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Introduction

On 16 January 1938, in the old hall of the Musikverein, Bruno Walter conducted the Vienna Philharmonic in a valedictory performance of Mahler’s ninth symphony. The occasion was special in many ways. Walter was the work’s dedicatee, and had given its premiere a quarter of a century before; the orchestra was Walter’s own, as it had once been Mahler’s; notables, including the Austrian Chancellor, Kurt von Schuschnigg, were present in the hall, and F. W. Gaisberg, the pioneering record producer, was on hand with his technical assistants to commit the event to disc.1 Listening to this extraordinary performance today, one becomes an eavesdropper on a vanished style of orchestral playing: the players, with their studied lilt, their poised rubato and their unanimous portamenti, are speaking in a shared local dialect. This is how Mahler himself made them sound, one imagines, and theirs is an artistic tradition, soon to be despoiled, that for a memorable hour or so on that winter evening was still perfectly coherent and intact.


Almost as moving as the coordinated sound of strings, woodwind and brass, however, are the murmur of the expectant audience at the start of the record, and the coughs and shufflings that enter the acoustic picture from time to time. Real people were there to hear Walter and his band play. People who had colds, or were uncomfortable in their seats. Jews and non-Jews were there together, both in the ranks of the orchestra and in the auditorium. Despite the ingrained presence of antisemitism in the former capital of the Austro-Hungarian empire, and despite occasional outbursts from rabble-rousing politicians, the professional bourgeoisie of the city seemed to have its own codes of tolerance and took pride in the cultural cross-currents that ran through its social and artistic life. Yet within two months of this concert, the Anschluss was to divide this composite Viennese population irreversibly. The Vienna Philharmonic was to be ‘Aryanized’, and the Jews who had been in Walter’s audience were, like those who had been players, to have an intolerable choice visited upon them: they could leave the country, stripped of their property and livelihood, or remain to face persecution at the hands of a murderous new political order.

Freud’s second series of Introductory Lectures and his Outline of Psychoanalysis belong to this threshold moment in European history, and indeed offer their own muted commentary on the rise of Nazism and the impending destruction of the European Jews. Affinities between Freud and Mahler abound. They were born within four years of each other, inhabited the same social world and had acquaintances in common. Each recognized the other’s genius, and, on one memorable afternoon in August 1910, Freud took Mahler on as a very short-term patient: at Mahler’s request they strolled together through Leiden to discuss the composer’s marital difficulties.2 At a much deeper level the two temperaments were akin. Both men were ironists, artists in retrospection, enthusiasts for nature, and both had a keen sense of human limitation. Seen inside the larger flux of natural growth and decay, the perturbations of the human individual were a Lilliputian sideshow, but neither of these commanding Viennese figures found this lack of proportion unduly discouraging. Freud’s short paper ‘On Transience’, written during the First World War, could almost be a footnote to the ‘Ewig…, ewig…’ (‘Eternally…, eternally…’) on which the final movement of Mahler’s Das Lied von der Erde ends: ‘As regards the beauty of Nature,’ Freud had written, ‘each time it is destroyed by winter it comes again next year, so that in relation to the length of our lives it can in fact be regarded as eternal’ (‘Was die Schönheit der Natur betrifft, so kommt sie nach jeder Zerstörung durch den Winter im nächsten Jahre wieder, und these Wiederkehr darfin Verhältnis zu unserer Lebensdauer als eine ewige bezeichnet werden’).3 For a moment at least, mankind could be rescued by natural beauty from his own littleness; beyond transience lay a thoroughly earthly vision of eternity.

The affinity between Freud and Mahler was, of course, much more than a mere convergence between two creative personalities. If we place the two of them in the company of Karl Kraus, Robert Musil, Joseph Roth, Italo Svevo, Arthur Schnitzler and other members of that extraordinary late-Habsburg generation, we can see them all as the bewildered but defiantly inventive denizens of a crumbling empire. They were all self-conscious latecomers in the history of a regime, and witnesses to the ending of a world. When Freud wrote the words ‘Finis Austriae’ in his diary on 12 March 1938 he was reacting to the German invasion that had begun that morning, but he was also writing the epitaph for a culture that had been a long time dying and had talked to itself often of its own demise.4

An emphasis on endings and leave-takings certainly helps us to understand the tenor of these extraordinary times. The Musikverein concert, as a social occasion, redramatized the palpable sense of loss and regret that is already there in the notes of Mahler’s score. Long before Walter raised his baton, the composer had set the stage for an event of this kind. Valediction came naturally to him, and there was now every reason for hearing his personal swansong as the slightly premature requiem for a threatened nation state. Freud, too, had anticipated the catastrophe that was about to envelope Austria. His anatomy of human destructiveness, born of the First World War and its aftermath, had been elaborated in successive essays of the 1920s, and his central concept of the Todestrieb, the death drive, had been launched, in part, to make sense of the recent mass slaughter that Europe had seen.5 The psychoanalytic theory of the human drives, that is to say, had already been adjusted to take account of the continent’s next massive spate of mechanized killing. But there is a real danger of misunderstanding Freud’s writings of the 1930s if we place too much emphasis on their intimations of disaster.

The problem of historical understanding that these writings pose for modern readers springs at once into relief if we simply consider the cultural resonances of the place-name ‘Marienbad’. This Bohemian spa-town, now known again by its original Czech name Mariánské Lázně, has become an emblem of loss in its extreme form. For many writers, the mere naming of this resort conjures up the ghostly residue of an otherwise irrecoverable central European past. In the film and ‘cine-novel’ L’Année dernière à Marienbad, jointly created by Alain Resnais and Alain Robbe-Grillet during the early 1960s, the retrospection to which modern lovers may fall victim is decked out in cultural reminiscences.6 The effort to regain access to a personal past somehow involves palatial architecture, grandly displayed on screen, just as the current sexual desires of the protagonists are bodied forth in the mouldings, carvings and stucco embellishments of this or that late Baroque interior. The film makes use of the Nymphenburg and Schleissheim palaces outside Munich rather than Marienbad itself, but the title of the work has already prepared the viewer for such displacements: whether as a personal memory, or as a historical reference point, or as a promise of therapeutic benefit, Marienbad, like the other great spas, is already lost. W. G. Sebald, in his haunting last book, Austerlitz, lays out a similar scenario. Marienbad, for the eponymous secondary narrator of the novel, is still all there, a real place, on the map and visitable, but at the same time it is mute and inscrutable: ‘I tried to explain that something or other unknown wrenched at my heart here in Marienbad, something very obvious like an ordinary name or a term which one cannot remember for the sake of anyone or anything in the world’.7

If we move back in time only as far as 1936, however, the same town is alive with visitors and animated human exchange. Marienbad was the venue for the 14th International Psychoanalytical Congress. Although it had been chosen in part to allow Anna Freud to return at short notice to Vienna if her ailing father’s health deteriorated further, the place had numerous other advantages: comfortable accommodation, good transport links, a central location within the European land-mass and a long history of high-level international parleying. The Emperor Franz Josef had visited Edward VII during one of the king’s regular sojourns there. Clemenceau, Lloyd George, and a kaleidoscopic array of czars, viziers, presidents and princesses had passed through in recent decades. And the town had also been hospitable to ordinary people from across Europe: taking the waters was a fad that flowed easily across boundaries of class and culture. Jews from the professional bourgeoisie in Berlin and Vienna came there, together with rabbis from Warsaw or from far-flung shtetls.8 The leading Yiddish writer of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, Sholem Aleichem, gave the title Marienbad to a fond satirical portrait of these visitors to the spa: in a series of letters to and from home, the passions and anxieties of a widely distributed Yiddish-speaking population are distilled.9

Remembering the cosmopolitan busyness of this single town in its heyday, and holding off for a moment from the images of desolation that the place has attracted in the decades since the Holocaust, we can begin to rediscover an important quality of robustness in psychoanalysis itself during these years. Freud himself was continuing to undergo painful treatment for cancer of the jaw in the mid thirties and was subject to bouts of severe discouragement, but the view of the human mind that he had formulated in the early years of the century was flourishing internationally. That view, even as it was monitored by Ernest Jones and others intent on maintaining its doctrinal purity, was being adapted and pluralized by the analytical community at large. It was at the Marienbad Congress in 1936 that Jacques Lacan made his professional debut as an analyst, and that his concept of the ‘mirror phase’ was launched on its own eventful career.10 It was at this conference, too, that the competition between the followers of Melanie Klein and Anna Freud as theorists of child development entered a decisive new phase. Psychoanalysis was by now sure enough of itself if not to welcome serious internal dissent then at least to sustain it reasonably open-mindedly when it began to well up.

Marienbad is not empty but full, therefore, if we transport ourselves back to this Congress. Ernest Jones, addressing the delegates as president of the International Psychoanalytical Association, paid tribute to Czechoslovakia ‘as an island of freedom surrounded by totalitarian states’, and the Congress itself was a standard-bearer for free intellectual exchange and bracing disagreement.11 If we look forward from this fertile moment into the war years and beyond, we can see that the later politics of the psychoanalytic movement are already there in an early draft form. The debate between Kleinians and Anna Freudians was to dominate the life of the British Psychoanalytical Society in the years 1941–5, and Lacan, building on the ideas launched in his ‘mirror phase’ paper, was to establish a psychoanalytic tradition of his own from the 1950s onwards. The sheer staying power of these disagreements is astonishing. The ‘controversial discussions’, as the wartime disputes came to be called, have continued indefinitely.12 The schism between Lacan and the International Psychoanalytical Association became a central feature of Freudian thinking as it spread globally, and remains so to this day. The psychoanalytic institutions of the early twenty-first century are much more than a distant after-effect of the Marienbad encounters: they are a materialization of the tensions – the thought-sustaining differences of theoretical temper – that had declared themselves, decades earlier, in a convenient and hospitable Bohemian resort.

What makes the Introductory Lectures on Psychoanalysis: Second Series, seen in the context of Freud’s personal life, so fascinating is that, for all their intellectual complexity, they could easily not have been written at all. They are not a book born of internal necessity, as The Interpretation of Dreams and Three Essays on the Theory of Sexuality had been. When Freud began to write these lectures, he had already completed the long series of moral and cultural essays begun with Beyond the Pleasure Principle in 1920; he had already produced a number of popularizing works on the basic tenets of psychoanalysis; and he had recently reported himself exhausted as a writer and empty of notable new ideas. One of his main motives in taking up his pen again, after two very lean years of literary production, was a straightforward commercial one. The Internationaler Psychoanalytischer Verlag, which had been established at the end of the First World War as a private publishing house for the dissemination of Freud’s insights, was by now in a precarious financial state. Psychoanalysis had spread at great speed around the world and had attracted many distinguished adherents and admirers, but this did not mean that its new publications, especially those of a technical kind, could be expected to sell. Indeed they sold poorly, and the Verlag was in crisis. Freud’s hope was that a further introductory work from himself, and one that also contained a detailed review of recent extensions and applications of his theory, would help to rescue the firm. If other people could write for profit on the Freudian view of mankind, perhaps Freud himself, exploiting an advantage that no one else had, could join their number.13

The new Introductory Lectures are an occasional work, therefore, and an informal and digressive one at that. Although Freud, as he wrote, imagined an audience of the kind he had had nearly twenty years before for the original series, and used a conversational idiom appropriate to the lecture-theatre, these pages were never intended for public performance. Yet writing of this kind, half-pretending to be spontaneous speech, proves in its published form to be a flexible vehicle for a characteristic late-Freudian dialogue between certainty and doubt. He holds his own theory of the unconscious to be true in its broad outlines, but subject to continual correction and refinement in its particulars. That theory gains strength from the empirical observation of patients and from close attention to the stories they tell about themselves, and it must be prepared to reposition itself as new material becomes available. Freud by this stage in his career had become accustomed to the mutability of theoretical notions, his own included, and is able to think of psychoanalysis, the whole of it, as a set of transient conventions destined in due course to be supplanted, or to be integrated into a new science of mankind. Until either of these destinies is fulfilled, however, psychoanalysis must be protected from its detractors and celebrated for its discoveries. Defenders of a provisional truth must be prepared to be obdurate until a truer truth is found.

The sheer delight that Freud takes in the plasticity of his own thinking is nowhere more evident than in his lecture on ‘Fear and the Drives’. The drives–or ‘instincts’ as they were known throughout James Strachey’s Standard Edition of Freud’s works – had been a tantalizing object of enquiry from an early stage in his career. ‘The more deeply we probe in our study of psychical processes, the more we become aware of their richness and complexity,’ he now writes, reminding himself and his reader that a coherent and stable theory of the drives is a precious navigational aid for those who venture into the mental interior (p. 84, below). Having a clear view of the fundamental drives was crucial for anyone who wanted to avoid being swallowed into an uncontrollable luxuriance of mental causes and effects. And if those drives turned out to be few in number and patterned by a single great contrast or contrariety, so much the more useful they would be to psychoanalysis when it was called on to present its scientific credentials.

The problem, however, is that the very component of Freud’s theory that should have offered a bulwark against mutability was itself subject to mutation: ‘The theory of the drives is, so to speak, our mythology. The drives are mythic in essence, magnificent in their elusiveness’ (p. 86). With great relish, Freud then tells the story of his own efforts to trap this elusive prey, and in so doing to transform teasing myth into true science. First of all, he had found his key contrast and his key endorsement of the principle of parsimony in the difference between the sexual and self-preservative drives. But thinking about the matter further, and seeking to take account of the human destructiveness that was visible all around him in war-ravaged Europe, he came to the view that sex and self-preservation were intimately linked life-forces, and that their complement and counterpart was to be found in a death-drive. The story of this change is a simple one in that both pairs of terms have the same task to perform: they are both called on to stabilize and elucidate the turbulent mental field. It is just that the second is now thought to perform the task better.

Yet the story is not complete at this point. Having reminded his reader of the benefits that a bipolar presentation of the drives may be expected to bring, Freud takes flight again into speculation and uncertainty. However firmly the psychoanalytic theorist may wish to draw his demarcating line between the drives of ‘life’ and ‘death’, actual mental material never quite seems to behave in accordance with his prescription. The mind dotes upon hybrids and amphibians, and so does Freud:



we now propose that this relationship [of confluence between Eros and aggression] is paradigmatic, and that all drive-impulses that we are able to look at involve such ‘mergences’ or ‘fusions’ of the two kinds of drive – in all sorts of different proportions of course. In the process, the erotic drives would introduce the diversity of their sexual aims into the mix, whereas the others [that is the destructive ones] would only allow of a variety of mitigations and debasements in their one unchanging tendency. This postulate paves the way for studies that in due course may acquire great significance for our understanding of pathological processes. For mergences may also disintegrate, and we may reasonably suppose that these ‘drive de-mergences’ affect function in the most severe way But these views are still too new; nobody has tried so far to put them to any practical use (pp. 95–6).

Suddenly, in passages of this kind, an open future of scientific hypothesis and guesswork comes into view. Mental events, human dispositions and pathological symptoms are all alike in one respect at least: all of them are composite in character and bring distinct sorts of desire together in varying ratios. Separate forces need to be thought about in their propensity for ‘mergence’, and merged forces in their tendency to come apart. Freud’s theory of the drives seems to be looking beyond its own hard-won pattern of symmetries into a world of mutating categories and conceptual fluctuation. Psychoanalysis is at once complete and hedged about with unfinished business.


Much of Freud’s writing later in this series of lectures has the same quality of syncopated internal debate. When, for example, he begins to ask himself what light his doctrine might now be in a position to shed on such matters as religion, politics and education, he veers between attitudes of rebellion and acquiescence towards the established social order. Psychoanalysis has a message of emancipation for politicians and educators but must not be seen consorting with unruly elements in either sphere; it encourages the free expression of desire, but is prevented by its scientific vocation from descending more than a step or two towards bacchanalian revelry. Religion, too, is at an uncomfortable crossroads for the analytic observer: it is objectionable in so far as it actively inhibits intellectual enquiry, but yet it so plainly springs from the troubled infancy of humankind that it deserves to be treated with forbearance. The religious believer presents symptoms of exactly the sort that an analytic practitioner meets from day to day in the consulting room. Not the least of the virtues that Freud claims for his system in the final lecture is that it allows the speculative intellect to oscillate in this way: it has room within it for an ebb and flow of sympathy on the clinician’s part; it thrives upon the fusion and de-fusion of ideas. In the end, however, there is something that is too deliciously irresponsible about any form of theorizing that rides the waves of uncertainty in order to explore merely possible worlds: ‘Our best hope for the future is that the intellect – call it the scientific spirit, call it reason – will over the course of time establish a dictatorship over the human psyche (p. 160).’ Freud’s sudden switch of direction is characteristic. Indeed he had been correcting himself in similar terms over several decades of speculative adventure. Psychoanalysis was not poetry, prophecy or divination, but science pure and simple; it must examine fantasy but not become fantasy; it must be tolerant of human wishes but not yield to wishfulness in its own procedures. The rule of science was alone among dictatorships in having so much self-denial in it, and so much benevolence towards the wayward desires of human beings at large.

An Outline of Psychoanalysis was Freud’s last book, and the personal circumstances in which it was written are extraordinary. After the resignation of Schuschnigg on 11 March 1938 and the German annexation of Austria that began on the following day, Freud was gradually persuaded that he had to leave Vienna, but leaving was a complicated and risk-filled matter, and nearly three months elapsed before arrangements were finally in place for him to travel byway of Paris to London.14 Towards the end of this period he began work on a brief essay designed, in his own opening words, ‘to offer as it were a dogmatic conspectus of psychoanalysis by bringing together all its doctrines in the most concentrated and clear-cut form’ (p. 175). One of the distinctive pleasures this essay affords is, as Lionel Trilling put it, that of ‘listening to a strong, decisive, self-limiting voice uttering statements to which I can give assent’.15 Freud’s defence of scientific rationality is as firm as it has ever been, and contains a compelling account of the interplay between empirical observation and conjecture. Science, he again insists, has no place in it for occult qualities or superstitious nostrums. To be scientific is to bring a finely tuned power of inference to bear upon the world of facts, including the special order of invisible material facts to which thoughts, feelings, wishes and intentions belong:



The processes with which [psychology] is concerned are in themselves just as unknowable as those of other sciences – of, say, chemistry or physics – but it is possible to establish which laws they obey, to trace their mutual relationships and interdependencies seamlessly over long stretches; in other words, to reach what one calls an ‘understanding’ of the relevant area of natural phenomena. This can’t happen without our making assumptions and creating new terms – but these should not be despised as testifying to any embarrassment on our part. On the contrary, they should be treasured as an enriching of science, (p. 187)

The clarity and nuance of Freud’s presentation in An Outline of Psychoanalysis are as remarkable as its tone. It is the finest of his expository works, and when one remembers the conditions of its birth its achievement can be seen to be much more than a stylistic one: these pages are a courageous act of defiance directed against disease, infirmity and what Freud had recently termed the ‘almost prehistoric barbarism’ of Nazi ideology.16


It would be misguided to think of the Outline as a diplomatic retelling of an already familiar tale, or as an old man’s attempt to set down a safe consensual view of the psychoanalytic project, for the work has its own intellectual drama and its own atmosphere of risk. From the beginning of his career as the inventor and proponent of a new mental science, Freud had been aware that his views possessed huge powers of provocation. Right-minded people had no wish to be told about infantile sexuality, the upthrust of unconscious desire into daily life, or the scandalous passions that raged inside the nuclear family, but Freud was calmly intent on telling them about such things. In the Outline, however, he devotes less attention to the headline news that he had previously put into circulation than to an underlying scandal that was if anything even more sensational.

Running counter to a time-honoured Western prejudice in favour of consciousness both as the seat of personal identity and as the defining characteristic of the psychical, Freud’s new science had evidence from the consulting room to suggest that ‘the psychical in itself is unconscious’. Consciousness was a fragile and momentary affair, and its event-sequence had too many gaps in it to be intelligible in its own terms alone. These gaps could be satisfactorily filled only by reference to an alternative mental sequence. The unconscious was a postulate rather than a directly observable state of affairs, but without its concealed logic and its continuity of action the contents of consciousness made incomplete sense. Freud’s vision of the conscious mind perched precariously and parasitically on the outer surface of an implacable unconscious had its grandeur: in conditions like these, heroic powers of inference were required by anyone seeking to bring different mental zones, systems, or logics together into a coherent overall model of the ‘psychical apparatus’. But the disproportion between the conscious and unconscious components of the mind gives a strange air of self-apology to Freud’s defence of science and reason, for science, even with its inferential procedures working at full stretch, is still no more than a specialised and well-ordered version of consciousness. Psychoanalysis, even as it declares its allegiance to the scientific attitude, is building its understanding of the world on a flimsy foundation; it is endlessly reminded, by the mental stuff on which it chooses to dwell, of the limitations of its warrant.

Freud’s doctrine re-emerges, then, in this final, concentrated exposition of it, as a psychomachia, a conflict within the soul of man. The drama of psychoanalysis was always to be found in a series of characteristic tensions, but now, at this very late hour, Freud is able to rehearse these with a disinterestedness and tranquillity that are quite new. Here is a theoretical edifice that is also a therapy; a movement away from the mental underworld that cannot be accomplished without re-entering its troubled force-field at every turn; an attempt to free human desire from its traumas and fixations, but one that keeps on turning up new evidence of unfreedom in the material it inspects.

The works collected in this volume are the products of their time, but it would be shortsighted to think of them only in that way – as, say, an Abschied, a farewell to the fertile Austrian culture in which Freud’s new mental science had been born forty years earlier. Transience, fugitiveness and a certain valedictory intensity are all present in what follows, but not because external events have imposed these qualities. Such themes are part of a natural historian’s vision of the human mind as it lives and dies inside the larger process of nature. In order to understand the continuing importance of these late works, we need to pass from the dark moments in which they were written to the texture of their arguments, just as we may find ourselves passing, while we listen to Bruno Walter’s first recording of Mahler’s ninth, from the Austrian tragedy that was unfolding inside and outside the hall to the complex harmonic dramas of the work itself.

What remains to be said of the affinity between Freud and Mahler? Schoenberg, who was a great critic as well as a great composer, wrote of Mahler’s last completed symphony in terms that readers of Freud’s An Outline of Psychoanalysis will find familiar:



His Ninth is most strange. In it, the author hardly speaks as an individual any longer. It almost seems as though this work must have a concealed author who used Mahler merely as his spokesman, as his mouthpiece. This symphony is no longer couched in the personal tone. It consists, so to speak, of objective, almost passionless statements of a beauty which becomes perceptible only to one who can dispense with animal warmth and feels at home in spiritual coolness.17

It is Freud’s objectivity, his willingness to be a spokesman or mouthpiece for the divided human mind, that gives this last book its enduring power. In this ‘dogmatic conspectus’ of psychoanalysis an impersonal beauty is to be found.
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Translator’s Preface

My first encounter with Freud (on a train to Hamburg ten years ago – my copy of Jenseits des Lustprinzips still contains a German chocolate-wrapper bookmark to prove it) filled me with admiration and frustration in pretty much equal measure. Translating his essays has not changed my mind. On the one hand, Freud delights us with the most wonderfully lucid and compelling theories (narcissism, childhood sexuality, repression, the death-drive, penis envy et al.); on the other, he irritates us with outlandish speculations that are at times so difficult to grasp that they are barely comprehensible at all (the phylogenetic Ice Age and eating the primal father come to mind).


When I first became confused by Freud, I feared that the problem might lie with my inadequate German, so I resorted to reading the old English Standard Edition as well. However, the fascinating thing about this was that it tended in fact to be even less clear than the original. Translations such as ‘anaclitic’, ‘conative’, ‘thaumaturgical’, ‘protasis’ or ‘apodosis’ didn’t help me to grasp what Freud might mean; modal verbs were frequently mistranslated; and the wonderfully expressive German subjunctive often not rendered at all. At this point, I rather arrogantly (or innocently) thought that, were I ever to translate Freud, I would come up with the most wonderfully lucid version possible; a version that would clear up the Standard Edition’s many obscurities. Needless to say, all I have realized is that it is more or less impossible to do so; in fact, I have come to admire the original translators’ achievement far more than I ever did before (not least because they didn’t have the benefit of the wonderful Trevor Jones Oxford Harrap dictionary – if I have struggled with words beginning with letters later than ‘R’, his death is entirely to blame!).

If one were to list all the individual problems involved in translating Freud, the list would be as long as the actual translation. However, various words and concepts do warrant special mention here, as they present potential problems to the reader too.

The most fundamental problem is perhaps this: how to translate Freud’s central terms ‘Ich’, ‘Über-Ich’, and ‘Es’. These have traditionally been translated as ‘ego’, ‘super-ego’, and ‘id’ – and have as such become part of the English language. However, I have long disliked them for a variety of reasons. First, they have always seemed far too ‘Latinate’ for Freud, whose German is for the most part delightfully free of pomposity and fancy jargon; in any case, I have always felt that, had he wanted to use these or similar terms, he would have done so. Second, the English word ‘ego’ – for me, at any rate – has connotations which it doesn’t have in Freud (such as ‘egotistical’, ‘egocentric’, ‘ego-boost’, ‘ego-trip’ and the like). Third, ‘id’ seems simply wrong for ‘das Es’, which works in German in a way in which it can’t do in English. What ‘das Es’ implies is the impersonal form of the pronoun. As John Reddick’s splendid footnote in his New Penguin Freud translation of The Ego and the Id explains, this impersonal usage is not only very common in German, but can also ‘convey an unnerving sense of a particular and yet unidentifiable, unbiddable presence or force that can assert itself both within us, and in the world around us’. So, where in English one might say ‘I shudder when I think of it’, German can more ominously say ‘Es schaudert mich, wenn ich daran denke’.* Moreover, it is striking that Freud often personifies the Ich and the Über-Ich – but never personifies the Es: it seems, rather, to be a kind of swirling abyss, a realm of ‘otherness’ over which we have no control. Finally, the word ‘Über (or even the umlaut-less ‘Uber’) is now becoming part of the English language too: ‘Übermensch’ has long since been English-ified, but we’ll now regularly find ‘Über-babes’, ‘Über-clubs’, and ‘Über-photographers’ (to mention but a few) in the broadsheets. Why not Über-Ich as well? Thus the three terms have been left in German.

Several other Freudian terms that have made their way into our general consciousness thanks to the Standard Edition were almost as challenging. ‘Cathexis’ is one such. The German noun is ‘Besetzung’ (verb: ‘besetzen’, traditionally rendered as ‘to cathect’), and part of the problem is that it is impossible to know exactly what Freud had in mind when he chose the term. But it seems to me that ‘cathexis’ serves only to muddy the waters. I have used ‘investment’/‘to invest’, on the grounds that most English speakers would know what was meant if somebody said they had ‘invested’ a great deal of energy in a particular task, or love in a particular person. (For the record, despite the above mention of ‘Über-babes’, ‘Überbesetzung’ is translated as ‘hyper-investment’!)

The next obvious problem was with the German word ‘Trieb’, traditionally translated as ‘instinct’. This was, mercifully, an easy decision: like most modern translators, I opted for ‘drive’, in order to capture the sense of thrust and vigour that the German implies. That, though, is by no means perfect; indeed, Freud was quite right when he described ‘Trieb’ in ‘The Question of Lay Analysis’ as ‘a word that many modern languages envy us’ (‘ein Wort, um das uns viele moderne Sprachen beneiden’, Die Frage der Laienanalyse, III).

‘Topisch’ caused a few more agonies: I have always found the traditional ‘topographical’ far too long-winded, but as ‘topical’ had, I felt, too many connotations of skin-cream, I reluctantly plumped for the former. ‘Angst’ was also difficult: I ultimately rejected ‘anxiety’, and decided in favour of straightforward ‘fear’ (though, as the essay ‘Fear and the Drives’ shows, fear is anything other than straightforward in Freud’s view). I dismissed the dreadful ‘symptomatic parapraxis’ as a rendering of ‘Fehlleistung’, preferring the word ‘slip’, given that we are all now familiar with the concept of Freudian slips. ‘Psychisch’: ‘psychic’ – or ‘psychical’? I had decided upon the former until I came to read through my final version, and found it somewhat reminiscent of Glenn Hoddle and Eileen Drewery, so resorted to ‘psychical’ instead, mouthful though it is. ‘Die Weiblichkeit’ (Lecture 5) posed its own problems. In the past, it has been translated as both ‘the psychology of women’ and ‘femininity’, but neither seemed appropriate. For one thing, the essay doesn’t solely deal with women’s psychology, but with traits that we have traditionally taken to be ‘female’ – in other words, characteristics that a man could equally well possess. ‘Femininity’, for its part, suggests to me something along the lines of fluttering your eyelashes and sitting with your knees together. Thus I opted for the slightly ungainly ‘femaleness’ instead.

Perhaps the most tricky words of all, though, are those that don’t have any one reasonably satisfactory English equivalent. The most striking of these is ‘Instanz’. This is a word that could give any translator a sleepless night or two, for not only does it have no real linguistic equivalent in English, but it has no real cultural equivalent either. As a result, this translation renders it as ‘entity’, ‘voice’, ‘force’, and ‘authority’ depending on the context. However, none of them really captures the central thrust of ‘Instanz’, namely some kind of implacable judicial or quasi-judicial authority making judgements about what we are and are not allowed to do, and tormenting us for real or perceived misdemeanours with punishments and dreadful feelings of guilt (something that Freud’s vision has in common with that of fellow Austro-Hungarian Franz Kafka – who had, of course, read his Freud!).

‘Geist’ is another such word. I chose ‘spirit’, though I realize that it – along with any translation – doesn’t even begin to cover all the subtleties of the German word (which encompasses ‘spirit’, ‘mind’, ‘intellect’, ‘intelligence’, ‘mental attitude’, ‘imagination’, ‘atmosphere’ to name but a few). ‘Einstellung’ posed similar problems as, again, there is no direct English equivalent. Like ‘Instanz’, it is translated here depending on its context, as ‘stance’, ‘attitude’, or ‘perspective’. ‘Inhalt’ becomes both ‘content’ and ‘material’; and the bothersome ‘Erziehung’ is rendered interchangeably as ‘education’ and ‘upbringing’ in the ‘Explanations, Applications, Orientations’ essay, as the German word encompasses both English ideas.

The next problem specific to translating Freud lies in his tendency to create peculiar compound nouns such as ‘Kompromiβbildung’, ‘Symptombildung’, ‘Verdrängungswiderstand’, ‘Triebregung’, and ‘Wunschregung’ (and many more besides) – compounds that, cunningly enough, lend his theories an air of scientific fact. So, although the English compounds may sound rather unpleasant (‘compromise-formation’, ‘symptom-formation’, ‘repression-resistance’, ‘drive-impulse’, and ‘wish-impulse’ are hardly Shakespeare or Keats), they do at least have the merit of preserving the bizarreness of Freud’s German.

Of course, this translation posed a number of problems that aren’t necessarily specific to Freud – although his subject-matter means that they are more or less bound to come to light. The first of these is the simple ‘das Kind’. Obviously, there is no problem with translating this as ‘the child’. But how do you carry on? In German, it’s straightforward: ‘das Kind’ is neuter, and leaves you with no alternative. We, however, are understandably resistant to calling a child ‘it’ as a matter of course. To make matters even worse, though, English political correctness has interfered with the traditional and easy solution of using ‘he’: as anyone who has recently encountered a childcare manual will tesify, we are supposed to either a) alternate between the two; b) use ‘he or she’; c) use ‘she’ alone (which, for some reason, isn’t regarded as sexist); or d) repeat ‘the child’ (as in clumsy concoctions such as ‘the child will tell you when the child is ready to be fed’). One possible solution is offered by ‘their’ (e.g. ‘the child is in love with their mother’) – but it is deeply ugly. So I have generally resorted to ‘he’ and ‘his’, occasionally using ‘its’ if it seems to fit better in the context. My own dislike of political correctness aside, there is some justification for this: Freud is normally talking about male children; where he is clearly referring to girls (as in the ‘Femaleness’ essay), I have, of course, used ‘she’. In addition, there is one instance where he actually says ‘he (or she)’ (‘er (oder sie)’) and, again, I have taken my cue from him. ‘Menschheif’ and ‘der Mensch’ pose a similar problem and here, too, I make no apologies for adopting the old-fashioned but clear ‘mankind’ and ‘man’ where they fit better than ‘humankind’ and ‘humans’.

Finally, I should like to mention some people without whom this translation would be much the poorer. Trevor Jones I have already named; I would also like to thank Ellah Allfrey for taking on the unenviable task of typing up my manuscript; Anna South for commissioning it in the first place; and, wie immer, my fellow ‘de-Frauder’ John Reddick.
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Revision of the Dream-theory1

Ladies and Gentlemen! If I have called you together again after a break of more than fifteen years to review with you the new developments or, perhaps, improvements in psychoanalysis during this intervening period it is only right and proper from more than one point of view that we should begin by looking at how things stand with the theory of dreams. This theory occupies a particular place in the history of psychoanalysis; it indicates a turning point. With it, analysis completed its transition from being a psychotherapeutic procedure to become depth psychology. Moreover, ever since then, the theory of dreams has remained the most characteristic and peculiar aspect of the young science; something with no counterpart in the rest of our knowledge; a piece of virgin territory, wrested from folklore and mysticism. The strangeness of its postulates has conferred on it the role of a shibboleth: its application distinguishes those who could become adherents of psychoanalysis from those for whom it would remain ultimately unfathomable. For me personally, it was something that I could safely hang on to in those difficult times when the facts of neurosis, then unrecognized, tended to confuse my unpractised judgement. No matter how often I began to doubt the rightness of my tentative findings, if I succeeded in translating a senseless and muddled dream into a logical and intelligible psychical process on the part of the dreamer, I felt a renewed confidence that I was on the right track.


It is, therefore, of particular interest to us precisely in the case of the theory of dreams to trace two things. On the one hand it is interesting to trace the changes that psychoanalysis has undergone in this interval; and, on the other hand, to see what progress it has made in the meantime with regard to the extent to which our contemporaries understand and appreciate it. I shall warn you at the outset that you will be disappointed on both counts.

Let us flick through the back issues of the Internationale Zeitschrift für (ärztliche) Psychoanalyse that bring together the authoritative works in our field. In the early volumes you will find a regular section entitled ‘On the Interpretation of Dreams’, which contains extensive contributions on various points of the theory of dreams. But the further you go, the more scarce such contributions become, and this regular section ultimately disappears altogether. Analysts act as if they had nothing more to say about dreams; as if the theory of dreams were a closed chapter. However, if you ask which parts of the dream-theory have been adopted by outsiders, by the psychiatrists and psychotherapists – who heat their soup on our fire without, incidentally, being particularly grateful for the hospitality – by the so-called educated people who are wont to appropriate science’s more striking conclusions; by the literati and by the general public as a whole – then the answer gives us little cause for satisfaction. A few formulas have become generally known, including ones that we have never represented such as the proposition that all dreams are sexual in nature: but precisely such important things as the fundamental difference between the manifest dream content and latent dream thoughts; the recognition that fear-dreams don’t contradict the notion that the function of dreams is wish-fulfilment; the impossibility of interpreting a dream without possessing all the dreamer’s relevant associations; and, above all, the realization that the essential thing about dreams is the process of dream-work, all seem to be more or less as alien to the general consciousness as they were thirty years ago. I may say this, as I have received countless letters during the course of this period, in which writers submit their dreams to me for interpretation or demand information about the nature of dreams: these are all people who claim to have read The Interpretation of Dreams, yet they betray their lack of understanding of our dream-theory in every sentence. This is not going to stop us from giving a coherent account of what we know about dreams. You will remember that last time I devoted a number of lectures to demonstrating how we came to understand this previously unexplained psychological phenomenon.



So: if somebody – a patient in analysis, for example – recounts one of his dreams to us, we assume that he has thereby communicated something to us, as he committed himself to do when he embarked upon analytical treatment. Admittedly, this is a communication made by unsuitable means, since the dream is in itself not a social utterance, not a means of communication. Nor, indeed, do we understand what the dreamer wished to tell us, and he himself knows no better than we do. Now, we are faced with having to make a speedy decision: either the dream is – as non-analytical doctors would assert – a sign that the dreamer slept badly; that not all the parts of his brain had uniformly come to rest; that individual parts wanted to carry on working under the influence of unknown stimuli but could only do so in a very incomplete fashion. If that is the case, then we would be right to concern ourselves no further with this product of nocturnal disturbance that has no psychical value. For what do we suppose that we could expect to gain from investigating it that would be useful for our purposes? Or, on the other hand – but it is clear that we have decided otherwise right from the outset. We have – admittedly, quite arbitrarily – assumed or postulated that even this incomprehensible dream must be a completely valid, meaningful and valuable psychical act that we can use in analysis in the same way as we can use any other type of communication. Only the result of our attempts can tell us whether we are right or not. If we do succeed in converting the dream into a valuable expression of this kind, we clearly have the prospect of learning something new, of obtaining the types of communication that would otherwise have remained inaccessible to us.


Now, however, the difficulties of our task and the puzzles of our topics present themselves to us. How are we to set about converting the dream into a normal communication, and how do we explain the fact that part of what the patient is expressing has taken this form that is just as incomprehensible to him as it is to us?

You see, Ladies and Gentlemen, that this time I am going to portray this dogmatically rather than genetically. Our first step is to set out our new approach towards dreams by introducing two new concepts or names. We call what is normally referred to as the dream the ‘dream-text’ or the ‘manifest’ dream; and we call what we are looking for – that which we suppose to be so to speak behind the dream – the ‘latent’ dream thoughts. Then we can go on to phrase our two tasks in the following way: we have to convert the ‘manifest’ dream into the ‘latent’ one; and we have to show how the latter becomes the former in the dreamer’s psyche. The first part of this is a practical task: it falls to the interpretation of dreams and requires a particular technique. The second is a theoretical task: it is meant to explain what we take to be the process of dream-work, and it can be no more than a theory. Both the technique of dream interpretation and the theory of dream-work have to be created from scratch.

Which of the two should we begin with? I believe the technique of dream interpretation should come first: it will prove to be much more tangible and will make a more vivid impression on you.



Let us imagine, then, that the patient has recounted a dream that we are supposed to interpret. We have listened impassively, and did not start to reflect on what he was saying while he was still saying it. So what do we do next? We decide to concern ourselves as little as possible with what we have heard, with the manifest dream. Of course, this manifest dream displays all sorts of characteristics that are not entirely immaterial to us. It may be coherent and seamlessly constructed like a work of literature; or it may be incomprehensibly confused, almost like a delirium; it may contain absurd elements or jokes and apparently sophisticated conclusions; it may appear to be clear and sharp to the dreamer or murky and hazy; its images may demonstrate all the sensuous force of perceptions, or may be shadowy, like a breath of air; all sorts of different characteristics may find themselves sharing a single dream, scattered over several parts of it; and, finally, the dream may display an indifferent emotional tone or may be accompanied by the most powerful delightful or distressing sensations. Don’t imagine that we dismiss this infinite diversity in manifest dreams: we shall return to this later and shall find that much of it can be used for the purposes of interpretation. For the time being, though, we shall leave it aside and shall take the main road that leads to the interpretation of dreams. That is to say, we call upon the dreamer likewise to free himself from the impression of the manifest dream, to turn his attention from the whole of the dream to its individual components, and to tell us, one after the other, what every one of these components calls to his mind, what associations present themselves to him if he tackles them individually.


This is a curious technique, is it not? It is not the usual way to treat a communication or utterance. No doubt you also detect that there are certain assumptions lurking behind this procedure that are as yet unspoken. But let us proceed. In what order do we get the patient to deal with the component parts of his dream? Here, there are a number of routes open to us. We can simply follow the chronological order in which they emerged while the patient was recounting the dream. That is, so to speak, the strictest method, the classical one. Alternatively, we can ask the dreamer first of all to pick out the previous day’s residua in the dream, as experience has taught us that practically every dream includes a memory-trace of or allusion to one or, frequently, several of the previous day’s events; and if we follow these links, we have often found the bridge from the apparently remote dream world to the patient’s real world at one fell swoop. Or alternatively we tell him to begin with those particular elements in the dream’s content that strike him by being particularly clear or sensually powerful, for we know that it will be particularly easy for him to make associations in the case of these elements. It doesn’t matter which of these ways we use to reach the associations we are looking for.

So there we are: we have these associations. They produce the most diverse things: memories of the previous day (the ‘dream-day’) and of times long gone, deliberations, arguments for and against things, confessions and questions. Some of these come bubbling out of the patient; others cause him to hesitate for a while. Most of them are clearly related to an element of the dream – hardly surprising, as dreams are after all derived from these elements. However, it can also be the case that the patient prefaces them with the words: ‘that doesn’t seem to have anything at all to do with the dream; I’m just saying it because it springs to mind’.

If we listen to this wealth of associations, we soon notice that they have more than just their derivation in common with the dream’s content. They throw a surprising light on all the parts of the dream, fill in the gaps between them, make sense of their peculiar combinations. It really is time for us to fully appreciate the relationship between the associations and the dream content. The dream appears as an abridged extract from these associations, assembled according to rules that, admittedly, are not yet fully grasped, and its elements seem to be like a representative elected by a mass of people. There is no doubt that our technique has enabled us to discover something that the dream is a substitute for, something wherein its psychical value lies – but something that no longer displays the off-putting peculiarity of the dream, its strangeness and its confusing nature.

But let there be no misunderstanding! The associations to the dream are not yet the latent dream thoughts. These are contained in the associations as if in a mother ley – and yet are not completely contained in them. On the one hand, the associations provide far more than we need to formulate the latent dream thoughts, namely all the details, transitions, links, which the patient’s intellect had to produce as it approached them. On the other hand, the associations frequently stopped just short of the actual dream thoughts: they only came close to them, only touched upon them in allusions. At that point we plunge in ourselves: we complete the allusions, draw irrefutable conclusions, openly express things that the patient’s associations only touched upon. This sounds as if we were allowing our wit and will to play around with the material that the dreamer puts at our disposal, and as though we were misusing it in order to read things into his remarks that can’t actually be read out of them; nor is it easy to prove the legitimacy of this procedure in an abstract portrayal of it. But you only have to try a dream analysis for yourself, or bury yourself in a well-described example of one from our literature, and you will be convinced of just how compellingly this kind of interpretative work proceeds.

While we are in our interpretation of dreams generally and chiefly dependent on the dreamer’s associations, we nevertheless operate in a quite independent manner with regard to certain elements of the dream content. This is largely because we have to, for as a rule the associations break down at this point. We noted at an earlier stage that this always applies to the same elements; there are not many of these, and accumulated experience has taught us that they are to be regarded and interpreted as symbols for something else. Compared to other elements of the dream, one can attribute a fixed – although not necessarily unambiguous – meaning to them, the scope of which is determined by particular rules that we are used to. Since we know how to translate these symbols (whereas the dreamer doesn’t, although he himself used them) it can so happen that the meaning of a dream becomes immediately clear to us just as soon as we have heard the dream-text, even before we start making an effort to interpret it – while it remains a riddle to the dreamer himself. However, I have said so much about symbolism in the earlier lectures, about our knowledge of it and the problems it poses, that there is no need for me to repeat myself today.

That, then, is our method of dream interpretation. The next, and very well justified, question is this: can we interpret all dreams with its help? And the answer is: no, not all – and yet enough for us to be confident that it is a useful and legitimate method. But why not all? The answer that we have only recently arrived at has something important to teach us, something that immediately takes us into the psychical conditions in which dreams are formed. And that is: it can’t apply to all dreams, because the work of dream interpretation is carried out in the face of a resistance which varies from being barely perceptible to being completely insurmountable – at any rate with the powers we currently have at our disposal. We can’t overlook these manifestations of resistance during our work. At some point the associations are given without hesitation, and the first or second of them already gives us our explanation. At other points the patient falters and hesitates before finally coming out with an association, and we often have to listen to a long string of them before obtaining anything that can help us to understand the dream. We are certainly right to believe that the longer and more circuitous the string of associations, the more powerful is the patient’s resistance. We can also detect the same influence at work in the forgetting of dreams. It happens often enough that, despite his best efforts, the patient can no longer recall one of his dreams. However, once analytical work has cast aside a difficulty which has been disturbing the patient’s relationship to analysis, the forgotten dream suddenly reinstates itself. Two other observations also belong here. It very often happens that part of a dream is initially left out and is then added as an afterthought. This can be regarded as an attempt to forget that particular part. Experience shows that this is precisely the part that is most significant: we suppose that a more powerful resistance was standing in the way of its being communicated than was the case with the other parts. Furthermore, we often see that the dreamer tries to counteract the tendency to forget the dreams by putting them into writing the instant he wakes up. We can tell him that this is a waste of time, because the resistance that he has circumvented in recording the dream-text is simply displaced onto his associations and renders the manifest dream inaccessible to interpretation. This being the case, we need not be surprised if a further increase in the resistance suppresses the associations altogether and thereby completely thwarts our attempts to interpret the dream.

The conclusion we draw from all this is that the resistance that we notice in our work on interpreting dreams must also contribute to the dream’s formation. One can actually draw a distinction between such dreams that are formed under low pressure from resistance and such in which there has been a high degree of resistance. This pressure, however, also changes within the same dream from one place to another: it is to blame for the gaps, the obscurities, the confusions that can disturb the coherence of even the most pleasant dream.

But what is causing this resistance – and what is it resisting? Well, resistance is, for us, the surest sign of a conflict. There must be one force that wants to express something and another that is striving to prevent this from happening. What thus arises as a manifest dream may be a combination of all the decisions into which the battle between the two urges has been compressed. At one point, one force might have succeeded in getting its own way and saying what it wanted to say; at another point, the opposing force may either have succeeded in totally erasing the intended communication or have replaced it with something that betrays no sign of it. The commonest and, for the formation of dreams, most characteristic cases are those in which the conflict results in a compromise, so that the communicating force was indeed able to say what it wanted to say, but not in the way that it wanted to say it: it is dampened, distorted, made unrecognizable. If, then, the dream doesn’t give a faithful account of the dream thoughts, if the gap between the two can only be bridged by interpretation, then this is a triumph for the opposing, inhibiting, restricting force which we have deduced from perceiving the process of resistance in the interpretation of dreams. So long as we were looking at the dream as an isolated phenomenon, independent of the psychical formations related to it, we called this force the ‘dream censor’.

You have long been aware that this censorship is not unique to dreams. You know, too, that the conflict between two psychical forces, which we – somewhat imprecisely – call the ‘unconscious-repressed’ and ‘conscious’, totally dominates our psychical life and that resistance to dream interpretation, the sign of dream censorship, is nothing other than the resistance of repression that keeps both those forces apart. You are also aware that, under certain conditions, other psychical constructs emerge from this same conflict, constructs that are the result of compromises just as much as dreams are; and you won’t expect me to repeat to you here everything contained in the introduction to my theory of the neuroses in order to put before you what we know about the conditions under which such compromise-formations arise. You will have gathered that dreams are pathological products, the first part of the series that includes hysterical symptoms, obsessions, delusions, but that they distinguish themselves from these other things by their transitoriness and by the fact that they arise under conditions that are part of normal life. For we must remember that dream-life is, as Aristotle has already said, the way in which our mind works during sleep. Being asleep means turning away from the real external world, and it thus provides the conditions for a psychosis to develop. Even the most painstaking study of serious psychosis would not allow us to uncover a single trait that would be more characteristic of this illness. In psychosis, however, the turning away from reality is brought about in two different ways: either the unconscious-repressed becomes so excessively powerful that it overwhelms the conscious that is trying to cling to reality; or reality becomes so unbearably distressing that the threatened Ich throws itself into the arms of the unconscious drives in a desperate act of rebellion. The harmless dream-psychosis is the result of a consciously willed, and only temporary, withdrawal from the external world; it also disappears when relations with the external world are resumed. During the sleeper’s isolation, there is also a change in the distribution of his psychical energies: part of the repressive expenditure that is normally used to restrain the unconscious can be saved, for even if the unconscious takes advantage of its relative freedom and becomes active, it finds that the path to motility is barred and that the only path open to it is the harmless one to hallucinatory gratification. Now, then, a dream can be formed; however, the fact of dream censorship shows that enough repression-resistance still remains in operation during sleep.

Here we have the chance to answer the question whether a dream also has a function; whether a useful task is entrusted to it. The condition of repose without stimuli, which the state of sleep would like to create, is threatened from three sides: by chance external stimuli during sleep; by interests from the previous day that won’t subside; and in an unavoidable way from the stirrings from unsated repressed drives that are just lying in wait for an opportunity to express themselves. Owing to the nocturnal reduction in repression, there would be a risk that the rest afforded by sleep would be disturbed every time the outer or inner stimulus managed to combine with one of the unconscious drive-sources. The dream process allows the result of such a combination to find an outlet in a harmless hallucinatory experience, thus ensuring that the person can carry on sleeping. It is not a contradiction of this function if the dream occasionally causes the sleeper to wake up in a state of fear; but it is probably a signal that the guardian considers the situation to be too dangerous and believes that he can no longer deal with it. In such a case, we are frequently aware while we are asleep of this consoling thought that wants to prevent us from waking up: ‘don’t worry, it’s just a dream!’

This, Ladies and Gentlemen, was all I wanted to say to you about the interpretation of dreams, whose task it is to lead us from the manifest dream back to the latent dream thoughts. This having been achieved, interest in the dream – for practical analysis – has mostly faded away. We fit what the patient communicated in the form of the dream together with his other communications, and proceed with analysis. We, however, have a particular interest in remaining with dreams for a while longer; we are tempted to study the process by which the latent dream thoughts are transformed into the manifest dream. We call this the ‘dream-work’. You will recall that I described it in the earlier lectures in such detail that I can confine myself to the briefest summary in today’s survey.



The process of dream-work is, then, something quite new and strange, the like of which had never been known before. It has given us our first insight into the processes that take place in our unconscious system, and has shown us that these are quite different from the ones we know about in our conscious thought; that they must necessarily appear to the latter to be preposterous and mistaken. The significance of our findings has then been increased by the discovery that the same mechanisms – we dare not say ‘thought processes’ – that are at work in the formation of neurotic symptoms are also those that have transformed the latent dream thoughts into the manifest dream.


In what is to follow, I shall be unable to avoid a schematic method of exposition. Let us assume that we have interpreted a manifest dream in any given case, and that we now have before us all the latent thoughts, more or less emotionally charged, that have replaced it. A difference between them will then strike us, a difference that will take us a long way. Almost all these dream thoughts will be recognized or acknowledged by the dreamer: he admits that he did think thus at some time or another, or that he might very well have thought it. There is only one thing that he refuses to accept; something that is alien to him, perhaps even repellent; a something that he may possibly reject in a state of passionate agitation. Now it becomes clear to us that the other thoughts are pieces of his conscious – or, to put it more correctly: preconscious – thinking; they could also have been thought in waking life, indeed were probably formed over the course of the day. However, this one denied thought – or, to put it better, this one impulse – is the child of the night: it belongs to the dreamer’s unconscious and is therefore denied and rejected by him. It had to wait for the nocturnal reduction of repression in order to express itself in some way. This expression is, it has to be said, a diluted, distorted, disguised one; without our work of dream interpretation, we would not have discovered it. This unconscious impulse has to thank its connection with the other, harmless, dream thoughts for the opportunity to steal in through the barriers of censorship in an inconspicuous disguise. On the other hand, the preconscious dream thoughts have the same connection to thank for the power to occupy the psyche even during sleep. For we are in no doubt that this unconscious impulse is the real creator of the dream; it provides the psychical energy for its formation. Like every other impulse, it can strive for nothing other than its own gratification, and, moreover, our experience in dream interpretation shows us too that this is the meaning of all dreaming. In every dream, a drive-wish is supposed to be represented as fulfilled. The nocturnal closing-off of the psyche from reality and the regression to primitive mechanisms that is thereby achieved make it possible for this desired drive-gratification to be experienced in hallucinatory form as something happening now. As a result of the same regression, ideas are converted into visual images in dreams; the latent dream thoughts are, in other words, dramatized and illustrated.

This piece of dream-work tells us about some of the most striking and peculiar characteristics of the dream. Let me repeat the sequence of events in dream-formation. Introduction: the desire to sleep, and the deliberate turning away from the outside world. Two consequences of this for the psychical apparatus: first the possibility that older and more primitive modes of activity can emerge (in other words: regression); second the reduction in the resistance due to repression that burdens the unconscious. As a result of this latter feature the opportunity arises for dreams to be formed, which is exploited by the factors that trigger a dream – that is, by the internal and external stimuli that have become activated. The dream that thus emerges is already a compromise-formation and it has a dual function. On the one hand it is accordant with the Ich, since it serves the desire to sleep by dealing with stimuli that might disturb the sleeper; on the other hand it allows a repressed drive-impulse the satisfaction that is possible in these circumstances in the form of an hallucinatory wish-fulfilment. The whole process of dream-formation, which the sleeping ego permits, is, however, controlled by the censor, a control which is exercised by the remnants of repressive forces. I can’t portray this process any more simply: the process is itself no simpler that this. However, I can now proceed with my description of the dream-work.

Let us return once more to the latent dream thoughts. Their most powerful element is the repressed drive-impulse, which has created some kind of expression for itself (toned down and disguised though it may be) by basing itself on whatever stimuli happen to be available and by transferring itself onto the previous day’s residua. Like every other drive-impulse, this one presses to be gratified through action but, finding its root to motility blocked by the physiological mechanisms of the state of being asleep, it is forced to go in the opposite direction, that of perception, and to make do with an hallucinatory gratification. The latent dream thoughts are thus translated into a number of sense-images and visual scenes. In this way that thing happens to them which we find so new and disturbing. All the linguistic devices by which we express our more subtle thought-relations (conjunctions and prepositions, alterations in declination and conjugation) are dropped, because there is no means of portraying them: as in a primitive language without grammar, only the raw material of thought is expressed and the abstract is led back to the concrete which it is based on. What is thus left over can easily appear to be incoherent. When it becomes common practice for certain objects to be represented by symbols that have become strangers to conscious thought, then this accords both with the tendency in the psychical apparatus towards archaic repression and also with the dictates of censorship. But other changes made to the elements of the dream thoughts go far beyond this. Such of these elements as allow us to find any point of contact between them are compressed into new unities. As thoughts are transformed into pictures, those that allow this kind of compression or merging quite unequivocally take precedence; it is as if a force were at work that was causing the material to be pressed together or condensed. As the result of compression an element in the manifest dream can then correspond to any number of elements in the latent dream thoughts; but conversely an element of the dream thought can also be represented by any number of images in a dream.

Even more remarkable is the other process of displacement or shift of emphasis, which we only know in conscious thought as a flaw in reasoning or as the means for a joke. The individual notions in the dream thoughts are after all not of equal value; they are invested with varying amounts of affect and are correspondingly judged to be more or less important and more or less worthy of interest. In dream-work these notions are separated from the affects attached to them. The affects are dealt with separately: they can be displaced onto something else; they can remain as they are; they can undergo a transformation; or they may not appear in the dream at all. The importance of these notions, now stripped of all affect, returns in the dream in the sensory force of the dream-images; but we notice that this emphasis has been transferred from important elements to unimportant ones, so that something that only played a subsidiary role in the dream thoughts seems to have been pushed into the foreground in the dream – and, vice versa, the essential aspects of the dream thoughts are represented only fleetingly and hazily in the dream. No other aspect of the dream-work contributes so much to making the dream strange and unfathomable to the dreamer. Displacement is the principal means employed in the dream-distortion that the dream thoughts have to endure under the influence of the censorship.

Once these processes have taken effect on the dream thoughts, the dream is almost ready. However, another, somewhat inconstant, factor has yet to come into play. This is the so-called secondary processing, and it appears after the dream has become an object of conscious perception. At this point, we treat it in just the same way as we are accustomed to treat anything within our perception: we try to fill in the gaps and to make links – and, in the process, frequently expose ourselves to gross misunderstandings. But this as it were rationalizing activity – which, at best, lends the dream the kind of smooth façade that can’t possibly correspond to its real content – may also be entirely omitted, or it may express itself only to a very modest degree. In such cases the dream openly parades all its cracks and crevices. On the other hand we must not forget that the dream-work, too, doesn’t operate with the same amount of energy; often enough it restricts its activity only to particular parts of the dream thought, and allows other parts to appear in the dream unaltered. In this event, the dreamer has the impression that he has carried out the most subtle and complicated intellectual operations, that he has speculated, cracked jokes, made decisions or solved problems, when all this is in fact the product of our normal mental activity, might just as well have taken place the day before the dream as during the night, has nothing to do with the dream-work, and brings nothing to light that is characteristic of dreams. Nor is it superfluous to emphasize once again the opposition within dream thoughts themselves between the unconscious drive-impulse and the previous day’s residua. While the latter exhibit the full diversity of our psychical acts, the former, which becomes the actual motive force of dream-formation, tends to find an outlet as wish-fulfilment.



I could have told you all this fifteen years ago; indeed I believe I did in fact tell it to you then. Now we want to bring together such modifications and new insights as might have affected our theory in the intervening period.


I have already said that I fear that you find that there really is very little to report – and that you won’t understand why I have obliged you to listen to the same thing twice over and have obliged myself to say it. But fifteen years have passed since then, and I hope that this will prove to be the easiest way to re-establish contact with you. Moreover, these are such fundamental things, things of such decisive importance for an understanding of psychoanalysis, that you may be glad to hear them for a second time; and the very fact that, fifteen years on, things have remained so much the same is in itself worth knowing.

You will, of course, find in the psychoanalytical literature of this period much that confirms our theory and goes into great detail about it. I intend to give you only examples of this. At the same time I can also recapitulate on a few things that we already knew earlier. This mostly concerns symbolism and the other methods of representation in dreams. Believe it or not, only very recently the medical faculty at an American university refused to allow psychoanalysis the status of a science, on the grounds that it admits of no experimental proof. They could have raised the same objection to astronomy, too; it is, after all, particularly difficult to perform experiments on the celestial bodies. There, one is entirely dependent on observation.

On the other hand, researchers in Vienna, no less, have made a start on confirming our dream-symbolism through experiments. As long ago as 1912, a Doctor Schrötter found that if people under deep hypnosis are instructed to dream about sexual activities, the sexual material is replaced in the resulting dream by the symbols that are familiar to us. For example, a woman is instructed to dream about sexual congress with a female friend. In the dream, the friend appears with a travelling bag, which has a label pasted onto it saying ‘ladies only’. Even more impressive are the 1924 experiments of Betlheim and Hartmann, who worked with patients suffering from so-called Korsakow syndrome. They told them stories with a crude sexual content, and noted the ways in which the patients distorted the story when they were asked to reproduce it. In the process, the familiar symbols for the sexual organs and the sexual act appeared yet again; these included, among others, the symbol of the staircase which, the authors rightly say, would have been inaccessible to any conscious wish to distort.

In another interesting series of experiments, H. Silberer showed that we can catch the dream-work as it were in flagrante delicto, in the act of turning abstract thoughts into visual images. If he tried to force himself to do intellectual work while he was in a state of fatigue, drunken with sleep, his thoughts frequently vanished and in their place a vision would appear that was clearly a substitute for them.

Here’s a simple example of this. Let’s suppose, says Silberer, that I am intending to smooth out a rough patch in an essay. Vision: I see myself planing a piece of rough-sawn timber. In these experiments it often happened that the content of the vision was not the actual thought that was waiting to be dealt with but his own subjective state while he was making the effort: it was the subjective instead of the objective. This is what Silberer called a ‘functional phenomenon’. The next example will show you what is meant by this. The author is endeavouring to compare the opinions of two philosophers about a certain problem. But in his sleepy state, one of their opinions keeps slipping away from him and eventually he has a vision of himself demanding information from a surly secretary who is bent over a desk and who at first ignores him, then just looks at him reluctantly and dismissively. The conditions under which the experiment was made probably themselves explain why the visions forced to occur in this way so often depict a scene that stems from self-observation.

Let us stay with symbols for a little longer. There were some which we believed we had understood, but which still disturbed us as we couldn’t explain how that particular symbol came to have that particular meaning. In such cases, any confirmation we could get from elsewhere – from philology, folklore, mythology or ritual – was bound to be particularly welcome. An example of this type was the symbol of the cloak. Now, I hope you will be impressed when you hear Theodore Reik’s 1920 account:



in the most ancient marriage ceremony of the Bedouins, the bridegroom covers the bride with a special cloak called an ‘Aba’ and, as he does so, speaks these ritual words: ‘Henceforth shalt no one but me ever cover thee’ (source: Robert Eisler, Weltenmantel und Himmelszelt).

We have also discovered several new symbols, of which I shall give you at least two examples. According to Abraham (1922), a spider in a dream is a symbol of the mother – but a phallic mother, a mother we fear; so the fear of spiders expresses the dread of committing incest with the mother, and the horror of the female genitals. You perhaps know that the mythological creation of the Medusa’s head can be traced back to the same motif of this terror of castration. The other symbol I want to mention is that of the bridge, which Ferenczi explained in 1921–2. It originally signifies the male member, which joins the parents together during sexual intercourse, but it takes on further meanings that are derived from this first one. In so far as we have the male organ to thank for the fact that we ever made the journey from womb to world, the bridge signifies the crossing from the beyond (the as-yet-unborn state, the womb) to the here-and-now (life); and, as humans also picture death as a return to the mother’s body (to the water), the bridge also takes on the meaning of a summons to death; and, finally, at yet another remove from its original meaning, it represents any kind of transition or change of state. It is all of a piece with this that a woman who has not overcome her desire to become a man so often dreams of bridges that are too short to reach the opposite river-bank.


In the manifest content of dreams, we very often find images and situations that are reminiscent of the well-known motifs from fairy tales, legends and myths. The interpretation of such dreams thus throws some light on the original interests that created these motifs – although of course we mustn’t allow ourselves to forget that this material has undergone a shift in meaning over the course of time. Our interpretative work uncovers the raw material, so to speak, that we can often enough call sexual in the very broadest sense, but which has ended up being used in the most incredibly diverse ways when it is worked on later. This sort of derivation tends to reap the anger of all those researchers who are not psychoanalytically inclined, as if we were seeking to deny or disparage everything that developed later on this original basis. None the less, such insights are both interesting and instructive. The same applies to the derivation of certain motifs in the fine arts, such as, for example, when J. Eisler (1919), guided by his patients’ dreams, analytically interprets the young man playing with the little boy, represented in the Hermes of Praxitiles. I have almost finished with this topic, but I can’t resist mentioning how often mythological themes in particular can be explained by the dream-theory. Thus the legend of the labyrinth, for example, can be seen to represent an anal birth: the winding passageways are the bowels, and the thread of Ariadne is the umbilical cord.

Detailed study has allowed us to become increasingly familiar with the methods of representation used by dream-work – a fascinating and almost inexhaustible subject. I shall give you some examples of this. Thus, for instance, the dream expresses the notion of frequency by duplicating similar things. Listen to this young girl’s strange dream. She enters a large hall, where she finds a person sitting on a chair; this is repeated six or eight times – perhaps even more – but every time, the person is her father. This can easily be understood when we learn from the additional details that came to light during interpretation that this space represents the womb. Then the dream is equivalent to the well-known fantasy of the young girl who claims to have already met her father in utero, when he paid a visit to the womb during the mother’s pregnancy. You mustn’t be put off by the fact that something is reversed in the dream: that the act of entering has been transferred from the father to the dreamer’s own person (that, incidentally, has its own particular meaning too). The duplication of the father-figure can only mean that the process concerned happened repeatedly. We have to admit too that dreams are not really taking many liberties when they convey frequency by means of aggregation. They have simply fallen back on the original meaning of the word, which nowadays denotes to us a repetition in time but which is in fact derived from things being gathered together in space. But, wherever possible, dream-work turns temporal relationships into spatial ones and represents them as such. In a dream we might see a scene, say, between people who seem to be very small and distant, as if we were looking at them through the wrong end of a pair of opera glasses. Their smallness and their spatial remoteness mean here the same thing: it is remoteness in time that is meant, and we are to understand this as a scene from the far distant past. Furthermore, you will perhaps remember that I already told you in the earlier lectures (and illustrated my point with examples) that we had learnt to use even the purely formal features of the manifest dream for interpretative purposes, that is, to convert them into content deriving from the latent dream thoughts. Now you know, of course, that all the dreams in one particular night belong in the same context. But it is by no means a matter of indifference whether these dreams appear to the dreamer as a continuum or whether they are arranged into various pieces and, if so, into how many. The number of these pieces often corresponds to an equal number of separate focal points in the formation of the latent dream thoughts; or it may correspond to different tendencies battling with one another in the dreamer’s psyche, each of which finds its main (if never its exclusive) expression in a particular part of the dream. A sort of ‘pre-dream’ and a longer main dream often stand to each other in a relation of condition and execution: you can find a very clear example of this in my previous lectures. A dream that the dreamer describes as somehow ‘slotted in’ really corresponds to a dependent clause in the dream thoughts. In his study of pairs of dreams Franz Alexander (1925) shows that two dreams occurring in one night not infrequently share out the task of fulfilling the dream’s function: taken together, they provide a wish-fulfilment in two stages, something that neither dream could do on its own. So if, say, the dream-wish consists of a forbidden act being performed upon a particular person, then this person appears undisguised in the first dream, but the act is only vaguely alluded to. The second dream then does it differently: the act is openly referred to, but the person is made unrecognizable or is replaced by someone indifferent. This really does give the impression of actual cunning. A second and similar relation between the two parts of a pair of dreams is this: one depicts the punishment and the other the sinful wish-fulfilment. It’s a bit like saying: ‘if you take the punishment then you can allow yourself the forbidden fruit’.



*

I can’t detain you any longer with such petty discoveries, nor with discussions about the uses of dream interpretation in analytical work. I am sure you are impatient to hear which changes have taken place in our fundamental attitudes towards the nature and meaning of dreams. As I have already warned you, there is in fact little to report on this topic. The most strongly disputed point of the whole theory was undoubtedly the assertion that all dreams are wish-fulfilments. We have already, I believe, dealt with the unavoidable, perpetually recurring objection of the layman (’but there are so many fear-dreams!’) in the earlier lectures. By dividing dreams into categories of wish, fear, and punishment, we have kept our theory intact.


Even punishment-dreams are wish-fulfilments. Not fulfilments of drive-impulses but, rather, fulfilments of the criticizing, censoring and punishing force in our psyche. When we are confronted by a pure punishment-dream, only a very straightforward operation of the mind is necessary for us to be able to construct the wish-dream to which the punishment-dream was the appropriate riposte; and which, for the purposes of the manifest dream, was replaced by this rejection, namely the punishment-dream. You know, ladies and gentlemen, that the study of dreams was the first thing that helped us to understand neurosis. You will also find it quite understandable that our knowledge of neurosis was able to influence our view of dreams later on. As you will hear, we felt it necessary to postulate the existence in the psyche of a particularly critical and forbidding authority that we call the Über-Ich. Since we have now also identified the dream censor as a function of this authority, we have been led to look more carefully at the part played by the Über-Ich in dream-formation.

Only two serious difficulties have presented themselves as potential arguments against the theory of wish-fulfilment in dreams. The discussion of these things has moved into remote areas, and yet, it is true, has still not been fully resolved. The first difficulty is presented by the fact that people who have suffered a shock or severe psychical trauma – which was so often the case in the war, and which is also a basis for traumatic hysteria – are regularly taken back by their dreams into the traumatic situation. This, according to our hypotheses about the function of dreams, should not be the case. What wish-impulse could possibly be satisfied by returning to a highly unpleasant traumatic experience? It is hard to imagine. The second difficulty is one that we encounter practically every day in analytical work; it also involves no such weighty objections as the first one. You are aware that one of the tasks of psychoanalysis is to lift the veil of amnesia which shrouds the first years of childhood and to bring to conscious memory the expressions of early infantile sexual life that are contained within them. Now, the child’s first sexual experiences are associated with painful impressions of fear, prohibition, disappointment and punishment. We can understand their having been repressed but, that being so, we don’t understand how they can have such free access to our dream-life; how they can become the pattern followed by so many dream-fantasies; how our dreams come to be filled with reproductions of and allusions to these infantile scenes. Their unpleasurable character and the dream-work’s tendency to fulfil wishes seem not to be compatible after all. But perhaps in this case we are making too much of the difficulties. After all, all the abiding, unfulfilled drive-wishes, which provide the energy for dream-formation throughout our whole lives, remain bound up with the same childhood experiences; and we can well believe that the driving force of these wishes is so violent that it could force to the surface even the material of events that we experienced as unpleasant. And on the other hand, the efforts of the dream-work are unmistakable in the way in which this material is reproduced: it wants to deny unpleasure by means of distortion and to transform disappointment into fulfilment. It is different in the case of traumatic neurosis. Here, the dreams tend to end with the development of fear. I believe we must not shy from admitting that in this case the function of the dream fails. I shan’t resort to the old saying that the exception proves the rule; the wisdom of this saying seems to me to be most dubious. However, the exception probably doesn’t cancel out the rule either. If, for the purposes of studying it, we isolate an individual psychical process such as dreaming from all the hurly-burly of the psyche, we make it possible for ourselves to uncover its own set of laws that govern it; if we then put it back into its original context, we must be prepared to discover that our findings are obscured or impaired by coming into contact with other forces. We say that a dream is a wish-fulfilment; if you want to take these latter objections into account, you may say that a dream is at any rate an attempt at a wish-fulfilment. Those who can imagine themselves into the dynamics of the psyche will not imagine that you have said anything other than that. In certain circumstances the dream can only fulfil its intention in a very incomplete manner, or it has to abandon it altogether. Of all the things that prevent a dream from carrying out its function, an unconscious fixation on a trauma seems to be the primary one. Whilst the sleeping person has to dream, since the nocturnal waning of repression allows the driving force of the traumatic fixation to become active, his dream-work fails to achieve its desired transformation of the memory-traces of the traumatic event into a wish-fulfilment. In this case, the person ends up becoming sleepless; he decides to do without sleep, for fear that the dream-function will fail. Traumatic neurosis is an extreme example of this, but one must also admit that childhood experiences can be traumatic; and we need not be too surprised if lesser disruptions to the dream’s function appear under other conditions as well.
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