowed with reason (which is the interpretation that, without any help from the author, I want to advance), then surely the selection of what, given the stimulus, is so unusual a memory group can be explained more easily with the addition of other motives as well?4

2 Internal (subjective) sensory arousal

All objections notwithstanding, it must be conceded that the role of objective sensory arousals during sleep as a source of dream indubitably exists, and if such stimuli perhaps seem inadequate in terms of their nature and frequency to explain all dream-images, the suggestion is that we look for different sources of dream, but ones having a similar effect. I do not know where the idea first cropped up of enlisting not only external sensory stimuli but also internal (subjective) arousals in the sense organs; the fact is, however, that in all recent accounts of the aetiology of dreams this happens in a more or less explicit manner. ‘A key role is also, as I believe,’ writes Wundt ([1880] p. 363), ‘played in connection with dream-illusions by the subjective visual and aural sensations known to us from the waking state as the luminous chaos of the dark field of vision, as ringing or buzzing in the ears, and so on. Such sensations particularly include subjective retinal arousals. Hence the curious inclination of dream to conjure up before the eye similar or wholly identical objects in the plural. We see vast numbers of birds, butterflies, fish, coloured beads, flowers and the like spread out before us. Here the luminous dust of the dark field of vision has taken on fantastic form, and the countless points of light that make it up are embodied by dream into as many individual images, which because of the mobility of luminous chaos are viewed as objects in motion. This is no doubt also the root of dream’s marked inclination towards the most multifarious animal shapes, the great variety of which marries easily with the distinctive shape of subjective luminous images.’


As sources of dream-images, subjective sensory arousals have the clear advantage that they are not, like objective stimuli, dependent on external chance. They are (one might say) open to explanation as often as they require it. However, they take second place to objective sensory stimuli in that it is only with difficulty (if at all) that they are susceptible of the kind of confirmation of their role as dream-triggers that observation and experiment grant to the latter. The main evidence for the power of subjective sensory arousals to trigger dreams is provided by what are called ‘hypnagogic hallucinations’, which Johannes Müller described as ‘fantastical visual manifestations’. These are often extremely vivid and varied images that during the period of falling asleep appear very regularly in the case of many people and may remain in existence for some time even after they open their eyes. Maury, who was subject to them to a high degree, devoted a thorough appreciation to them, claiming that they are connected with – indeed, actually identical to – dream-images (as had Müller before him). According to Maury, a certain emotional passivity, a slackening of attention, is necessary for them to emerge (pp. 59f.).5 All it takes, however, is for a person to lapse into that kind of lethargy for a second in order, in such a mood, to see a hypnagogic hallucination; subsequently he or she may wake up again, until after several repetitions the game ends with the person falling asleep. If, after not too long a time, that person then wakes up again, it often happens, according to Maury, that the same images can be shown to have appeared in dream as those he or she glimpsed fleetingly as hypnagogic illusions before falling asleep (p. 134). This happened to Maury on one occasion with a series of grotesque figures with contorted faces and odd hairstyles that pestered him with incredible insistence in the period of falling asleep and about which he remembered, after waking, that he had dreamed. Another time, when suffering from hunger pangs because he had imposed a meagre diet on himself, he saw, hypnagogically, a dish together with a hand brandishing a fork that helped itself to some of the food in the dish. In the dream, he was seated at a richly decked table and could hear the sound that the diners were making with their forks. Another time, going to sleep with irritated, painful eyes, he had the hypnagogic illusion of microscopically tiny characters that it cost him a great deal of effort to decipher; waking up an hour later, he recalled a dream featuring an open book with very small print that he had been required very laboriously to read.

Much like such images, auditory illusions of words, names and so on may also appear hypnagogically and then recur in dream, almost as an overture heralds the themes of the opera it is introducing.

The same paths as are traced by Müller and Maury are followed by a recent observer of hypnagogic illusions, G. Trumbull Ladd [1892]. He trained himself to the point where, between two and five minutes after gradually falling asleep, he could wrench himself out of sleep without opening his eyes, giving himself the opportunity to compare the retinal sensations then in the process of disappearing with the dream-images that survived in his memory. He assures us that, on each occasion, a close relationship could be recognized between the two in that the luminous points and lines of the spontaneous light of the retina as it were provided the outline for the dream-figures that he perceived psychically. For instance, a dream in which he clearly saw lines of print that he read and studied reproduced an arrangement of points of light on the retina forming parallel lines. To put it his way: the clearly printed page that he read in dream dissolved into an object that to his waking perception resembled a piece of an actual printed page being looked at (from too far away to make anything out distinctly) through a tiny hole in a sheet of paper. Ladd’s view (incidentally, without underestimating the central importance of the phenomenon) is that scarcely a single visual dream unfolds within us that does not depend on the material of the inner states of arousal of the retina. This is particularly true [he says] of the dreams that come shortly after the dreamer falls asleep in a darkened room, whereas with regard to the dreams that come in the morning, shortly before waking, the objective light forcing its way into the eye in the brightened room provides the stimulus. The varied, endlessly variable character of spontaneous luminous arousal corresponds precisely to the restless, fleeting sequence of images with which our dreams present us. If we attach importance to Ladd’s observations, we cannot dismiss the fertility of this subjective dream-trigger lightly, since visual images, as we know, constitute the major component of our dreams. The contribution of other areas of sensory perception, including hearing, is of lesser importance and inconstant.



3 The internal, organic physical stimulus

While we are in the process of looking for sources of dream not outside but inside the organism, we must bear in mind that almost all our internal organs, which in the healthy state draw little attention to their continued existence, become, in states of stimulation (as we call them) or during illness, a source of what are usually painful sensations for us that must be placed on an equal footing, so to speak, with the causes of pain and sensory stimuli coming from outside. The experiences are very old ones that prompt Strümpell ([1877] p. 107), for example, to say: ‘In sleep, the mind reaches a very much deeper and broader awareness of its physicality than in the waking state, and is obliged to receive and be subject to the effects of certain sensory impressions stemming from parts of the body and changes in the body of which, in the waking state, it knew nothing.’ Aristotle stated that it could well be that, in dream, we have our attention drawn to incipient states of ill-health of which we had noticed nothing as yet when awake (by virtue of the magnification that dream permits impressions to undergo; see p. 12 above), and medical writers whose way of looking at things certainly did not include crediting dream with a prophetic gift were, at least so far as heralding sickness was concerned, prepared to grant dream this significance (see Simon [1888], p. 31, and many earlier writers).6


There seems to be no shortage of authenticated examples of such diagnoses provided by dream in recent times as well. For instance, Tissié (cited in Artigues [1884]), tells of a thirty-four-year-old woman who, through several years of apparently perfect health, was visited by anxiety dreams and whom subsequent medical examination showed to have incipient heart disease, from which she promptly died.

Pronounced disturbances of the internal organs clearly act as dream-triggers in a whole series of people. Generally, it is the frequency of anxiety dreams among sufferers from heart and lung disorders that is talked about; in fact, many writers thrust this aspect of dream-life so much into the foreground that all I need do here is simply refer to the literature: Radestock, Spitta, Maury, Simon and Tissié. Tissié goes so far as to assert that the diseased organs give the dream-content its characteristic shape. The dreams of heart patients are usually very short and end with a sudden, frightened awakening; death in hideous circumstances almost always features in the content of such dreams. Tubercular patients dream of suffocating, being crowded, taking flight, and a striking number of them have the familiar nightmare that, incidentally, Börner [1855] was able to provoke experimentally by laying subjects face-down and covering their breathing orifices. In people with digestive disorders, dream contains ideas from the realms of eating and nausea. Lastly, the influence of sexual arousal on the content of dreams is pretty concrete so far as every individual’s experience is concerned and gives the whole theory of dream-triggering by organic stimulation its most cogent support.

Another thing that is quite unmistakable from a perusal of the literature of dream is that some writers (Maury, Weygandt) were led to a preoccupation with dream-problems by the influence of their own state of health on the content of their dreams.

Actually, the increase in dream-sources from these indubitably established facts is not as great as one might think. Dream, after all, is a phenomenon that occurs with healthy people (possibly with everyone, possibly every night), and clearly organ disorder is not among its indispensable conditions. Our concern, though, is not with where exceptional dreams spring from but what things may trigger the ordinary dreams of normal people.

However, from here it is only a step to finding a dream-source that flows more plentifully than any we have yet encountered and in fact promises in no instance to run dry. If it is established that the interior of the body becomes a source of dream-stimuli when sick, and if we concede that the mind, during sleep, is turned away from the outside world and able to devote greater attention to the interior of the body, it is natural to suppose that the organs do not have to be sick before allowing states of arousal that somehow turn into dream-images to reach the sleeping mind. The thing that in the waking state we dimly perceive as common sensation only in terms of its quality, and to which in the opinion of doctors all organic systems contribute, would at night, having achieved great influence and operating with all its components, provide the most powerful and at same time most customary source for the awakening of dream-conceits. It would then become superfluous to study the laws whereby organic stimuli turned into dream-conceits.

Here we have touched on the theory of dream-genesis that became the one most favoured by all medical writers. The darkness in which the core of our being (what Tissié calls the moi splanchnique) is shrouded so far as our cognition is concerned and the darkness of dream-genesis make too good a match not to be brought into relationship with each other. Moreover, the imaginative process that turns the autonomic organic impression into a dream-creator holds, for the doctor, the further attraction that it also provides an aetiological link between dream and mental disturbance, which show so much correspondence in their manifestations, since changes in common sensation and stimuli proceeding from internal organs are also held to possess far-reaching importance as regards the emergence of psychoses. So it is not surprising if the physical-stimulus theory can be traced back to more than one cause that has given rise to it independently.

For a series of writers, the train of thought developed by the philosopher Schopenhauer in 1851 became decisive. Our image of the world stems from the fact that our intellect, receiving the impressions that reach us from outside, recasts them in the form of time, space and causality. Stimuli from the interior of the organism, produced by the sympathetic nervous system, exercise at most an unconscious influence on our mood during the day. At night, however, when the deadening influence of daytime impressions has ceased, the impressions forcing their way up from the interior are able to gain attention – much as at night we hear the bubbling of the spring that the day’s din made imperceptible. But how else is the intellect to react to those stimuli than by performing its own peculiar function? In other words, it moulds the stimuli into figures that occupy space and time and dance to the strings of causality – and this gives rise to dream. Scherner [1861] and after him Volkelt [1875] sought to explore the closer relationship between physical stimuli and dream-images; our assessment thereof will be found in the section on theories of dream. [See section G below.]

In an investigation performed with particular rigour, the psychiatrist A. Krauss derived the genesis of dream, like that of deliriums and delusions, from the same element: organically determined sensation. Scarcely any point in the organism could be thought of, he said, that could not become the starting-point of a dream or delusion. ‘However, [organically determined sensation] can be divided into two series: 1) that of total determinations (common sensation); 2) the specific sensations inherent in the principal systems of the autonomic organism, of which we distinguish five groups: a) muscular sensations, b) pneumatic sensations, c) gastric sensations, d) sexual sensations, and e) peripheral sensations’ (p. 33 of the second article).

What happens in the case of dream-image formation on the basis of physical stimuli is something Krauss pictures like this. The sensation aroused, operating through some law of association, evokes a related idea and combines with it to form an organic structure towards which, however, consciousness behaves in a way that is different than normal, paying no attention to the sensation itself but concentrating entirely on the accompanying ideas, which is also the reason why this state of affairs remained unappreciated for so long (pp. 11f.). Krauss also finds a special expression for the process: the transubstantiation of sensations into dream-images (p. 24).

While the influence of organic physical stimuli on dream-formation is almost universally accepted today, the question of the law governing the relationship between the two is answered in very different ways, often with obscure information. Given the physical stimulus theory, a special task of dream-interpretation is tracing the content of a dream back to the organic stimuli that occasioned it, and unless the rules of interpretation uncovered by Scherner [1861] are acknowledged, one will frequently come up against the unfortunate circumstance that the only thing that reveals the organic source stimulus is in fact the content of the dream.

However, there is a fair degree of agreement about interpreting various forms of dream that have been labelled ‘typical’ because for so many people they occur repeatedly with very similar content. These are the well-known dreams of falling from a great height, of one’s teeth dropping out, of flying, and of embarrassment at being naked or poorly clothed. The latter form, we are told, rests purely on the perception, made during sleep, that one has thrown off the covers and is lying there exposed. The dream about one’s teeth falling out is traced back to the so-called ‘tooth stimulus’, which does not necessarily refer to a pathological state of arousal affecting the teeth. The flying dream, according to Strümpell, is what the mind employs as a suitable image by which to interpret the stimulus quantum emanating from the inflation and deflation of the lungs, if at the same time the skin sensitivity of the thorax has already sunk to the level of unconsciousness. The latter state conveys the sensation associated with the imaginative form of floating. The sense of dropping from a great height apparently has its origin in the period after the sensation of skin pressure has become unconscious and is brought on by either an arm sliding off the body or a drawn-up knee suddenly being stretched out flat, as a result of which the sensation of skin pressure becomes conscious once more but the transition to consciousness finds psychical embodiment in a dream of falling (Strümpell [1877], p. 118). Obviously, the weakness of these plausible attempts at explanation lies in the fact that, without further justification, they cause this or that group of organic sensations to disappear from mental perception or impose themselves upon it until the situation favouring the explanation is produced. I shall have occasion later on to return to typical dreams and what triggers them. [See Chapter 5, section D.]

Simon [1888] tried by comparing a series of similar dreams to derive a few rules for the influence of organic stimuli on determining their dream-outcomes. He writes (p. 34): If during sleep some organ system that in the normal course of events is involved in the expression of an affect finds itself thrown by some other cause into the state of arousal in which it is usually placed by that affect, the resultant dream will contain ideas suited to the affect.

Another rule (p. 35) runs like this: If during sleep an organ system finds itself in a state of activity, arousal, or disturbance, the resultant dream will bring forth ideas that relate to the organic function performed by that system.

J. Mourly Vold [1896] set out to prove experimentally, so far as a single area was concerned, the influence on dream-generation posited by the physical stimulus theory. He carried out experiments that changed the position of a sleeper’s limbs and compared the dream-outcomes with his changes. He claims to have identified the following principles:



1) The position of a limb in dream corresponds approximately to its position in reality; in other words, a person dreams of a static state of the limb that corresponds to its true state.

2) If a person dreams of the movement of a limb, it is always the case that one of the positions occurring during the execution of that movement corresponds to the true one.

3) A person may also attribute the position of his or her limb in dream to another person.

4) A person may also dream that the movement in question is impeded.

5) The limb in the position in question may, in dream, appear as an animal or monster, with a certain analogy being created between them.

6) The position of a limb may, in dream, provoke thoughts that relate to that limb in some way, e.g. a person whose fingers are busy will dream of numbers.

I would conclude from such findings that not even the physical stimulus theory can wholly eradicate the apparent freedom in determining the dream-images to be awakened.7

4 Psychical stimuli

When we were discussing the relations between dream and waking life and the origin of dream-material, we learned that the earliest and the most recent students of dream all agree that people dream about what they do during the day and what interests them in waking life. That interest, arising in waking life and continuing in dream, is not [they say] merely a psychical bond connecting dream and life; it also points us to a dream-source that ought not to be underestimated, one that, in addition to what has become interesting in the sleeping state (the stimuli operating during sleep), should be sufficient to explain the origin of all dream-images. However, we have also heard the opposite, namely that dream draws the sleeper away from the day’s interests and that (usually) we do not dream about the things that most affected us during the day until, so far as waking life is concerned, they have lost the attraction of current relevance. In our analysis of dream-life, therefore, we get the impression at every step that it is inadmissible to draw up universal rules without allowing for reservations in the form of an ‘often’ or ‘in the main’ or ‘usually’, and without being prepared for exceptions to have validity.


If waking interest, in addition to internal and external sleep stimuli, were sufficient to cover the aetiology of dream, that would put us in a position to give an adequate account of the origin of every element in a dream; the riddle of the sources of dream would be solved, and all that would remain to be done would be to demarcate the relative shares of psychical and somatic dream-stimuli in individual dreams. In reality, this kind of total resolution of a dream has never yet succeeded, and everyone who has tried it has been left with dream-components (usually a large number of them) about whose origin nothing can be said. Clearly, the interest of the day as psychical dream-source is not as productive as one might expect, given the confident claims that everyone, in dream, continues to go about his business.

No other psychical sources of dream are known. In other words, all the explanations of dream put forward in the literature (with the exception of the work of Scherner [1861], to which we shall return later) leave a gaping hole as regards deducing dream’s most characteristic material for image-forming. Thus embarrassed, most writers have developed a tendency to keep the psychical contribution to dream-triggering (so difficult to pin down) as small as possible. They may, as their principal classification, distinguish the nerve stimulus dream and the associative dream, of which the latter finds its source exclusively in reproduction (Wundt [1880], p. 365), but they can never shake off the doubt as to ‘whether they appear without a physical stimulus giving rise to them’ (Volkelt [1875], p. 127). The description of the purely associative dream also falls short: ‘In true associative dreams there can no longer be any question of this kind of solid core. Here this loose grouping penetrates to the very heart of the dream. The life of the imagination, in any case liberated from responsibility and rationality, is here no longer lent coherence even by those weightier physical and mental stimuli but is left free to follow its own colourful toing and froing, its own relaxed somersaulting around’ (Volkelt, p. 118). Wundt seeks to reduce the psychical contribution to dream-generation by arguing that ‘the phantasms of dream are no doubt wrongly regarded as pure hallucinations. In reality, most dream-conceits are probably illusions in that they proceed from the muted sense-impressions that never disappear in sleep’ (pp. 359f.). Weygandt [1893] adopted this view and generalized from it, claiming in respect of all dream-conceits that ‘their immediate cause are sensory stimuli to which reproductive associations attach themselves only subsequently’ (p. 17). Tissié takes the suppression of psychical stimuli further, maintaining that ‘Les rêves d’origine absolument psychique n’existent pas’ [‘Dreams of entirely psychical origin do not exist’; p. 183] and stating elsewhere that ‘Les pensées de nos rêves nous viennent du dehors’ [‘The thoughts that we dream come to us from the outside world’; p. 6].

Those writers who, like the influential philosopher Wundt, take up a middle position, do not neglect to remark that in most dreams somatic stimuli and the psychical dream-triggers that are unknown or are acknowledged as a daytime interest work together.

We shall learn later that the riddle of dream-formation can be solved by the discovery of an unsuspected psychical source of stimuli. For the time being, let us not be surprised at what, so far as dream-formation is concerned, is the excessive importance attached to stimuli not proceeding from the inner life. Not only are these easy to spot and even susceptible of experimental confirmation; the somatic view of how dreams come about is also very much in line with the prevalent intellectual trend in psychiatry today. Although it is stressed most emphatically that the brain controls the organism, anything that might suggest that the inner life is independent of verifiable organic changes or provide evidence of spontaneity in the ways in which the inner life finds expression quite terrifies the modern psychiatrist, as if taking it on board would inevitably bring back the days of the philosophy of nature and the metaphysical soul. The mistrust of psychiatrists has placed the psyche under wardship, as it were, and now demands that none of the ward’s movements shall give away the fact that it possesses means of its own. Yet what such behaviour indicates is nothing less than a lack of trust in the strength of the chain of cause and effect between the physical and mental spheres. Even where the psychical is acknowledged by research to constitute the prime cause of a phenomenon, closer examination will eventually find its way through to the organic ground of the inner life. However, where, given our current state of knowledge, the psychical must inevitably indicate the end of the line, that is no reason to deny it.



Notes

1. The physician Adolf von Strümpell (1853–1925). His philosopher father, L. Strümpell, was the author of Die Natur und Entstehung der Träume [‘The nature and origin of dreams’], Leipzig 1877.

2. Chauffeurs were robber bands in the Vendée, who employed this method of torture.

3. Feuerjo (as it were, ‘Fire ahoy!’) was a traditional cry in German-speaking countries to attract the attention of the authorities to a fire.

4. Gigantic people in dream suggests that what we have here is a scene from the dreamer’s childhood. Incidentally, the foregoing interpretation, suggesting a similarity with Gulliver’s Travels, is a good example of how interpretation should not operate. The person interpreting a dream ought not to allow his or her own wit to come into play at the expense of following up the ideas occurring to the dreamer. [On the subject of ‘ideas occurring to the dreamer’, I want to draw the reader’s attention to a pleasing directness in the German language that, as in this case, it is often difficult to reproduce in English. An important technique in psychoanalysis is known as ‘free association’, when the analysand is asked to say what springs to mind in a particular connection. German calls such an idea an Einfall – literally a ‘fall-in’, which perhaps gives a better impression of the precipitate, often startling nature of such a phenomenon than ‘the first thing that occurs to you’.]

5. [The source references in the German edition are not always very precise. Three Maury sources are given in the German bibliography (here called Other Literature), but the German text does not tell us to which of them this page reference relates.]

6. Apart from this diagnostic use of dreams (by Hippocrates, for example), we must not forget their therapeutic importance in antiquity. The Greeks had dream oracles, who were usually frequented by sick persons in search of recovery. The patient went into the temple of Apollo or Asclepius, where he underwent various ceremonial acts; he was bathed, rubbed down, perfumed with incense, and in the resultant state of exaltation laid, inside the temple, on the skin of a sacrificed ram. He fell asleep and dreamed of remedies, which were shown to him in their natural form or in symbols and images that the priests subsequently interpreted.

For more on the healing dreams of the Greeks, see Lehmann [1908], I, p. 74, Bouché-Leclercq [1879], Hermann, Gottesd. Altert. d. Gr., §41, Privataltert., §38, p. 16, Böttinger, in Sprengels, Beitr. z. Gesch. d. Med., II, pp. 163ff., W. Lloyd, Magnetism and Mesmerism in Antiquity, London 1877, Döllinger, Heidentum und Judentum [‘Heathendom and Jewry’], Regensburg 1857, p. 130.

7. For more details of the dream records of this researcher, which have since been published in two volumes, see Other Literature.
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