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Political Preface 1966 

Eros and Civilization: the title expressed an optimistic, 
euphemistic, even positive thought, namely, that the 
8Chievements of advanced industrial society would enable 
man to reverse the direction of progress, to break the fatal 
llllion of productivity and destruction, liberty and repression 
-in other words, to learn the gay science (gaya sciencia) 
fll bow to use the social wealth for shaping man's world in 
acordance with his Life Instincts, in the concerted struggle 
tpinst the purveyors of Death. This optimism was based 
• the assumption that the rationale for the continued 
aceptance of domination no longer prevailed, that scarcity 
ad the need for toil were only " artificially " perpetuated 
-in the interest of preserving the system of domination. 
I neglected or minimized the fact that this "obsolescent" 
Dtionale had been vastly strengthened (if not replaced) 
1J.r even more efficient forms of social control. The very 
Jan:es which rendered society capable of pacifying the 
llroggle for existence served to repress in the individuals 
the need for such a liberation. Where the high standard 
fllliving does not suffice for reconciling the people with 
their life and their rulers, the " social engineering " of the 
1001 and the " science of human relations " provide the 
-------- 1.!1_.!~_! __ 1 __ ,_1 _ ___ •_ T __ 11 __ n"l -· . . .. 
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thorities are hardly forced to justify their dominion. They 
deliver the goods; they satisfy the sexual and the aggressive 
energy of their subjects. Like the unconscious, the destruc
tive power of which they so successfully represent, they are 
this side of good and evil, and the principle of contradiction 
has no place in their logic. 

As the affiuence of society depends increasingly on the 
uninterrupted production and consumption of waste, 
gadgets, planned obsolescence, and means of destruction, 
the individuals have to be adapted to these requirements in 
more than the traditional ways. The "economic whip," 
even in its most refined forms, seems no longer adequate to 
insure the continuation of the struggle for existence in 
today's outdated organization, nor do the laws and patriot· 
ism seem adequate to insure active popular support for the 
ever more dangerous expansion of the system. Scientific 
management of instinctual needs has long since become a 
vital factor in the reproduction· of the system: merchandise 
which has to be bought and used is made into objects of the 
libido; and the national Enemy who has to be fought and 
hated is distorted and inflated to such an extent that he can 
activate and satisfy aggressiveness in the depth dimension of 
the unconscious. Mass democracy provides the political 
paraphernalia for effectuating this introjection of the 
Reality Principle; it not only permits the people (up to 
point) to chose their own masters and to participate (up 
a point) in the government which governs them- it 
allows the masters to disappear behind the tecnnc>lo~~CII 
veil of the productive and destructive apparatus which 
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the benefits and comforts which it bestows upon those who 
c:oDaborate. The people, efficiently manipulated and or· 
pnized, are free; ignorance and impotence, introjected 
lleteronomy is the price of their freedom. 

It makes no sense to talk about liberation to free men
mel we are free if we do not belong to the oppressed 
.UOority. And it makes no sense to talk about surplus r& 
pasion when men and women enjoy more sexual liberty 
tlrm ever before. But the truth is that this freedom and 
ldisfaction are transforming the earth into hell. The in
lemo is still concentrated in certain far away places: Viet
-.o, the Congo, South Mrica, and in the ghettos of the 
• .aluent society ": in Mississippi and Alabama, in Harlem. 
!IIese infernal places illuminate the whole. It is easy and 
-ole to see in them only pockets of poverty and misery 
• a growing society capable of eliminating them gradually 

without a catastrophe. This interpretation may even 
le Ralistic and correct. The question is: eliminated at 

cost- not in dollars and cents, but in human lives and 
:•:E~oan freedom? 

• I hesitate to use the word- freedom -because it is pre
in the name of freedom that crimes against humanity 

being perpetrated. This situation is certainly not new 
lidory: poverty and exploitation were products of eco

freedom; time and again, people were liberated all 
the globe by their lords and masters, and their new 

turned out to be submission, not to the rule of law 
ID the rule of the law of the others. What started as 

•jaion by force soon became " voluntary servitude," ... • .. , -
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increasingly rewarding and palatable. The reproduction, 
bigger and better, of the same ways of life came to mean, 
ever more clearly and consciously, the closing of those other 
possible ways of life ·which could do away with the serfs and 
the masters, with the productivity of repression. 

Today, this union of freedom and servitude has be~ome 
" natural'' and a vehicle of progress. Prosperity appears 
more and more as the prerequisite and by-product of a self
propelling productivity ever seeking new outlets for con
sumption and for destruction, in outer and inner space, 
while being restrained from " overflowing " into the areas 
of misery- at home and abroad. As against this amalgam 
of liberty and aggression, production and destruction, the 
image of human freedom is dislocated: it becomes the 
project of ·the subversion of this sort of progress. Libera
tion of the instinctual needs for peace and quiet, of the 
" asocial " autonomous Eros presupposes liberation from re
pressive affluence: a reversal in the direction of progress. 

It was the thesis of Eros and Civilization, more fully de
veloped in my One-Dimensional Man, that man could avoid 
the fate of a Welfare-Through-Warfare State only by 
achieving a new starting point where he could reconstruct 
the productive apparatus without that " innerworldly as
ceticism " which provided the mental basis for domination 
and exploration. This image of man was the determinate 
negation of Nietzsche's superman: man intelligent enough 
and healthy enough to dispense with all heros and heroic 
virtues, man without the impulse to live dangerously, to 
meet the challenge; man with the good conscience to make 
'!~- __ ~- ~ !- !J.. ... -ll .__ 1! ... - :- :,...u ,. 1;~,:. u,;f-hnnf- fp~fl 
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• Polymorphous sexuality " was the term which I used to 
illdicate that the new direction of progress would depend 
canpletely on the opportunity to activate repressed or ar
Jated organic, biological needs: to make the human body 
• instrument of pleasure rather than labor. The old for-
.ma, the development of prevailing needs and faculties, 
-.ned to be inadequate; the emergence of new, qualita

. -.ely different needs and faculties seemed to be the pre
i•IIJISilte, the content of liberation. 

1'he idea of such a new Reality Principle was based on 
assumption that the material (technical) preconditions 
ils development were either established, or could bees-

lllm«::a in the advanced industrial societies of our time. 
wa self-understood that the translation of technical 

•bllities into reality would mean a revolution. But the 
ICIOpe and effectiveness of the democratic introjection 
suppressed the historical subject, the agent of revolu
free people are not in need of liberation, and the op

are not strong enough to liberate themselves. These 
•libms redefine the conceFt of Utopia: liberation is the 

:n:alistic, the most concrete of all historical possibili
at the same time the most rationally and effectively •lle(l -the most abstract and remote possibility. No 

aiOilthV. no theory can undo the democratic introjection 
masters into their subjects. When, in the more or 

.aloent societies, productivity has reached a level at 
the masses participate in its benefits, and at which 

.. IPO!Iiticm is effectively and democratically "contained," 
the conflict between master and slave is also effectively 

... •• , -- _, ----- ...1 ~L- -~-~-1 1-.--.L!-- TJ. 
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exists, and explodes, in the revolt of the backward countries 
against the intolerable heritage of colonialism and its pro
longation by neo-colonialism. The Marxian concept stipu· 
lated that-only those who were free from the blessings of 
capitalism could possibly change it into a free society: those 
whose existence was the very negation of capitalist property 
could become the historical agents of liberation. In the 
international arena, the Marxian concept regains its full 
validity. To the degree to which the exploitative societies 
have become global powers, to the degree to which the new 
independent nations have become the battlefield of their 
interests, the " external " forces of rebellion have ceased to 
be extraneous forces: they are the enemy within the system. 
This does not make these rebels the messengers of human
ity. By themselves, they are not (as little as the Marxian 
proletariat was) the representatives of freedom. Here too, 
the Marxian concept applies according to which the inter
national proletariat would get its intellectual armor from 
outside: the "lightning o~ thought" would strike the 
"naiven Volksboden." Grandiose ideas about the union of 
theory and practice do injustice to the feeble beginnings of 
such a union. Yet the revolt in the backward countries has 
found a response in the advanced countries where youth 
is in protest against repression in affluence and war 
abroad. 

Revolt against the false fathers, teachers, and heroes -
solidarity with the wretched of the earth: is there any " or
ganic " connection between the two facets of the protest? 
There seems to be an all but instinctual solidarity. The 
---e-1.L -L t...,.,._....,.,. ...,_,..: ..... ~.a.. l,n..,.,o c-Dt:~o,.,..,c 11]rrrPlu ;mnnl<::ivP ;tc;: 
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targets hard to define: nausea caused by " the way of life," 
revolt as a matter of physical and mental hygiene. The 
body against " the machine " - not against the mechanism 
constructed to make life safer and milder, to attenuate the 
auelty uf nature, but against the machine which has taken 
over the mechanism: the political machine, the corporate 
machine, the cultural and educational machine which has 
welded blessing and curse into one rational whole. The 
whole has become too big, its cohesion too strong, its func
tioning too efficient- does the power of the negative con
centrate in still partly unconquered, primitive, elemental 
forces? The body against the machine: men, women, and 
children fighting, with the most primitive tools, the most 
brutal and destructive machine of all times and keeping it 
in check - does guerilla warfare define the revolution of 
our time? 

Historical backwardness may again become the historical 
chance of turning the wheel of progress to another direction. 
Technical and scientific overdevelopment stands refuted 
when the radar-equipped bombers, the chemicals, and the 
• special forces" of the affluent society are let loose on the 
poorest of the earth, on their shacks, hospitals, and rice 
fields. The " accidents " reveal the substance: they tear the 
technological veil behind which the real powers are hiding. 
The capability to overkill and to overburn, and the mental 
behavior that goes with it are by-products of the develop
ment of the productive forces within a system of exploita
tion and repression; they seem to become more productive 
the more comfortable the system becomes to its privileged 

'I • • rT"n n-, _• • 'I _ 'I ______ -•----L- _1 L1 __ L 
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it is a society at war; if its citizens have not noticed it, its 
victims certainly have. 

The historical advantage of the late-comer, of technical 
backwardness, may be that of skipping the stage of the 
affluent society. Backward peoples by their poverty and 
weakness may be forced to forego the aggressive and waste
ful use of science and technology, to keep the productive 
apparatus a la mesure de l'homme, under his control, for 
the satisfaction and development of vital individual and col
lective needs. 

For the overdeveloped countries, this chance would be 
tantamount to the abolition of the conditions under which 
man's labor perpetuates, as self-propelling power, his sub
ordination to the productive apparatus, and, with it, the 
obsolete forms of the struggle for existence. The abolition 
of these forms is, just as it has always been, the task of po
litical action, but there is a decisive difference in the present 
situation. Whereas previous revolutions brought about a 
larger and more rational development of the productive 
forces, in the overdeveloped societies of today, revolution 
would mean reversal of this trend: elimination of over
development, and of its repressive rationality. The rejec
tion of affiuent productivity, far from being a commitment 
to purity, simplicity, and "nature," might be the token 
(and weapon) of a higher stage of human development, 
based on the achievements of the technological society. 
As the production of wasteful and destructive goods is dis
continued (a stage which would mean the end of capitalism 
in all its forms) -the somatic and mental mutilations in-. . ... - .,_ ~-
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words, the shaping of the environment, the transformation 
of nature, may be propelled by the liberated rather than 
the repressed Life Instincts, and aggression would be sub
jected to their demands. 

The historical chance of the backward countries is in the 
absence of conditions which make for repressive exploitative 
technology and industrialization for aggressive productivity. 
The very fact that the affiuent warfare state unleashes its an
nihilating power on the backward countries illuminates the 
magnitude of the threat. In the revolt of the backward 
peoples, the rich societies meet, in an elemental and brutal 
form, not only a social revolt in the traditional sense, but 
also an instinctual revolt- biological hatred. The spread 
of guerilla warfare at the height of the technological century 
is a symbolic event: the energy of the human body rebels 
against intolerable repression and throws itself against the 
engines of repression. Perhaps the rebels· know nothing 
about the ways of organizing a society, of constructing a 
socialist society; perhaps they are terrorized by their own 
leaders who know something about it, but the rebels' fright
ful existence is in total need of liberation, and their freedom 
is the contradiction to the overdeveloped societies. 

Western civilization has always glorified the hero, the 
sacrifice of life for the city, the state, the nation; it has 
mrely asked the question of whether the established city, 
state, nation were worth the sacrifice. The taboo on the 
unquestionable prerogative of the whole has always been 
maintained and enforced, and it has been maintained and 
enforced the more brutally the more the whole was sup-
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being asked - asked from without - and it is taken up by 
tho~e who refuse to play the game of the affiuents - the 
question of whether the abolition of this whole is not the 
precondition for the emergence of a truly human city, state, 

nation. 
The odds are overwhelmingly on the side of the powers 

that be. What is romantic is not the positive evaluation of 
the liberation movements in the backward countries, but 
the positive evaluation of their prospects. There is no 
reason why science, technology, and money should not 
again do the job of destruction, and then the job of recon
struction in their own image. The price of progress is fright
fully high, but we shall overcome. Not only the deceived 
victims but also their chief of state have said so. And yet 
there are photographs that show a row of half naked corpses 
laid out for the victors in Vietnam: they resemble in all 
·details the pictures of the starved, emasculated corpses of 
Auschwitz and Buchenwald. Nothing and nobody can 
ever overcome these deeds, nor the sense of guilt which 
reacts in further aggression. But aggression can be turned 
against the aggressor. The strange myth according to which 
the unhealing wound can only be healed by the weapon 
that affiicted the wound has not yet been validated in his
tory: the violence which breaks the chain of violence may 
start a new chain. And yet, in and against this continuum, 
the fight will continue. It is not the struggle of Eros against 
Thanatos, because the established society too has its Eros: 
it protects, perpetuates, and enlarges life. And it is not a 
bad life for those who comply and repress. But in the 

_ ______ L.! __ !- .L1...-.L ---.-aroro: .. ,onDC"C" :n 
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defense of life is less detrimental to the Life Instincts than 
aggressiveness in aggression. 

In defense of life: the phrase has explosive meaning in the 
afiluent society. It involves not only the protest against 
neo-colonial war and slaughter, the burning of draft cards 
at the risk of prison, the fight for civil rights, but also the 
refusal to speak the dead language of affiuence, to wear the 
clean clothes, to enjoy the gadgets of affiuence, to go 
through the education for affiuence. The new boheme, the 
beatniks and hipsters, the peace creeps - all these " deca
dents " now have become what decadence probably always 
was: poor refuge of defamed humanity. 

Can we speak of a juncture between the erotic and po
litical dimension? 

In and against the deadly efficient organization of the 
afiluent society, not only radical protest, but even the at
tempt to formulate, to articulate, to give word to protest 
assume a childlike, ridiculous immaturity. Thus it is ridi
culous and perhaps " logical " that the Free Spech Move
ment at Berkeley terminated in the row caused by the ap
pearance of a sign with the four-letter word. It is perhaps 
equally ridiculous and right to see deeper significance in 
the buttons worn by some of the demonstrators (among 
them infants) against the slaughter in Vietnam: MAKE 

LOVE, NOT wAR. On the other side, against the new youth 
who refuse and rebel, are the representatives of the old 
order who can no longer protect its life without sacrificing 
it in the work of destruction and waste and pollution. They 
now include the representatives of organized labor- cor-
---.L,_ .. -- .&.- .Ll...- - .. .L--.1. ... _ ..... 1....! ...... 1... ---1-----.L .... ..:.&.t...!- .a.t..-
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capitalist prosperity depends on the continued defense of 

the established social system. 
Can the outcome, for the near future, be in doubt? The 

people, the majority of the people in the affluent society, 
are on the side of that which is- not that which can and 
ought to be. And the established order is strong enough 
and efficient enough to justify this adherence and to assure 
its continuation. However, the very strength and efficiency 
of thiS order may become factors of disintegration. Per
petuation of the obsolescent need for full-time labor (even 
in a very reduced form) will require the increasing waste of 
resources, the creation of ever more unnecessary jobs and 
services, and the growth of the military or destructive sector. 
Escalated wars, permanent preparation for war, and total 
administration may well suffice to keep the people under 
control, but at the cost of altering the morality on which 
the society still depends. Technical progress, itself a neces
sity for the maintenance of the established society, fosteiS 
needs and faculties which are antagonistic to the social or· 
ganization of labor on which the system i.s built. In. 
course of automation, the value of the social product IS 

an increasingly smaller degree determined by the labor 
necessary for its production. Consequently, the real 
need for productive labor declines, and the vacuum must 
filled with unproductive activities. An ever larger ClWLvu• 

of the work actually pedormed becomes superfluous, 
pendable, meaningless. Although these activi~es can 
sustained and even multiplied under total adrninisbaticllll 
there seems to exist an upper limit to their au~~e:nta• 
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1'bis limit would be reached when the surplus value created 
productive labor no longer suffices to pay for non-pro

•cttcm work. A progressive reduction of labor seems to 
inevitable, and for this eventuality, the system has to 

-ride for occupation without work; it has to develop needs 
transcend the market economy and may even be 

•lll~ttiible with it. 
The affiuent society is in its own way preparing for this 

by organizing " the desire for beauty and the 
for community," the renewal of the " contact with 
the enrichment of the mind, and honors for •• crea

its own sake." The false ring of such proclamations 
ildilcati1~te of the fact that, within the established system, 

aspirntions are translated into administered cultural 
sponsored by the government and the big corpora

an extension of their executive arm into the soul of 
It is all but impossible to recognize in the as

thus defined those of Eros and its autonomous 
•Illation of a repressive environment and a repressive 

If these goals are to be satisfied without an ir
liillible conflict with the requirements of the market 

they must be satisfied within the framework of 
and profit. But this sort of satisfaction would 

... IOIJl[lt to denial, for the erotic energy of the Life 
cannot be freed under the dehumanizing condi-

pofitable affiuence. To be sure, the conflict be
necessary development of noneconomic needs 

wlidate the idea of the abolition of labor (life 
ia itself) on the one hand, and the necessity for 
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maintaining the need for earning a living on the other 
quite manageable (especially as long as the Enemy 
and without can serve as propelling force behind the Clel:eru;e 
of the status quo). However, the conflict may become 
plosive if it is accompanied and aggravated by the pro,spe:o
tive changes at the very base of advanced industrial SOCJletv. 
namely, the gradual undermining of capitalist enterprise 

the course of automation. 
lrt the meantime, there are things to be done. 

system has its weakest point where it shows its most 
strength: in the escalation of its military potential '--·'-·=-.... 

seems to press for periodic actualization with ever ., .. v·~
interruptions of peace and preparedness). This L~u·u~u·"'"' 
seems reversible only under strongest pressure, and 
reversal would open the danger spots in the social 
ture: its conversion into a " normal" capitalist system 
hardly imaginable without a serious crisis and sweeping 
nomic and political changes. Today, the opposition to 
and military intervention strikes at the roots: it 
against those whose economic and political dominion 
pends on the continued (and enlarged) reproduction of 
military establishment, its " multipliers," and the ...,v ........... 
which necessitate this reproduction. These interests 
not hard to identify, and the war against them does 
require missiles, bombs, and napalm. But it does req 
something that is much harder to produce- the spread 
uncensored and unmanipulated knowledge, \,;UJ.J;)\,;JLvu;,u~lNI 

and above all, the organized refusal to continue work 
the material and intellectual instruments which are 
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used against man - for the defense of the liberty and 
110spe:nty of those who dominate the rest. 

To the degree to which organized labor operates in de
of the status quo, and to the degree to which the 
of labor in the material process of production de
intellectual skills and capabilities become social and 

IDIItlCal factors. Today, the organized refusal to cooperate 
the scientists, mathematicians, technicians, industrial 

•,cn,oiogists and public opinion pollsters may well accom
what a strike, even a large-scale strike, can no longer ac

•npllish but once accomplished, namely, the beginning of 
reversal, the preparation of the ground for political ac

That the idea appears utterly unrealistic does notre
the political responsibility involved in the position and 

•Cilcm of the intellectual in contemporary industrial so
The intellectual refusal may find support in another 

lllll:llv!it the instinctual refusal among the youth in protest 
is their lives which are at stake, and if not their lives, 

mental health and their capacity to function as un
humans. Their protest will continue because 

is a biological necessity. ''By nature," the.young are in 
forefront of those who live and fight for Eros against 

~·u., and against a civilization which strives to shorten 
" detour to death " while controlling the means for 

~ ... u~ .......... 6 the detour. But in the administered society, 
biological necessity does not immediately issue in action; 

demands counter-organization. Today the 
for life, the fight for Eros, is the political fight 
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This essay employs psychological categories because they 
lave become political categories. The traditional border
IDes between psychology on the one side and political and 
.W philosophy on the other have been made obsolete by 
• condition of man in the present era: formerly autono
-.,us and identifiable psychical processes are being absorbed 

the function of the individual in the state - by his pub
existence. Psychological problems therefore tum into 

~"""'" problems: private disorder reflects more directly 
before the disorder of the whole, and the cure of per
disorder depends more directly than before· on the 

of the general disorder. The era tends to be totali
even where it has not produced totalitarian states. 

-.::1101ogy could be elaborated and practiced as a special 
ll:iPfu1e as long as the psyche could sustain itself against 

p1blic power, as long as privacy was real, really desired, 
self-shaped; if the individual has neither the ability nor 

... nmibility to be for himself, the terms of psychology be
the terms of the societal forces which define the psy
Un4er these circumstances, applying psychology in 

aa1ysis of social and political events means taking an 
• •••• • • ••• 11 ... --·- r'T'YI __ 



xxviii PREFACE TO FIRST EDITION 

task is rather the opposite: to develop the political and so
ciological substance of the psychological notions. 

I have tried to reformulate certain basic questions and to 
follow them in a direction not yet fully explored. I am 
aware of the tentative character of this inquiry and hope to 
discuss some of the problems, especially those of an aes
thetic theory, more adequately in the near future. 

The ideas developed in this book were first presented in 
a series of lectures at the Washington School of Psychiatry 
in 195o-51. I wish to thank Mr. Joseph Borkin of Wash
ington, who encouraged me to write this book. 1 am 
deeply grateful to Professors Clyde Kluckhohn and Bar
rington Moore, Jr., of Harvard University, and to Doc
tors Henry and Yela Loewenfeld of New York, who have 
read the manuscript and offered valuable suggestions and 
criticism. For the content of this essay, I take the sole re
sponsibility. As to my theoretical position, I am indebted 
to my friend Professor Max Horkheimer and to his collabo
rators at the Institute of Social Research, now in Frankfurt 

H.M. 

Introduction 

Sigmund Freud's proposition that civilization is based on 
permanent subjugation of the human instincts has been 

for granted. His question whether the suffering 
.. :retry inflicted upon individuals has been worth the bene-

of culture has not been taken too seriously- the less so 
Freud himself considered the process to be inevitable 
irreversible. Free gratification of man's instinctual 

is incompatible with civilized society: renunciation 
.t delay in satisfaction are the prerequisites of progress. 

Happiness," said Freud, " is no cultural value." Happi
must be subordinated to the discipline of work as full

-..e occupation, to the discipline of monogamic reproduc
tioo, to the established system of law and order. The 
8d:hodical sacrifice of libido, its rigidly enforced deflection 
ID socially useful activities and expressions, is culture. 

The sacrifice has paid off well: in the technically ad
wnced areas of civilization, the conquest of nature is prac
tically complete, and more needs of a greater number of 
people are fulfilled than ever before. Neither the mechan
ization and standardization of life, nor the mental impov
aishment, nor the growing destructiveness of present-day 
progress provides sufficient ground for questioning the ... . -. .. ,, , . , , ... 
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civilization. The continual increase of productivity makes 
constantly more realistic the promise of an even better life 
for all. 

However, intensified progress seems to be bound up with 
intensified unfreedom. Throughout the world of industrial 
civilization, the domination of man by man is growing in 
-scope and efficiency. Nor does this trend appear as an in
cidental, transitory regression on the road to progress. Con
centration camps, mass exterminations, world wars, and 
atom bombs are no" relapse into barbarism," but the unre
pressed implementation of the achievements of modem sci
ence, technology, and domination. And the most effective 
subjugation and destruction of man by man takes place at 
the height of civilization, when the material and intellectual 
attainments of mankind seem to ~llow the creation of a truly 
free world. 

These negative aspects of present-day culture may well in
dicate the obsolescence of established institutions and the 
emergence of new forms of civilization: repressiveness is per
haps the more vigorously maintained the more unnecessary 
it becomes. If it must indeed belong to the essence of civ
ilization as such, then Freud's question as to the price of 
civilization would be meaningless -for there would be no 
alternative. 

But Freud's own theory provides reasons for rejecting his 
identification of civilization with repression. On the ground 
of his own theoretical achievements, the discussion of the 
problem must be reopened. Does the interrelation between 
freedom and repression, productivity and destruction, domi-
--L!..-- __ _1 ---~---- ___ ,, __ ----L.!L.--L- 11_- - _• -• 1 _ _ {" _• •1• 
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zation? Or does this interrelation result only from a specific 
historical organization of human existence? In Freudian 
terms, is the conflict between pleasure principle and reality 
principle irreconcilable to such a degree that it necessitates 
the repressive transformation of man's instinctual structure? 
Or does it allow the concept of a non-repressive civilization, 
based on a fundamentally different experience of being, a 
fundamentally different relation between man and nature, 
and fundamentally different existential relations? 

The notion of a non-repressive civilization will be dis
cussed not as an abstract and utopian speculation. We be
lieve that the discussion is justified on two concrete and 
realistic grounds: first, Freud's theoretical conception itself 
seems to refute his consistent denial of the historical possi
bility of a non-repressive civilization, and, second, the very 
achievements of repressive civilization seem to create the 
preconditions for the gradual abolition of repression. To 
elucidate these grounds, we shall try to reinterpret Freud's 
theoretical conception in terms of its own socio-historical 
content 

This procedure implies opposition to the revisionist Nco
Freudian schools. In contrast to the revisionists, I believe 
that Freud's theory is in its very substance "sociological," 1 

and that no new cultural or sociological orientation is 
needed to reveal this substance. Freud's "biologism" i3 

1 For a discussion of the sociological character of psychoanalytic con· 
cepts, see Heinz Hartmann, " The ApElication of Psychoanalytic Concepts 
to Social Science," in Psychoanalytic f.duarterly, Vol. XIX, No. 3 ( 1950 ). 
Clyde Kluckhohn, Mirror for Man (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1949); and 
Heinz Hartmann, Ernst Kris, and Rudolph M. Lowenstein, " Some 
Psychoanalytic Comments on ' Culture and Personality,' " in Psychoanal-
1SU and Culture: Essays in Honor of Geza R6heim (New York: InteriU\-
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social theory in a depth dimension that has been consist
ently flattened out by the Neo-Freudian schools. In shift
ing the emphasis from the unconscious to the conscious, 
from the biological to the cultural factors, they cut off the 
roots of society in the instincts and instead take society at 
the level on which it confronts the individual as his ready
made " environment," without questioning its origin and 
legitimacy. The Neo-Freudian analysis of this environment 
thus succumbs to the mystification of societal relations, and 
their critique moves only within the firmly sanctioned and 
well-protected sphere of established institutions. Conse
quently, the Neo-Freudian critique remains in a strict sense 
ideological: it has no conceptual basis outside the estab
lished system; most of its critical ideas and values are those 
provided by the system. Idealistic morality and religion 
celebrate their happy resurrection: the fact that they are em
bellished with the vocabulary of the very psychology that 
originally refuted their claim ill conceals their identity with 
officially desired and advertised attitudes.2 Moreover, we 
believe that the most concrete insights into the historical 
structure of civilization are contained precisely in the con
cepts that the revisionists reject. Almost the entire Freud
ian metapsychology, his late theory of the instincts, his re
construction of the prehistory of mankind belong to these 
concepts. Freud himself treated them as mere working 
hypotheses, helpful in elucidating certain obscurities, in es
tablishing tentative links between theoretically unconnected 

1 For a more specific discussion of Nee-Freudian revisionism, see the 
Et.ilo!!ue below. 

INTRODUCTION 7 
insights- always open to correction, and to be discarded if 
they no longer facilitated the progress of psychoanalytic the
ory and practice. In the post-Freudian development of psy
choanalysis, this metapsychology has been almost entirely 
eliminated. As psychoanalysis has become socially and 
scientifically respectable, it_has freed itself from compromis
ing speculations. Compromising they were, indeed, in more 
than one sense: not only did they transcend the realm of 
clinical observation and therapeutic usefulness, but also 
they interpreted man in terms far more offensive to social 
taboos than Freud's earlier "pan-sexualism "-terms that 
revealed the explosive basis of civilization. The subsequent 
discussion will try to apply the tabooed insights of psycho
analysis (tabooed even in psychoanalysis itself) to an inter
pretation of the basic trends of civilization. 

The purpose of this essay is to contribute to the philoso
phy of psychoanalysis- not to psychoanalysis itself. It 
moves exclusively in the field of theory, and it keeps outside 
the technical discipline which psychoanalysis has become. 
Freud developed a theory of man, a " psycho-logy " in the 
strict sense. With this theory, Freud placed himself in the 
great tradition of philosophy and under philosophical cri
teria. Our concern is not with a corrected or improved in
terpretation of Freudian concepts but with their philosophi· 
cal and sociological implications. Freud conscientiously 
distinguished his philosophy from his science; the Neo
Freudians have denied most of the former. On therapeu
tic grounds, such a denial may be perfectly justified. How
ever, no therapeutic argument should hamper the 
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development of a theoretical construction which aims, not 
at curing individual sickness, but at diagnosing the general 
disorder. 

A few preliminary explanations of terms are necessary: 
"CiVIlization " is used interchangeably with " culture" 

-as in Freud's Civilization and Its Discontents. 
" Repression," and " repressive " are used in the non· 

technical sense to designate both conscious and uncon
scious, external and internal processes of restraint, con
straint, and suppression. 

" Instinct," in accordance with Freud's notion of Trieb, 
refers to primary " drives " of the human organism which 
are subject to historical modification; they find mental as 
well as somatic representation. 

PART ONE 

UNDER THE RULE OF THE REALITY PRINCIPLE 



CHAPTER ONE 

The Hidden Trend in 
Psychoanalysis 

The concept of man that emerges from Freudian theory 
is the most irrefutable indictment of Western civilization
and at the same time the most unshakable defense of this 
civilization. According to Freud, the history of man is the 
history of his repression. Culture constrains not only his 
societal but also his biological existence, not only parts of 
the human being but his instinctual structure itself. How
ever, such constraint is the very precondition of progress. 
Left free to pursue their natural objectives, the basic in
stincts of man would be incompatible with all lasting asso
ciation and preservation: they would destroy even where 
they unite. The uncontrolled Eros is just as fatal as his 
deadly counterpart, the death instinct. Their destructive 
force derives from the fact that they strive for a gratification 
which culture cannot grant: gratification as such and as an 
end in itself, at any moment. The instincts must therefore 
J.e deflected from their goal, inhibited in their aim. Civili
zation begins when the primary objective- namely, in
tegral satisfaction of needs - is effectively renounced. 

The vicissitudes of the instincts are the vicissitudes of the 
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come human instincts under the influence of the external 
reality. Their original "location " in the organism and 
their basic direction remain the same, but their objectives 
and their manifestations are subject to change. All psycho
analytic concepts (sublimation, identification, pr.ojection, 
repression, introjection) connote the mutability of the in
stincts. But the reality which shapes the instincts as well 
as their needs and satisfaction is a socio-historical world. 
The animal man becomes a human being only through a 
fundamental transformation of his nature, affecting not 
only the instinctual aims but also the instinctual " values " 
-that is, the principles that govern the attainment of the 
aims. The change in the governing value system may be 
tentatively define-d as follows: 

from: to: 
immediate satisfaction delayed satisfaction 
pleasure restraint of pleasure 
joy (play) toil (work) 
receptiveness productiveness 
absence of repression security 

Freud described this change as the transformation of the 
pleasure principle into the reality principle. The interpre
tation of the "mental apparatus" in terms of these two 
principles is basic to Freud's theory and remains so in spite 
of all modifications of the dualistic conception. It corre
sponds largely (but not entirely) to the distinction between 
unconscious and conscious processes. The individual ex
. ists, as it were, in two different dimensions, characterized 
by different mental proceSses and principles. The differ
~.,,. .. l-... h.,.,.,., f-'h .. cP hvn tlimPn!:inm: is a trenetic-historical 
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a well as a structural one: the unconscious, ruled by the 
pleasure principle, comprises " the older, primary processes, 
the residues of a phase of development in which they were 
the only kind of mental processes." They strive for noth
iog but for " gaining pleasure; from any operation which 
might arouse unpleasantness ('pain') mental activity 
maws back." 1 But the unrestrained pleasure principle 
comes into conflict with the natural and human environ
ment The individual comes to the traumatic realization 
that full and painless gratification of his needs is impossible. 
And after this experience of disappointment, a new princi
ple of mental functioning gains ascendancy. The reality 
principle supersedes the pleasure principle: man learns to 
rj.ve up momentary, uncertain, and destructive pleasure for 
c1elayed, restrained, but "assured" pleasure. a Because of 
this lasting gain through r~nunciation and restraint, accord
iog to Freud, the reality principle "safeguards" rather than 
• dethrones," " modifies " rather than denies, the pleasure 
pinciple. 

However, the psychoanalytic interpretation reveals that 
the reality principle enforces a change not only in the follli 
IDd timing of pleasure but in its very substance. The ad
justment of pleasure to the reality principle implies the sub
jugation and diversion of the destructive force of i~stinctual 
patification, of its incompatibility with the established so
cietal norms and relations, and, by that token, implies the 
bansubstantiation of pleasure itself . 

1 " Formulations Regarding the Two Principles in Mental Function
~" in CoUected Papers_ (~ndon: Hoga~h Press, 1950), IV, 14. Quo
tations are used by permiSSIOn of the publiSher. 

a lbid .. n. 18. 
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With the establishment of the reality principle, the hu
man being which, under the pleasure principle, has been 
hardly more than a bundle of animal drives, has become an 
organized ego. It strives for " what is useful " and what 
can be obtained without damage to itself and to its vital 
environment. Under the reality principle, the human be
ing develops the function of reason: it learns to " test " the 
reality, to distinguish between good and bad, true and false, 
useful and harmful. Man acquires the faculties of atten
tion, memory, and judgment. He becomes a conscious, 
thinking subject, geared to a rationality which is imposed 
upon him from outside. Only one mode of thought
activity is "split off "from the new organization of the men
tal apparatus and remains free from the rule of the reality 
principle: phantasy is "protected from cultural alterations " 
and stays committed to the pleasure principle. Otherwise, 
the mental apparatus is effectively subordinated to the real
ity principle. The function of " motor discharge," which, 
under the supremacy of the pleasure principle, had " served 
to unburden the mental apparatus of accretions of stimuli," 
is now employed in the "appropriate alteration of reality": 
it is converted into action. 8 

The scope of man's desires and the instrumentalities 
their gratification are thus immeasurably increased, and his 
ability to alter reality consciously in accordance with "what 
is useful" seems to promise a gradual removal of extraneous 
barriers to his gratification. However, neither his desires 
nor his alteration of reality are henceforth his own: they are 
now " organized " by his society. And this " organization " 
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~epiesses and transubstantiates his original instinctual needs. 
If absence from repression is the archetype of freedom, then 
civilization is the struggle against this freedom. 

The replacement of the pleasure principle by the reality 
pinciple is the great traumatic event in the development of 
.an- in the development of the genus (phylogenesis) as 
well as of the individual (ontogenesis). According to 
Freud, this event is not unique but recurs throughout the 
iistory of mankind and of every individual. Phylogeneti
ally, it occt,Irs first in the primal horde, when the primal fa*' monopolizes power and pleasure and enforces renun

. ciltion on the part of the sons. Ontogenetically, it occurs 
timing the period of early childhood, and submission to the 

principle is enforced by the parents and other edu
But, both on the generic and on the individual level, 

.... ,uu:>:)l'-'11 is continuously reproduced. The rule of the 
•.-ww•u father is followed, after the first rebellion, by the 

of the sons, and the brother clan develops into institu
rWU~ucu•~ ...... social and political domination. The reality prin-

materializes in a system of institutions. And the 
growing up within such a system, learns the re
o£ the reality principle as those of law and or

and transmits them to the next generation. 
The fact that the reality principle has to be re-established 

in the development of man indicates that its 
_...uu~, .. over the pleasure principle is never complete and 

secure. In the Freudian conception, civilization does 
once and for all terminate a" state of nature." What 

icililizaticm masters and represses - the claim of the pleas-
-~--.!_,_ ---L!----- L- -..! ... .&. !- -! • .!1!-,.J.!-- ,:,_,...o,,, 'T"J..-
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unconscious retains the objectives of the defeated pleasure 
principle. Turned back by the external reality or even un
able to reach it, the full force of the pleasure principle not 
only survives in the unconscious but also affects in mani
fold ways the very reality which has superseded the pleasure 
principle. The return of the repressed makes up the ta· 
booed and subterranean history of civilization. And the 
exploration of this history reveals not only the secret of the 
individual but also that of civilization. Freud's individual 
psychology is in its very essence social psychology. Repres
sion is a historical phenomenon. The effective subjugation 
of the instincts to repressive controls is imposed not by na
ture but by man. The primal father, as the archetype of 
domination, initiates the chain reaction of enslavement, re
bellion, and reinforced domination which marks the history 
of civilization. But ever since the first, prehis~oric restora
tion of domination following the first rebellion, repression 
from without has been supported by repression from within: 
the unfree individual introjects his masters and their com
mands into his own mental apparatus. The struggle against 
freedom reproduces itself in the psyche of man, as the self
repression of the repressed individual, and his self-repression 
in tum sustains his masters and their institutions. It is this 
mental dynamic which Freud unfolds as the dynamic of 
civilization. 

According to Freud, the repressive modification of the in· 
stincts under the reality principle is enforced and sustained 
by the " eternal primordial struggle for existence, . • • per
sisting to the present day." Scarcity (Lebensnot, Ananke) 

·•I" ., -·- ~---t__! __ _L ___ , 
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impulses, that they cannot live under the pleasure principle. 
Society's motive in enforcing the decisive modification of 
the instinctual structure is thus " economic; since it has not 
means enough to support life for its members without work 
Clll their part, it must see to it that the number of these 
members is restricted and their energies directed away from 
aual activities on to their work." ' 

This conception is as old as civilization and has always 
povided the most effective rationalization for repression. 
To a considerable extent, Freud's theory partakes of this ra
tionalization: Freud considers the" primordial struggle for 
aistence " as " eternal " and therefore believes that the 
pleasure principle and the reality principle are " eternally " 
•tagonistic. The notion that a non-repressive civilization 
a impossible is a cornerstone of Freudian theory. However, 
.a theory contains elements that break through this ration
llization; they shatter the predominant tradition of West
an thought and even suggest its reversal. His work is char
-=terized by an uncompromising insistence on showing up 
the repressive content of the highest values and achieve
.ents of culture. In so far as he does this, he denies the 

, 11111,Ui:l~•uu of reason with repression on which the ideology of 
culture is built. Freud's metapsychology is an ever-renewed 

to uncover, and to question, the terrible necessity 
the inner connection between civilization and barbarism, 

~12I'eSS and suffering, freedom and unhappiness - a con· 
._.,.u._, .. which reveals itself ultimately as that between Eros 

Thanatos. Freud questions culture not from a roman-

~-·~ _Gen!!al Intro,duction to Psychoanalysis (New York: Garden City 
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ticist or utopian point of view, but on the ground of the 
suffering and misery which its implementation involves. 
Cultural freedom thus appears in the light of unfreedom, 
and cultural progress in the light of constraint. Culture is 
not thereby refuted: unfreedom and constraint are the price 
that must be paid. 

But as Freud exposes their scope and their depth, he up
holds the tabooed aspirations of humanity: the claim for a 
state where freedom and necessity coincide. Whatever 
erty exists in the realm of the developed consciousness, 
in the world it has created, is only derivative, cmnprona:isc~ 
freedom, gained at the expense of the full satisfaction 
needs. And in so far as the full satisfaction of needs is 
piness, freedom in civilization is essentially antagonistic 
happiness: it involves the repressive modification (., ............. .... 
tion) of happiness. Conversely, the unconscious, the 
est and oldest layer of the mental personality, is the 
for integral gratification, which is absence of want and 
pression. As such it is the immediate identity of ..... , ......... ~ 
and freedom. According to Freud's conception the 
tion of freedom and happiness tabooed by the conscious 
upheld by the unconscious. Its truth, although repelled 
consciousness, continues to haunt the mind; it preserves 
memory of past stages of individual development at 
integral gratification is obtained. And the past continues 
claim the future: it generates the wish that the paradise 
re-created on the basis of the achievements of ...... ~~ 

If memory moves into the center of psychoanalysis as 
decisive mode of cognition, this is far more than a 
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ci&c function of memory to preserve promises and poten
tialities which are betrayed and even outlawed by the rna
tare, civilized individual, but which had once been fulfilled 
a his dim past and which are never entirely forgotten. The 
>:.=~lllt:v principle restrains the cognitive function of mem

- its commitment to the past experience of happiness 
spurns the desire for its conscious re-creation. The 

llltCJlOianallV · liberation of memory explodes the rational
of the repressed individual. As cognition gives way to 

ltC~n·tioJa, the forbidden images and impulses of child
begin to tell the truth that reason denies. Regression 

•IDle~ a progressive function. The rediscovered past 
critical standards which are tabooed by the present. 

... reo,ver. the restoration of memory is accompanied by the 
-.:nation of the cognitive content of phantasy. Psycho

theory removes these mental faculties from the 
•:omlmittal sphere of daydreaming and fiction and· re
IIDblles their strict truths. The weight of these discover

must eventually shatter the framework in which they 
made and confined. The liberation of the past does 

end in its reconciliation with the present. Against the 
Hlllpose:a restraint of the discoverer, the orientation on 

past tends toward an orientation on the future. The 
_.,.nD du temps perdu becomes the vehicle of future 

11 l?el,~w: Ernest G. Schachtel's paper " On Memory 
JUiildl1ood A~nesia gJ.Ves the only. ad~CJ.uate psychoanalytic interpre

function of memory at the mdiv1dual as well as societal level 
entirely focused on the explosive force of memory and ib 

"conyen~onalization" by society. It is, in my vie.,.;, one of 
ll!:lll contnbubons to the ohilosoohv of nsvchoanalvsis. Sch:~chtel's 
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The subsequent discussion will be focused on this hid· 

den trend in psychoanalysis. 
Freud's analysis of the development of the repressive 

mental apparatus proceeds on twc;>levels: 
(a) Ontogenetic: the growth of the repressed individual 

from early infancy to his conscious societal existence. 
(b) Phylogenetic: the growth of repressive civilization 

from the primal horde to the fully constituted civil· 

ized state. 
The two levels are continually interrelated. This inter· 

relation is epitomized in Fre1,1d's notion of the return of the 
repressed in history: the individual re-experiences and re· 
enacts the great traumatic events in the development of the 
genus, and the instinctual dynamic reflects throughout the 
conflict between individual and genus (between particular 
and universal) as well as the various solutions of this con· 

flict 
We shall first follow the ontogenetic development to the 

mature state of the civilized individual. We shall then re. 
tum to the phylogenetic origins and extend the Freudian 
conception to the mature state of the civilized genus. The 
constant interrelation between the two levels means that 
recurrent cross.references, anticipations, and repetitions are 

unavoidable. 

CHAPTER TWO 

The Origin of the 
Repressed Individual 

(Ontogenesis) 

Freud traces the development of repression in the in· 
stinctual structure of the individual. The fate of human 
freedom and happiness is fought out and decided in the 
struggle of the instincts -literally a struggle of life and 
death -in which soma and psyche, nature and civilization 
participate. This biological and at the same time socia. 
Jogi9<1l dynamic is the center of Freud's metapsychology. 
He unfolded these decisive hypotheses with constant hesi· 
lations and qualifications ..,-and then left them in abeyance. 
The final theory of instincts, in whose context they emerged 
after 1920, was preceded by at least two different concep
tions of the anatomy of the mental personality. There is 
110 need here to review the history of the psychoanalytic 
theory of instincts; 1 a brief summary of some of its features 
may suffice to prepare for our discussion. 

Throughout the various stages of Freud's theory, the 
1 In addition to ~reu~'s own survez (especially in the New Introduc

.., Lectures), see Siegfried Bemfeld, 'Ueber die Einteilung der Triebe," 
a Ima§O.• Vo~ .. XXI (1935); Ernest Jones, "Psychoanalysis and the In-

. :.n Bntish Journal of Psychology, Vol. XXVI (1936); and Edward 
libring, ~e Development and Problems of the Theory of the Instincts," 
a International Journal of Psychoanalysis, Vol. XXI (1941). 
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mental apparatus appears as a dynamic union of opposites 
of the unconscious and the conscious structures; of primary 
and secondary processes; of inherited, " constitutionally 
fixed " and acquired forces; of soma-psyche and the external 
reality. This dualistic construction continues to prevail 
even in the later tripartite topology of id, ego, and super
ego; the intermediary and " overlapping" elements tend 
toward the two poles. They find their most striking expres
sion in the two ultimate principles which govern the men
tal apparatus: pleasure principle and reality principle. 

At the earliest stage of its development, Freud's theory is 
built around the antagonism between sex (libidinous) and 
ego (self-preservation) instincts; at the latest stage, it is 
centered on the conflict between the life instincts (Eros) 
and the death instinct. During a brief intermediary period, 
the dualistic conception was replaced by the assumption 
of one all-pervasive (narcissistic) libido. Throughout all 
these modifications of Freud's theory, sexuality retains its 
predominant place in the instinctual structure. The pre· 
dominant role of sexuality is rooted in the very nature of 
the mental apparatus as Freud conceived it: if the primary 
mental processes are governed by the pleasure principle, 
then that instinct which, in operating under this principle, 
sustains life itself must be the life instinct. 

But Freud's early concept of sexuality is still far remote 
hom that of Eros as life instinct. The sexual instinct is 
first only one specific instinct (or, rather, group of instincts) 
side by side with the ego (or self-preservation) instincts, 
and is defined by its specific genesis, aim, and object. Far 
hom being" pan-sexualism," Freud's theory is, at least until 
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his introduction of narcissism in 1914, characterized by a 
restriction of the scope of sexuality - a restriction which is 
maintained in spite of the persistent difficulty in verifying 
the independent existence of non-sexual self-preservation in
stincts. It is still a long way to the hypothesis that the lat
ter are merely component instincts " whose function it is to 
assure that the organism shall follow its own path to death, 
and to ward off any possible ways of returning to inorganic 
existence other than those which are immanent in the 
organism itself," z or- which might be another way of say· 
ing the same thing- that they are themselves of a libidinal 
nature, part of Eros. However, the discovery of infantile 
sexuality and of the all but unlimited erotogenic zones of 
the body anticipates the subsequent recognition of the 
boidinal components of the self-preservation instincts and 
prepares the ground for the final reinterpretation of sexual
ity in terms of the life instinct (Eros). 

In the final formulation of the theory of instincts, the 
self-preservation instincts -the cherished sanctua1y of the 
individual and his justification in the " struggle for exist
ence"- are dissolved: their work now appears as that of 
the generic sex instincts or, in so far as self-preservation is 
achieved through socially useful aggression, as the work of 
the destruction instincts. Eros and the death instinct are 
now the two basic instincts. _But it is of the greatest im
portance to notice that, in introducing the new conception, 
Freud is driven to emphasize time and again the common 
nature of the instincts prior to their differentiation. The 

1 Beyond the Pleasure Principle (New York: Liverigbt Publishing 
Cotp., 195°}, P· 51· 



%4 EllOS AND CIVILIZATION 

outstanding and frightening event is the discovery of the 
fundamental regressive or " conservative " tendency in all 
instinctual life. Freud cannot escape the suspicion that 
he has come upon a hitherto unnoticed "universal attrib
ute of the instincts and perhaps of organic life in general/' 
namely, " a compulsion inherent in organic life to restore 
an earlier state of things which the living entity has been 
obliged to abandon under the pressure of external disturb
ing forces " - a kind of " organic elasticity " or " inertia 
inherent in organic life." 1 This would be the ultimate 
content or substance of t..'-lose " primary processes " which 
Freud from the beginning recognized as operating in the 
unconscious. They were first designated as the striving 
for " the free outflow of the quantities of excitation" 
caused by the impact of external reality on the organism;' 
the entirely free outflow would be the complete gratifica
tion. Now, twenty years later, Freud still starts from this 

assumption: 

The pleasure principle, then, is a tendency operating in the serv
ice of a function whose business it is to free the mental apparatus 
entirely from excitation or to keep the amount of exc1tation in it 
constant or to keep it as low as possible. We can?ot _y~t decide 
with certainty in favour of any of these ways of putting 1t. 

But more and more the inner logic of the concepti9n asserts 
itself. Constant freedom from excitation has been finally 
abandoned at the birth of life; the instinctual tendency to-

1 Ibid., p. 47· See also New Introductory Lectures on Psychoanalysil 
(New York: W. W. Norton, 1933), PP· 145-146: . . . 

' The Interpretation of Dreams, in The BcJSIC Wntm&' of S1gmuni 
Freud (New York: Modem Library, 1938), P· 534· 

a Beyond the Pleasure Principle, p. 86. 
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ward equilibrium thus is ultimately regression behind life 
itself. The primary processes of the mental apparatus, in 
their striving for integral gratification, seem to be fatally 
bound to the " most universal endeavour of all living sub
stance- namely to return to the quiescence of the inor
ganic world." 1 The instincts are drawn into the orbit of 
death. " If it is true that life is governed by Fechner's prin
ciple of constant equilibrium, it consists of a continuous 
descent toward · death." 'l The Nirvana principle now 
emerges as the " dominating tendency of mental life, and 
perhaps of nervous life in general." And the pleasure prin
ciple appears in the light of the Nirvana principle- as an 
• expression " of the Nirvana principle: 

• • • the effort to reduce, to keep constant or to remove internal 
tension due to stimuli (the " Nirvana Principle" •.. ) ••. finds 
apression in the pleasure principle; and our recognition of this fact 
il one of our strongest reasons for believing in the existence of death 
ilstincts." 

However, the primacy of the Nirvana principle, the terri
fying convergence of pleasure and death, is dissolved as 
100n as it is established. No matter how universal the re
_.., .. ;,,,.. inertia of organic life, the instincts strive to attain 

objective in fundamentally different modes. The dif
~..a.t:ul~t: is tantamount to that of sustaining and destroying 

Out of the common nature of instinctual life develop 
antagonistic instincts. The life instincts (Eros) gain 

-=c;:ndenc:v over the death instincts. They continuously 

• Ibid. 
'The Ego and the IcJ·(London: Hogarth Press. 1950), p. 66. Quo

are used by permission of the publisher. 
• Beyond the Pleasure Principle, p. 76. 
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counteract and delay the "descent toward death ": " fresh 
tensions are introduced by the claims of Eros, of the sexual 
instincts, as expressed in instinctual needs." 11 They begin 
their life-reproducing function with the separation of the 
germ cells from the organism and the coalescence of two 
such cell bodies/0 proceeding to the establishment and pre
servation of " ever greater unities " of life.11 They thw 
win, against death, the " potential immortality " of the liv
ing substance.11 The dynamic dualism of instinctual life 
seems assured. However, Freud at once harks back to the 
original common nature of the instincts. The life instincts 
" are conservative in the same sense as the other instincts 
in that they bring back earlier states of the living sub
stance " - although they are conservative " to a higher 
degree." 11 Sexuality would thus ultimately obey the same 
principle as the death instinct Later, Freud, in order to 
illustrate the regressive character of sexuality, recalls Plato's 
" fantastic hypothesis ,. that "living substance at the time 
of its coming to life was tom apart into small particles, 
which have ever since endeavoured to reunite through the 
sexual instincts." 16 Does Eros, in spite of all the evidence, 
in the last analysis work in the service of the death instinct, 
and is life really only one long " detour to death "? 10 But 
the evidence is strong enough, and the detour is long 

11 The Ego and the Id, p. 66. 
10 Beyond the Pleasure Principle, pp. 52-53· 
11 An Outline of Psychoanalysis (New York: W. W. Norton, 1949), 

p. 20. 

12 Beyond the Pleasure Principle, p. 53· 
1a Ibid. 
u Ibid., p. So. 
10 Ibid., PP· 5o-51. 
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enough to warrant the opposite assumption. Eros is de
fined as the great unifying force that preserves all life.18 

The ultimate relation between Eros and Thanatos remains 
obscure. 

If Eros and Thanatos thus emerge as the two basic in
stincts whose ubiquitous presence and continuous fusion 
(and de-fusion) characterize the life process, then this 
theory of instincts is far more than a reformulation of the 
preceding Freudian concepts. Psychoanalysts have cor
rectly emphasized that Freud's last metapsychology is based 
on an essentially new concept of instinct: the instincts are 
defined no longer in terms of their origin and their organic 
function, but in terms of a determining force which gives 
the life processes a definite " direction " ( Richtung), in 
terms of " life-principles." The notions instinct, principle, 
regulation are being assimilated. " The rigid opposition 
between a mental apparatus regulated by certain principles 
on the one side, and instincts penetrating into the apparatus 
from the outside on the other, could no longer be main
tained." 17 Moreover, the dualistic conception of the in
stincts, which had become questionable ever since the in
troduction of narcissism, now seems to be threatened from 
quite a different direction. With the recognition of the 
libidinal components of the ego instincts, it became 

1e The Ego and the Id, p. 88; Civilization and Its Discontents (Lon· 
a: Hogarth Press, 1949), p. 102. Subsequent quotations are used by 
permission of the publisher. 

11 Edward Bibring, " The Development and Problems of the Theory 
el the Instincts " loc. cit. See also Heinz Hartmann, " Comments on the 
Psychoanalytic Theory of Instinctual Drives," in Psychoanalytic Quarterly,. 
Vol. XVII, No. ~ (1948). · 
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practically impossible " to point to any instincts other 
than the libidinal ones," 18 to find any instinctual im· 
pulses which do not " disclose themselves as derivatives of 

Eros." 111 

This inability to discover in the primary instinctual struc
ture anything that is not Eros, the monism of sexuality
an inability which, as we shall see, is the very token of the 
truth- now seems to tum into its opposite: into a monism 
of death. To be sure, the analysis of the repetition and 
regression-compulsion, and " ultimately" the sadistic con· 
stituents of Eros, restores the shaken dualistic conception: 
the death instinct becomes Eros' partner in its own right 
in the primary instinctual structure, and the perpetual 
struggle between the two constitutes the primary dynamic. 
However, the discovery of the common " conservative na· 
ture" of the instincts militates against the dualistic concep
tion and keeps Freud's late metapsychology in that state 
of suspense and depth which makes it one of the great 
intellectual ventures in the science of man. The quest for 
the common origin of the two basic instincts can no longer 
be silenced. Fenichel pointed out 10 that Freud himself 
made a decisive step in this direction by assuming a " dis
placeable energy, which is in itself neutral, but is able to 
join forces either with an erotic or with a destructive im
pulse" -with the life or the death instinct. Never before 
has death been so consistently taken into the essence of life; 

18 Beyond the Pleasure Principle, p. 73· 
111 The Ego and the Id, p. 66. . • 
10 "Zur Kritik des Todestriebes," m Imago, XXI (193?,}, 463. This 

nll~r i~ tramlated as "A Critiaue of the Death Instinct,' in Colkcted 
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bot never before also has death come so close to Eros. 
Fenichel raises the decisive question whether the antithesis 
of Eros and death instinct is not the "differentiation of an 
originally common root." He suggests that the phenomena 
puped together as the death instinct may be taken as ex-· 
pression of a principle " valid for all instincts," a principle 
which, in the course of development, "might have been 
modified . . . by external influences." n Moreover, if the 
• regression-compulsion" in all organic life is striving for 
mtegral quiescence, if the Nirvana principle is the ground 
fll the pleasure principle, then the necessity of death appears 
man entirely new light. The death instinct is destructive
.ss not for its own sake, but for the relief of tension. The 
tlcscent toward death is an unconscious flight from pain and 
want. It is an expression of the eternal struggle against 
lllffering and repression. And the death instinct itself 
~milS to be affected by the historical changes which affect 
this struggle. Further explanation of the historical char-
8Cter of the instincts requires placing them in the new con
.pt of the person which corresponds to the last version of 

s theory of instincts. 
The main "layers " of the mental structure are now des

ipated as id, ego, and superego. The fundamental, oldest, 
largest layer is the id, the domain of the unconscious, 

el the primary instincts. The id is free from the forms and 
....," ........ ......, which constitute the conscious, social individual. 

is neither affected by time nor troubled by contradictions; 
knows" no values, no good and evil, no morality." 22 It 
11 The Psychoa7t4lytic Theory of Neurosis (New York: W. W. Nor· 

- 11'\Ar", n r"n 
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does not aim at self-preservation: 28 all it strives for is sat
isfaction of its instinctual needs, in accordance with the 
pleasure principle. 2• 

Under the influence of the external world (the environ
ment), a part of the id, which is equipped with the organs 
for the reception of and the protection from stimuli, gradu
ally developed into the ego. It is the " mediator" between 
the id and the external world. Perception and conscious
ness are· only the smallest and " most superficial " part of 
the ego, the part topographically closest to the external 
world; but by virtue of these instrumentalities (the " per
ceptual-conscious system") the ego preserves its existence, 
observing and testing the reality, taking and preserving a 
"true picture" of it, adjusting itself to the reality, and alter
ing the latter in its own interest. Thus the ego has the task 
of " representing the external world for the id, and so of 
saving it; for the id, blindly striving to gratify its instincts 
in complete disregard of the superior strength of outside 
forces, could not otherwise escape annihilation." 211 In ful
filling this task, the chief function of the ego is that of 
co-ordinating, altering, organizing, and controlling the in
stinctual impulses of the id so as to minimize conflicts with 
the reality: to repress impulses that are incompatible with 
the reality, to " reconcile " others with the reality by chang· 
ing their object, delaying or diverting their gratification, 
transforming their mode of gratification, amalgamating 
them with other impulses, and so on. In this way, the ego 
" dethrones the pleasure-principle, which exerts undisputed 

28 An Outline of Psychoanalysis, p. 19. 
~• Now T nfTnnurlnrv J .Prlur~~- n. t nA. 
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sway over the processes in the id, and substitutes for it the 
reality-principle, which promises greater security and greater 
success." 

In spite of its all-important functions, which secure in
stinctual gratification to an organism that would otherwise 
almost certainly be destroyed or destroy itself, the ego re
tains its birthmark as an " outgrowth " of the id. In rela
tion to the id, the processes of the ego remain secondary 
processes. Nothing elucidates .more strikingly the depend
ent function of the ego than Freud's early formulation that 
all thinking " is merely a detour from the memory of grat
ification . . . to the identical cathexis of the same memory, 
which is to be reached once more by the path of motor 
experiences." 26 The memory of gratification is at the ori
gin of all thinking, and the impulse to recapture past grat
ification is the hidden driving power behind the process of 
thought. Because the reality principle makes this process 
an unending series of " detours," the ego experiences reality 
as predominantly hostile, and the ego's attitude is predom
inantly one of " defense." But, on the other hand, since 
reality, via these detours, provides gratification (although 
only "modified " gratification), the ego has to reject those 
impulses which would, if gratified, destroy its life. The 
ego's defense is thus a two-front struggle. 

In the course of the development of the ego another 
mental "entity" arises: the superego. It originates from 
the long dependency of the infant on his parents; the pa-

28 The Interpretation of Dreams, p. 515· In the later development of 
psychoanalysis, the role of the ego has been viewed as more "positive," 
with emohasis on its " svnthetic " and " intee:ratine: " functions. For the 
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rental influence remains the core of the superego. Subse
quently, a number of societal and cultural influences are 
taken in by the superego until it coagulates into the power
ful representative of established morality and " what people 
call the' higher' things in human life." Now the" exter
nal restrictions" which first the parents and then other 
societal agencies have imposed upon the individual are 
"introjected" into the ego and become its "conscience"; 
henceforth, the sense of guilt- the need for punishment 
generated by the transgressions or by the wish to transgress 
these restrictions (especially in the Oedipus situation) -
permeates the mental life. " As a rule the ego carries out 
repressions in the service and at the behest of its super
ego." 21 However, the repressions soon become uncon
scious, automatic as it were, and a " great part " of the sense 
of guilt remains unconscious. 

Franz Alexander speaks of the " transformation of con· 
scious condemnation, which depends upon perception (and 
judgment), into an unconscious process of repression"; he 
assumes a tendency toward a decrease of mobile psychic 
energy to a " tonic form " - corporealization of the 
psyche. 28 This development, by which originally conscious 
struggles with the demands of reality (the parents and their 
successors in the formation of the superego) are trans-. 
formed into unconscious automatic reactio~s, is of the 
utmost importance for the course of civilization. The 
reality principle asserts itself through a shrinking of the 
conscious ego in a significant direction: the autonomous 

n The Ego and the Id, p. 75· 
ts Franz Alexander, The Psychoanalysis C1f the Total Personality (New 

'-1"- _,_ ....... _ .. .. • • ~ -· '11.11 ........ _ ' 
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of the instincts is frozen, and their pattern 
fixed at the childhood level. Adherence to a status quo 

is implanted in the instinctual structure. The indi
becomes instinctually re-actionary - in the literal as 

as the figurative sense. It exercises against itself, un
alllSCl,ous:ry, a severity which once was appropriate to an 
_.ac~luuu .. stage of its development but which has long since 
.cc<>me obsolete in the light of the rational potentialities 

(individual and social) maturity.18 The individual 
...., .. ., ... ....., itself (and then is punished) for deeds which are 
_ .. vi.J .... or which are no longer incompatible with civilized 

with civilized man. 
The superego thus enforces not only the demands of 

but also those of a past reality. By virtue of these 
•c:onscu:>us mechanisms, the mental development lags be

the real development, or (since the former is itself 
factor in the latter) retards the real development, denies 
potentialities in the name of the past. The past reveals 
twofold function in the shaping of the individual- and 
his society. Recalling the dominion of the primal pleas

principle, where freedom from want was a necessity, 
id carries the memory traces of this state forward into 

present future: it projects the past into the future. 
the superego, also unconscious, rejects this in

_..l& ...... , ... u claim on the future, in the name of a past no 
one of integral satisfaction but one of bitter adjust-

to a punitive present. Phylogenetically and ontogen
with the progress of civilization and with the 

• •. Ibid.~ RP 23-25. For the further ~i~erentiation in the origin and 
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growth of the individual, the memory traces of the unity 
between freedom and necessity become submerged in the 
acceptance of the necessity of unfreedom; rational and 
rationalized, memory itself bows to the reality principle. 

The reality principle sustains the organism in the external 
world. In the case of the human organism, this is an hiJ. 
torical world. The external world faced by the growing 
ego is at any stage a specific socio-historical organization of 
reality, affecting the mental structure through specific so
cietal agencies or agents. It has been argued that Freud's 
concept reality principle obliterates this fact by making 
historical contingencies into biological necessities: his anal
ysis of the repressive transformation of the instincts under 
the impact of the reality principle generalizes from a spe
cific historical form of reality to reality pure and simple. 
This criticism is valid, but its validity does not vitiate the 
truth in Freud's generalization, namely, that a repressive 
organization of the instincts underlies all historical forms of 
the reality principle in civilization. If he justifies the re
pressive organization of the instincts by the irreconcilabil
ity between the primary pleasure principle and the reality 
principle, he expresses the historical fact that civilization 
has progressed as organized domination. This awareness 
guides his entire phylogenetic construction, which derives 
civilization from the replacement of the patriarchal despot
ism of the primal horde by the internalized despotism of 
the brother clan. Precisely because all civilization has 
been organized domination, the historical development 
assumes the dignity and necessity of a universal biological 
_, __ , _ • rTTt '' 1 • , • 1 '' _, _ r ,, - T:'l - , 
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ian concepts thus contains the elements of its opposite: 
. their historical substance must be recaptured, not by add
ing some sociological factors (as do the " cultural " Nco
Freudian schools), but by unfolding their own content. 
In this sense, our subsequent discussion is an " extrapola
tion," which derives from Freud's theory notions and propo
sitions implied in it only in a reified form, in which histori
c:al processes appear as natural (biological) processes. 

Terminologically, this extrapolation calls for a duplica
tion of concepts: the Freudian terms, which do not ade
quately differentiate between the biological and the socio
bistorical vicissitudes of the instincts, must be paired with 
corresponding terms denoting the specific socio-historical 
component. Presently we shall introduce two such terms: 

(a) Surplus-repression: the restrictions necessitated by 
social domination. This is distinguished from (basic) re
IJression·: the "modifications" of the instincts necessary 
for the perpetuation of the human race in civilization. 

(b) Performance principle: the prevailing historical form 
of the reality principle. 

Behind the reality principle lies the fundamental fact of 
Ananke or scarcity (Lebensnot), which means that the 
struggle for existence takes place in a world too poor for the 
satisfaction of human needs without constant restraint, 
renunciation, delay. In other words, whatever satisfaction 
is possible necessitates work, more or less painful arrange
ments and undertakings for the procurement of the means 
for satisfying needs. For the duration of work, which occu
pies practically the entire existence of the mature individ-- . .. 
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the basic instincts strive for the prevalence of pleasure and 
for the absence of pain, the pleasure principle is incompat
ible with reality, and the instincts have to undergo a re

pressive regimentation. 
However,' this argument, which looms large in Freud's 

metapsychology, is fallacious in so far as it applies to the 
brute fact of scarcity what actually is the consequence of a 
specific organization of scarcity, and of a specific existential 
attitude enforced by this organization. The prevalent 
scarcity has, throughout civilization (although in very dif
ferent modes), been organized in such a way that it has 
not been distributed collectively in accordance with indi
vidual needs, nor has the procurement of goods for the 
satisfaction of needs been organized with the objective of 
best satisfying the developing needs of the individuals. In
stead, the distribution of scarcity as well as the effort of 
overcoming it, the mode of work, have been imposed upon 
individuals- first by mere violence, subsequently by a more 
rational utilization of power. However, no matter how 
useful this rationality was for the progress of the whole, it 
remained the rationality of domination, and the gradual 
conquest of scarcity was inextricably bound up with and 
shaped by the interest of domination. Domination differs 
from rational exercise of authority. The latter, which is 
inherent in any societal division of labor, is derived from 
knowledge and confined to the administration of functions 
and arrangements necessary for the advancement of the 
whole. In contrast, domination is exercised by a particular 
group or individual in order to sustain and enhance itself 
in a privileged position. Such domination does not exclude 
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technical, material, and intellectual progress, but only as 
an unavoidable by-product while preserving irrational scar
city, want, and constraint. 

The various modes of domination (of man and nature) 
result in various historical forms of the reality principle. 
For example, a society in which all members normally work 
for a living requires other modes of repression than a so
ciety in which labor is the exclusive province of one spe
cific group. Similarly, repression will be different in scope 
and degree according to whether social production is ori
ented on individual consumption or on profit; whether a 
market economy prevails or a planned economy; whether 
private or collective property. These differences affect the 
very content of the reality principle, for every form of the 
reality principle must be embodied in a system of societal 
institutions and relations, laws and values which transmit 
and enforce the required " modification " of the instincts. 
This " body " of the reality principle is different at the dif
ferent stages of civilization. Moreover, while any form of 
the reality principle demands a considerable degree and 
scope of repressive control over the instincts, the specific 
historical institutions of the reality principle and the specific 
interests of domination introduce additional controls over 
and above those indispensable for civilized human associa
tion. These additional controls arising from the specific 
institutions of domination are what we denote as surplus
repression. 

For example, the modifications and deflections of in
stinctual energy necessitated by the perpetuation of the 
monogamic-patriarchal family, or by a hierarchical division 
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of labor, or by public control over the individual's private 
existence are instances of surplus-repression pertaining to 
the institutions of a particular reality principle. They are 
added to the basic (phylogenetic) restrictions of the in
stincts which mark the development of man from the hu
man animal to the animal sapiens. The power to restrain 
and guide instinctual drives, to make biological necessities 
into individual needs and desires, increases rather than re
duces gratification: the "mediatization " of nature, the 
breaking of its compulsion, is the human form of the pleas
ure principle. Such restrictions of the instincts may first 
have been enforced by scarcity and by the protracted de
pendence of the human animal, but they have become 
privilege and distinction of man which enabled hi~ 
transform the blind necessity of the fulfillment of want 

desired gratification.ao 
The " containment " of the partial sexual impulses, 

progress to genitality belong to this basic layer of 
which makes possible intensified pleasure: the matura 
of the organism involves normal and natural maturation 
pleasure. However, the mastery of instinctual drives 
also be used against gratification; in the history of l:IVIlll

tion, basic repression and surplus-repression have been 
extricably intertwined, and the normal progress to 
ity has been organized in such a way that the 
impulses and their " zones " were all but desexualized 
order to conform to the requirements of a specific 
organization of the human existence. The vicissitudes 
the " proximity senses " (smell and taste) provide a 
example for the interrelation between basic repression 

ao See Chapter 11 below. 
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surplus-repression. Freud thought that " the coprophilic 
elements in the instinct have proved incompatible with our 
aesthetic ideas, probably since the time when man devel
oped an upright posture and so removed his organ of smell 
from the ground." 81 There is, however, another aspect to 
the subduing of the proximity senses in civilization: they 
•ccumb to the rigidly enforced taboos on too intense bad
ly pleasure. The pleasure of smell and taste is "much 
more of a bodily, physical one, hence also more akin to sex-
811 pleasure, than is the more sublime pleasure aroused by 
IDUild and the least bodily of all pleasures, the sight of 
:Dnethm' te: beautiful." 82 Smell and taste give, as it were, 

pleasure per se (and unrepressed disgust). 
relate (and separate) individuals immediately, with-

the generalized and conventionalized forms of con
...,UUOlll,.,,.,, morality, aesthetics. Such immediacy is incom

wi.th the effectiveness of organized domination, 
a society which " tends to isolate people, to put dis
between them, and to prevent spontaneous relation
and the • natural ' animal-like expressions of such re

" aa The pleasure of the proximity senses plays on 
erotogenic zones of the body - and does so only for 
sake of pleasure. Their unrepressed development 

eroticize the organism to such an extent that it would 
the desexualization of the organism required by 

social utilization as an instrument of labor. 

• "The Most Prevalent Form of Degradation in Erotic Life," in 
Papers (London: Hogarth Press, 1950), IV, 215. 

Ernest Schachte1, "On Memory and Childhood Amnesia," in A 
of lnterpersorud Relations, ed. Patrick Mullahy (New York: Her
Press, 19 50), p . .24· 

Ibid., p. 26. 
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Throughout the recorded history of ciVilization, the · 
stinctual constraint enforced by scarcity has been "' ......... """~ 
fied by constraints enforced by the hierar:hi~l 
of scarcity and labor; the interest of domma~o~ adde9 
plus-repression to the organization o~ ~e mstincts 
the reality principle. The pleasure pnnc1ple was ctetnr<>DCI 

not only because it militated against progr~~ ~n . 
but also because it militated against a CIVIlization 
progress perpetuates domination and toil. Freud ~eeins 
acknowledge this fact when he compares th~ attitude 
civilization toward sexuality with that of a tribe or a 
tion of the population " which has gained the upper 
and is exploiting the rest to its own advantage. Fear of 
revolt among the oppressed then becomes a motive for 

. gul ti' , ., stricter re a ons. . . 
The modification of the instincts under the reahty 

ciple affects the life instinct as well as the death · 
but the development of the latter becomes fully . 
standable only in the light of the development of ~e life 
stinct, i.e., of the repressive organization of sexuahty. 
sex instincts bear the brunt of the reality principle. 
organization culminates in the subjection of the partial 
instincts to the primacy of genitality, and in their 
tion under the function of procreation. The process 
volves the diversion of hbido from one's own body 
an alien object of the opposite sex (the mastery of 
and secondary narcissism). The gratification of the 
instincts and of non-procreative genitality are, acc:onll 

to the degree of their independence, tabooed as 
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1Uma1:ed, or transformed into subsidiaries of procreative 
Moreover, the latter is in most civilizations 

111111e1c:::d into monogamic institutions. This organization 
in a quantitative and qualitative restriction of sexual-

the unification of the partial instincts and their sub
under the procreative function alter the very 

of sexuality: from an autonomous " principle " gov
the entire organism it is turned into a specialized 

_..#6-··, function, into a means for an end. In terms of 
pleasure principle governing the " unorganized " sex 

reproduction is merely a " by-product." The pri-
content of sexuality is the "function of obtaining 

from zones of the body"; this function is only 
uently brought into the service of that of repro-

11 Freud emphasizes time and again that with-
its organization for such •• service " sexuality would 

all non-sexual and therefore all civilized societal 
-even at the stage of mature heterosexual gen-

• The conflict between civilization and sexuality is cause~ by 
1cirl::urrtstance that sexual love is a relationship between two 

in which a third can only be superfluous or disturbing, 
civilization is founded on relations between larger groups 

When a love relationship is at its height no room is left 
interest in the surrounding world; the pair of lovers are sufli

anto themselves, do not even need the child they have in 
to make them happy.•• 

earlier, in arguing the distinction between sexual and 
instincts, he points up the fatal implica

of sexuality: 
aa An Outline of Psvch0t11JJJ!.v.~. n. 'lli. 
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It is undeniable that the exercise of this function does not al
ways bring advantage to the individual, as do his other activities, 
but that for the sake of an exceptionally high degree of pleasure 
he is involved by this function in dangers which jeopardize his life 
and often enough exact it.87 

But how does this interpretation of sexuality as an essen
tially explosive force in " conflict" with civilization justify 
the definition of Eros as the effort " to combine organic 
substances into ever larger unities," 11 to "establish ever 
greater unities and to preserve them thus -in short, to 
bind together"? 88 How can sexuality become the prob
able " substitute " for the " instinct towards perfection," • 
the power that " holds together everything in the world "? 8 

How does the notion of the asocial character of sexuality 
jibe with the " supposition that love relationships (or, to 
use a more neutral expression, emotional ties) also con
stitu.te the essence of the group mind? " " The apparent 
contradiction is not solved by attn'buting the explosive con
notations to the earlier concept of sexuality and the con
structive ones to Eros - for the latter includes both. In 
Civilization and Its Discontents, immediately following 
the passage quoted above, Freud joins the two aspects: 
" In no other case does Eros so plainly betray the core of his 
being, his aim of making one out of many; but when he has 
achieved it in the proverbial way through the love of two 
human beings, he is not willing to go further." Nor can 

IT A General Introduction to Psychoanalysis (New York: Garden City 
Publishing Co., 1943), p. 358. 

88 Beyond the Pleasure Principle, p. 57· 
88 An Outline of Psychoanalysis, p. :zo. 
fO Beyond the Pleasure Principle, p. 57· 
u Group Psychology and the Analysis of the Ego (New York: Live

ti2ht Publishing Corp., 1949), p. 40. 
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the contradiction be eliminated by locating the construc
tive cultural force of Eros only in the sublimated modes of 
sexuality: according to Freud, the drive toward ever larger 
unities belongs to the biological-organic nature of Eros 
itself. 

At this stage of our interpretation, rather than trying to 
reconcile the two contradictory aspects of sexuality, we sug
gest that they reflect the inner unreconciled tension in 
Freud's theory: against his notion of the inevitable "bio
logical " conflict between pleasure principle and reality 
principle, between sexuality and civilization, militates the 
idea of the unifying and gratifying power of Eros, chained 
and worn out in a sick civilization. This idea would im
ply that the free Eros does not preclude lasting civilized 
societal relationships- that it repels only the supra-repres
sive organization of societal relationships under a principle 
which is the negation of the pleasure principle. Freud 
allows himself the image of a civilization consisting of pairs 
of individuals " libidinally satisfied in each other, and linked 
to all the others by work and common interest." " But he 
adds that such a "desirable" state does not exist and never 
has existed, that culture "exacts a heavy toll of aim-inhib
ited libido, and heavy restrictions upon sexual life are un
avoidable." He finds the reason for culture's" antagonism 
to sexuality " in the aggressive instincts deeply fused with 
sexuality: they threaten time and again to destroy civiliza
tion, and they force culture " to call up every possible re
inforcement " against them. " Hence its system of methods 

~~- CiVI7i%_t!tjon _t!n~ I~s Dis~on~n_t~, _I>. So_. See also. The Future of 
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by which mankind is to be driven to identifications and 
aim-inhibited love-relationships; hence the restrictions on 
sexual life." u But, again, Freud shows that this repressive 
system does not really solve the conflict. Civilization 
plunges into a destructive dialectic: the perpetual restric
tions on Eros ultimately weaken the life instincts and thus 
strengthen and release the very forces against which they 
were " called up " - those of destruction. This dialect.ic, 
which constitutes the still unexplored and even tabooed 
core of Freud's metapsychology, will be explored later on; 
here, we shall use Freud's antagonistic conception of Eros 
for elucidating the specific historical mode of repressiveness 
imposed by the established reality principle. 

In introducing the term surplus-repression we have fo
cused the discussion on the institutions and relations that 
constitute the social " body " of the reality principle. 
These do not just represent the changing external mani
festations of one and the same reality principle but actually 
change the reality principle itself. Consequently, in our 
attempt to elucidate the scope and the limits of the preva
lent repressiveness in contemporary civilization, we shall 
have to describe it in terms of the specific reality principle 
that has governed the origins and the growth of this civiliza
tion. We designate it as performance principle in order 
to emphasize that under its rule society is stratified accord
ing to the competitive economic performances of its mem
bers. It is clearly not the only historical reality principle: 
other modes of societal organization not merely prevailed 

" Civilization and Its Discontents, pp. 86-87. 
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primitive cultures but also survived into the modern 

The performance principle, which is that of an acquisi-
and antagonistic society in the process of constant ex

presupposes a long development during which 
has been increasingly rationalized: control over 

labor now reproduces society on an enlarged scale and 
improving conditions. For a long way, the interests 

domination and the interests of the whole coincide: the 
ble utilization of the productive apparatus fulfills 

needs and faculties of the individuals. For the vast rna
of the population, the scope and mode of satisfaction 

determined by their own labor; but their labor is work 
an apparatus which they do not control, which operates 

an independent power to which individuals must submit 
they want to live. And it becomes the more alien the 

specialized the division of labor becomes. Men do 
live their own lives but perform pre-established func

While they work, they do not fulfill their own needs 
faculties but work in alienation. Work has now be

general, and so have the restrictions placed upon the 
labor time, which is the largest part of the individ-

life time, is painful time, for alienated labor is ab
o£ gratification, negation of the pleasure principle. 
is diverted for socially useful performances in which 

individual works for himself only in so far as he works 
the apparatus, engaged in activities that mostly do not 

IDiilcicie with his own faculties and desires. 
However- and this point is decisive- the instinctual 
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energy thus withdrawn does not accrue to the ( unsubli
mated) aggressive instincts because its social utilization (in 
labor) sustains and even enriches the life of the individual 
The restrictions imposed upon the libido appear as the more 
rational, the more universal they become, the more they 
permeate the whole of society. They operate on the individ
ual as external objective laws and as an internalized force: 
the societal authority is absorbed into the "conscience • 
and into the unconscious of the individual and works as 
own desire, morality, and fulfillment. In the " normal• 
development, the individual lives his repression " freely " as 
his own life: he desires what he is supposed to desire; 
gratifications are profitable to him and to others; he is rea
sonably and often even exuberantly happy. This happiness, 
which takes place part-time during the few hours of 
between the working days or working nights, but ... v .............. ... 

also during work, enables him to continue his pet:tm:m~mce. 
which in tum perpetuates his labor and that of the others. 
His erotic performance is brought in line with his soc:tetlll 
performance. Repression disappears in the grand 
tive order of things which rewards more or less 
the complying individuals and, in doing so, reproduces 
or less adequately society as a whole. 

The conflict between sexuality and civilization uuJLVl, ... 

with this development of domination. Under the rule 
the performance principle, body and mind are made 
instruments of alienated labor; they can function as 
instruments only if they renounce the freedom of the 
bidinal subject-object which the human organism 
is and desires. The distribution of time plays a 
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mental role in this transformation. Man exists only part
time, during the working days, as an instrument of alienated 
performance; the rest of the time he is free for himself. (If 
the average working day, including preparation and travel 
to and from work, amounts to ten hours, and if the biolog
ical needs for sleep and nourishment require another ten 
hours, the free time would be four out of each twenty-four 
hours throughout the greater part of the individual's life.) 
This free time would be potentially available for pleasure. 
But the pleasure principle which governs the id is " time
Jess " also in the sense that it militates against the temporal 
clismem berment of pleasure, against its distribution in small 
separated doses. A society governed by the performance 
principle must of necessity impose such distribution because 
the organism must be trained for its alienation at its very 
roots - the pleasure ego. •G It must learn to forget the claim 
for timeless and useless gratification, for the "eternity of 
pleasure." Moreover, from the working day, alienation and 
regimentation spread into the free time. Such co-ordina
tion does not have to be, and normally is not, enforced 
from without by the agencies of society. The basic con
trol of leisure is achieved by the length of the working day 
itself, by the tiresome and mechanical routine of alienated 

n ~o be sure, every form of society, every civilization has to exact 
labor bme for the procurement of the necessities and luxuries of life. But 
801: every kind and mode of labor is essentially irreconcilable with the 
pleasure principle. The human relations connected with work may " pro
tide for a very considerable discharge of libidinal component impulse$, 
.arcissistic, aggressive, and even erotic." (Civilization and Its Discontents, 
p. 34 note.) The irreconcilable conflict is not between work (reality prin· 
ciple) and ~r~ (pleasure principle), but between alienated labor (per· 
fonnance pnnc1ple) and Eros. The notion of non-alienated, libidinal work 
will be discussed below. 
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labor; these require that leisure be a passive relaxation and 
a re-creation of energy for work. Not until the late stage of 
industrial civilization, when the growth of productivity 
threatens to overflow the limits set by repressive domina
tion, has the technique of mass manipulation developed 
an entertainment industry which directly controls leisure 
time, or has the state directly taken over the enforcement 
of such controls.'0 The individual is not to be left alone. 
For left to itself, and supported by a free intelligence aware 
of the potentialities of liberation from the reality of repres
sion, the libidinal energy generated by the id would thrust 
against its ever more extraneous limitations and strive to 
engulf an ever larger field of existential relations, thereby 
exploding the reality ego and its repressive performances. 

The organization of sexuality reflects the basic features 
of the performance principle and its organization of society. 
Freud emphasizes the aspect of centralization. It is espe
cially operative in the " unification " of the various objects 
of the partial instincts into one libidinal object of the oppo
site sex, and in the establishment of genital supremacy. In 
both cases, the unifying process is repressive...:. that is to say, 
the partial instincts do not develop freely into a " higher, 
stage of gratification which preserves their objectives, but 
are cut off and reduced to subservient functions. ·This 
process achieves the socially necessary desexualization of 
the body: the libido becomes concentrated in one part of 
the body, leaving most of the rest free for use as the instru
ment of labor. The temporal reduction of the libido is 
thus supplemented by its spatial reduction. 

" See Chapter .. bc:t6w. 
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Originally, the sex instinct has no extraneous temporal 
pd spatial limitations on its subject and object; sexuality is 
by nature " polymorphous-perverse." The societal organi
zation of the sex instinct taboos as perversions practically 
all its manifestations which do not serve or prepare for the 
procreative function. Without the most severe restric
tions, they would counteract the sublimation on which the 
growth of culture depends. According to Fenichel, "pre
genital strivings are the object of sublimation," and genital 
primacy is its prerequisite." Freud questioned why theta
boo on the perversions is sustained with such an extraor
dinary rigidity. He concluded that no one can forget 
that the perversions are not merely detestable but also 
something monstrous and terrifying - " as if they ext!rted a 
seductive influence; as if at bottom a secret envy of those 
who enjoy them had to be strangled.'8 The perversions 
seem to give a promesse de bonheur greater than that of 
"normal " sexuality. What is the source of their promise? 
Freud emphasized the " exclusive " character of the devia
tions from normality, their rejection of the procreative sex 
act. The perversions thus express rebellion against the 
subjugation of sexu~lity under the order of procreation, and 
against the institutions which guarantee this order. Psycho
analytic theory sees in the practices that exclude or prevent 
procreation an opposition against continuing ~he chain of 
reproduction and thereby of paternal domination -an at
tempt to prevent the " reappearance of the father." ' 8 The 

" The Psychoanalytic Theory of Neurosis, p. 1 .. p. 
" A General Introduction to Psychoanalysis, p. ::z.S::z.. 
'8 G. Barag, "Zur Psychoanalyse der Prostitution," in Imago, Vol. 

XXIII, No. 3 (1937), P· 345· 
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perversions seem to reject the entire enslavement of the 
pleasure ego by the reality ego. Claiming instinctual free
dom in a world of repression, they are often characterized 
by a strong rejection of that feeling of guilt which accom-
panies sexual repression. eo . 

By virtue of their revolt against the performance principle 
in the name of the pleasure principle, the perversions show 
a deep affinity to phantasy as that mental activity which 
"was kept free from reality-testing and remained subordi
nated to the pleasure principle alone." u Phantasy not only 
plays a constitutive role in the perverse manifestations of 
sexuality; e2 as artistic imagination, it also links the perver-
sions with the images of integral freedom and gratification. 
In a repressive order, which enforces the equation between 
normal, socially useful, and good, the manifestations ol 
pleasure for its own sake must appear as fleurs du mal. 
Against a society which employs sexuality as means for a 
useful end, the perversions uphold sexuality as an end in 
itself; they thus place themselves outside the dominion of 
the performance principle and challenge its very founda
tion. They establish libidinal relationships which society 
must ostracize because they threaten to reverse the process 
of civilization which turned the organism into an instm
ment of work. They are a symbol of what had to be sup
pressed so that suppression could prevail and organize the 
ever more efficient domination of man and ·nature -a 

eo Otto Rank, Sexualitilt und Schuldgefiihl (Leipzig, Vienna, Zurich: 
Intemationaler Psychoanalytischer Verlag, 1926), P· .1°?· ., . C lle-'J 

n Freud, ". • . Two Principles in Mental Functionmg. m o .,,_ 

Pa~s:, ~~~ 1[;-1 ?~"'"' ··--3 co-L •. r-3~..s.-,LJ -- • •-• ~ 
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symbol of the destructive identity between freedom and 
happiness. Moreover, license in the practice of perversions 
would endanger the orderly reproduction not only of labor 
power but perhaps even of mankind itself. The fusion of 
Eros and death instinct, precarious even in the normal hu
man existence, here seems to be loosened beyond the danger 
point. And the loosening of this fusion makes manifest the 
erotic component in the death instinct and the fatal com
ponent in the sex instinct. The perversions suggest the 
ultimate identity of Eros and death instinct, or the submis
sion of Eros to the death instinct. The cultural task (the 
life task?) of the libido - namely, to make the "destructive 
instinct harmless" ea- here comes to naught: the instinc
toal drive in search of ultimate and integral fulfillment 
zegresses from the pleasure principle to the Nirvana prin
ciple. Civilization has acknowledged and sanctioned this 
mpreme danger: it admires the convergence of death in
stinct and Eros in the highly sublimated and (monogamic) 
creations of the Liebestod, while outlawing the less com
plete but more realistic expressions of Eros as an end in 
itself. 

There is no societal organization of the death instinct 
paralleling that of Eros: the very depth at which the instinct 
operates protects it from such a systematic and methodical 
organization; only some of its derivative manifestations are 
RISceptible to control. As a component of sado-masochistic 
gratification, it falls under the strict taboo on perversions. 
Still, the entire progress of civilization is rendered possible 

ea FrPntl_ .. ThP F.l"nnnmil" PrnhlPm in M"cnl"hicm'' in C!n11PJ'Itul 
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only by the transformation and utilization of the death 
instinct or its derivatives. The diversion of primary de
structiveness from the ego to the external world feeds tech
nological progress, and the use of the death instinct for the 
formation of the superego achieves the punitive submission 
of the pleasure ego to the reality principle and assures civil
ized morality. In this transformation, the death instinct is 
brought into the service of Eros; the aggressive· impulses 
provide energy for the continuous alteration, mastery, and 
exploitation of nature to the advantage of mankind. In 
attacking, splitting, changing, pulverizing things and ani
mals (and, periodically, also men), man extends his do
minion over the world and advances to ever richer stages of 
civilization. But civilization preserves throughout the mark 
of its deadly component: 

• . • we seem almost forced to accept the dreadful hypothesis 
·that in the very structure and substance of all human constructive 
social efforts there is embodied a principle of death, that there is 
no progressive impulse but must become fatigued, that the intel
lect can provide no permanent defence against a vigorous bar
barism.'' 

The socially channeled destructiven~s reveals time and 
again its origin in a drive which defies all usefulness. Be
neath the manifold rational and rationalized motives for 
war against national and group enemies, for the destructive 
conquest of time, space, and man, the deadly partner of 
Eros becomes manifest in the persistent approval and par
ticipation of the victimS. 55 

'' Wilfred Trotter, Instincts of the Herd in Peace ctnd We1r (London: 
Oxfor<!_ U~vers!ty .. ~~~· ~9532~.~P· .!9~197; ~ . . .. ---"' 
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" In the construction of the personality the destruction 
~~uu•.L manifests itself most clearly in the formation of the 
-.rn~er-~e~o " 111 To be sure, by its defensive role against 

" unrealistic " impulses of the id, by its function in 
lasting conquest of the Oedipus complex, the super
builds up and protects the unity of the ego, secures its 

under the reality principle, and thus works in 
service of Eros. However, the superego attains these 

illbi'ecti:ves by directing the ego against its id, turning part of 
destruction instincts against a part of the personality -
destroying, " splitting " the unity of the personality as 

whole; thus it works in the service of the antagonist of the 
instinct. This inner-directed destructiveness, moreover, 

_., ......... tes the moral core of the mature personality. Con
lcic~oe, the most cherished moral agency of the ciVIlized 

emerges as permeated with the death instinct; 
categorical imperative that the superego enforces re

an imperative of self-destruction while it constructs 
social existence of the personality. The work of re

.ressicm pertains to the death instinct as well as the life in
Normally, their fusion is a healthy one, but the sus
severity of the superego constantly threatens this 

~ ....... 1 balance. " The more a man checks his aggressive 
.-u ................ toward others the more tyrannical, that is ag-
_,,.,,, .. he becomes in his ego-ideal ..• the more intense 
~~ee:omte the aggressive tendencies of his ego-ideal against 

ego." 17 Driven to the extreme, in melancholia, " a pure 
1~, ....... of the death instinct " may hold sway in the super

Ill Franz Alexander, The Psychocmczlysis of the Totczl Personality, 
lJ;Q. 
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ego: it may become a "kind of gathering place for the 
instincts." 68 But this extreme danger has its roots in 
normal situation of the ego. Since the ego's work 
ina 

• • • liberation of the aggressive instincts hi the super-ego, 
struggle against the libido exposes it to the danger of ma.ltre:atml:ll 

. and death. In suffering under the attacks of the super-ego or 
haps even succumbing to them, the ego is meeting with a fate 
that of the protozoa which are destroyed by the products of 
integration that they themselves have created.G8 

And Freud adds that" from the [mental] economic 
of view the morality that functions in the super-ego 
to be a similar product of disintegration." 

It is in this context that Freud's metapsychology 
· face to face with the fatal dialectic of civilization: the 
progress of civilization .leads to the release of u' ll,.;li~.,JLllJ:;II 
destructive forces. In order to elucidate the .... ~··--·~-
between Freud's individual psychology and the theory 
civilization, it will be necessary to resume the 
of the instinctual dynamic at a different level- namely, 
phylogenetic one. 

68 Ibid., PP· 77• 79· ae Ibid., p. 8+ 

CHAPTER THREE 

The Origin of Repressive 
Civilization 

(Phylogenesis) 

The quest for the origin of repression leads back to the 
· · of instinctual repression, which occurs during early 

iloUL'""'·vv•.... The superego is the heir of the Oedipus com
and the repressive organization of sexuality is chiefly 

llttf~Ct(~Cl against its pregenital and perverse manifestations. 
the " trauma of birth " releases the first expres-

of the death instinct- the impulse to return to the 
of the womb -and necessitates the subsequent 

illon1trols of this impulse. It is in the child that the reality 
completes its work, with such thoroughness and 

~Pntv that the mature individual's behavior is hardly more 
a repetitive pattern of childhood experiences and reac

But the childhood experiences which become trau
under the impact of reality are pre-individual, generic: 
individual variations, the protracted dependence ot 

human infant, the Oedipus situation, and pregenital 
~ ....... L 1 all belong to the genus man. Moreover, the un
~~v··, .. ~ ...... severity of the superego of the neurotic person

the unconscious sense of guilt and the unconscious 
for punishment, seem to be out of proportion with the 
1 " c;nfnl " ;,., ... .,h.,., nf f'hP ;nrliuirln..,l• f'hP nPrnPh,..,_ 
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tion and (as we shall see) intensification of the sense ci 
guilt throughout maturity, the excessively repressive organ
ization of sexuality, cannot be adequately explained in 
terms of the still acute danger of individual impulses. Nor 
can the individual reactions to early traumata be adequately 
explained by "what the individual himself has experi
enced "; they deviate from individual experiences "in a 
way that would accord much better with their being reac
tions to genetic events," and in general they can be ex
plained only " through such an influence." 1 The analysis 
of the mental structure of the personality is thus forced to 
regress behind early childhood, from the prehistory of the 
individual to that of the genus. In the personality, accord
ing to Otto Rank, there operates a "biological sense of 
guilt " which stands for the demands of the species. The 
moral principles "which the child imbibes from the per
sons responsible for its upbringing during the first years ci 
its life" reflect " certain phylogenetic echoes of primitive 
man." 1 Civilization is still determined by its archaic heri
tage, and this heritage, so Freud asserts, includes " not only 
dispositions, but also ideational contents, memory traces of 
the experiences of former generations." Individual psy
chology is thus in itself group psychology in so far as the 
individual itself still is in archaic identity with the species. 
This archaic heritage bridges the " gap between individual 

and mass psychology." • 

1 Freud, Mosu and Monotheism (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1949), 
P· 1)7· 

1 Alexander, The Psychoanalysis of the Total Personality (New York: 
Nervous and Mental D_is~se M_o~ograph N~. p, 192.9), P· 7· 
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This conception has far-reaching implications for the 
lletl~od and substance of social science. As psychology 

the ideological veil and traces the construction of the 
~.,·vud.uLy, it is led to dissolve the individual: his autono-

personality appears as the frozen manifestation of the 
repression of mankind. Self-consciousness and rea

which have conquered and shaped the historical world, 
done so in the image of repression, internal and ex

They have worked as the agents of domination; the 
10ernes which they have brought (and these are consid

grew in the soil of enslavement and have retained 
mark of their birth. These are the disturbing implica

of Freud's theory of the personality. By" dissolving" 
idea of the ego-personality into its primary components, 

now bares the sub-individual and pre-individual 
which (largely unconscious to the ego) actually 

the individual: it reveals the power of the universal 
and over the individuals. 
This disclosure undermines one of the strongest ideo

fortifications of modem culture -namely, the no
of the autonomous individual. Freud's theory here 
the great critical efforts to dissolve ossified sociological 

_.,,,..,.,..,. • ., into their historical content His psychology does 
focus on the concrete and complete personality as it 

in its private and public environment, because this 
...,.,, . .,..,,,.,. conceals rather than reveals the essence and na-

of the personality. It is the end result of long histori-
processes which are congealed in the network of human 

institutional entities making up society, and these 
------ ...l-~-- .L1-..- -----.-1~-'--- __ _l ~L- --1-L~---L!-- r"t.--
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sequently, to understand them for what they really are, 
psychology must unfreeze them by tracing their hidden ~ri
gins. In doing so, psychology discovers that the determm
ing childhood experiences are linked with the experiences 
of the species - that the individual lives the universal fate 
of mankind. The past defines the present because man
kind has not yet mastered its own history. To Freud, the 
universal fate is in the instinctual drives, but they are them
selves subject to historical " modifications." At their begin
ning is the experience of domination, symbolized by the 
primal father- the extreme Oedipus situation. It is never 
entirely overcome: the mature ego of the civilized person
ality still preserves the archaic heritage of man. 

If this dependency of the ego is not kept in mind, the 
increased emphasis in Freud's later writings on the auton
omy of the mature ego might be abused as justification for 
abandoning the most advanced conceptions of psychoanaly
sis - a retreat undertaken by the cultural and interpersonal 
schools. In one of his last papers,' Freud proposes that not 
all modifications of the ego are " acquired during the defen
sive conflicts of early childhood ";he suggests that " each in
dividual ego is endowed from the beginning with its own 
peculiar dispositions and tendencies," that there ~ 
" primary congenital variations in the ego." However, this 
new autonomy of the ego seems to tum into its opposite: 
far from retracting the notion of the ego's essential ........ J ............ 

ency on pre-individual, generic constellations, 
strengthens the role of these constellations in the """''

11

,_ 

• "Analysis Terminable and Interminable," in Coliected Papm 
don: Hogarth Press, 1950), V, 343· 
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ment of the ego. For he interprets the congenital variations 
of the ego in terms of " our ' archaic heritage,' " and he 
thinks that" even before the ego exists, its subsequent lines 
of development, tendencies and reactions are already deter
mined." 11 Indeed, the apparent renaissance of the ego is 
accompanied by the accentuation of the " deposits from 
primitive human development present in our archaic heri
tage." When Freud concludes from the congenital struc
ture of the ego that the "topographical differentiation 
between ego and id loses much of its value for our investiga
tion," then this assimilation of ego and id seems to alter 
the balance between the two mental forces in favor of the 
id rather than the ego, the generic rather than the indi
vidual processes.8 

No part of Freud's theory has been more strongly re
jected than the idea of the survival of the archaic heri
tage - his reconstruction of the prehistory of mankind 
from the primal horde through patricide to civilization. 
The difficulties in scientific verification and even in logical 
consistency are obvious and perhaps insurmountable. More
over, they are reinforced by the taboos which the Freudian 
hypothesis so effectively violates: it does not lead back to 
the image of a paradise which man has forfeited by his sin 
against God but to the domination of man by man, estab-

8 Ibid., pp. 343-344. Italics added. 
8 In .~is p~per on the " Mutual Influences in the Development of Ego 

ID~ I?, Hemz Har_tmann stresses the phylogenetic aspect: the "differ· 
cntiatwn of ego and 1d, developed by whatever process of evolution through 
h~dreds of thousands of r,ears, is in the form of a disposition, in part 
~ mnate character of man. However, he assumes a "primary autonomy 
• ego d~elopment." Hartmann's paper is in The Psychoanalytic Study 
el the Child, Vol. VII (New York: International Universities Press, 1952-). 
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lished by a very earthly father-despot and perpetuated by 
the unsuccessful or uncompleted rebellion against him. 
The " original sin " was against man - and it was no sin 
because it was committed against one who was himself 
guilty. And this phylogenetic hypothesis reveals that ma
ture civilization is still conditioned by archaic mental 
immaturity. The memory of prehistoric impulses and 
deeds continues to haunt civilization: the repressed ma
terial returns, and the individual is still punished for im
pulses long since mastered and deeds long since undone. 

If Freud's hypothesis is not corroborated by any anthro
pological evidence, it would have to be discarded altogether 
except for the fact that it telescopes, in a sequence of cata· 
strophic events, the historical dialectic of domination and 
thereby elucidates aspects of civilization hitherto unex
plained. We use Freud's anthropological speculation only 
in this sense: for its symbolic value. The archaic events. 
that the hypothesis stipulates may forever be beyond the 
realm of anthropological verification; the alleged conse
quences of these events are historical facts, and their inter
pretation in the light of Freud's hypothesis lends them a 
neglected significance which points to the historical future. 
If the hypothesis defies common sense, it claims, in its de
fiance, a truth which common sense has been trained to 

forget. 
In Freud's construction, the first human group was estab

lished and sustained by the enforced rule of one individual 
over all others. At one time in the life of the genus man, 
life was organized by domination. And the man who suc
ceeded in dominating the others was the father- that is to 
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say, the man who possessed the desired women and who 
had, with them, produced and kept alive the sons and 
daughters. The father monopolized for himself the woman 
(the supreme pleasure) and subjugated the other members 
of the horde to his power. Did he succeed in establishing 
his dominion because he succeeded in excluding them from 
supreme pleasure? In any case, for the group as a whole, 
the monopolization of pleasure meant an unequal distribu
tion of pain: " ... the fate of the sons was a hard one; if 
they excited the father's jealousy they were killed or cas
trated or driven out. They were forced to live in small com
munities and to provide themselves with wives by stealing 
them from others." 1 The burden of whatever work had 
to be done in the primal horde would have been placed on 
the sons who, by their exclusion from the pleasure reserved 
for the father, had now become " free " for the channeling 
of instinctual energy into unpleasurable but necessary activi
ties. The constraint on the gmtification of instinctual 
needs imposed by the father, the suppression of pleasure, 
thus not only was the result of domination but also created 
the mental preconditions for the continued functioning of 

domination. 
In this organization of the primal horde, rationality and 

irrationality, biological and sociological factors, the com
mon and the particular interest are inextricably intertwined. 
The primal horde is a temporarily functioning group, which 
sustains itself in some sort of order; it may therefore be as
sumed that the patriarchal despotism which established this 
order was " rational " to the extent to which it created and 

1 Moses and Monotheism, p. uS. 
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preserved the group - thereby the reproduction of the 
whole and the common interest. Setting the model for 
the subsequent development of civilization, the primal fa
ther prepared the ground for progress through enforced con
straint on pleasure and enforced abstinence; he thus cre
ated the first preconditions for the disciplined "labor 
force " of the future. Moreover, this hierarchical division 
of pleasure was "justified" by protection; security, and 
even love: because the despot was the father, the hatred 
with which his subjects regarded him must from the begin
ning have been accompanied by a biological affection -
ambivalent emotions which were expressed in the wish to 
replace and to imitate the father, to identify oneself with 
him, with his pleasure as well as with his power. The father 
establishes domination in his own interest, but in doing so 
he is justified by his age, by his biological function, and 
(most of all) by his success: he creates that" order" with
out which the group would immediately dissolve. In this 
role, the primal father foreshadows the subsequent domi
neering father-images under which civilization progressed. 
In his person and function, he incorporates the inner logic 
and necessity of the reality principle itself. He has "his
torical rights." 1 

The reproductive order of the horde survived the primal 

father: 
• • • one or the other son might succeed in attaining a situation 

similar to that of the father in the original horde. One favoured 
position came about in a natural way: it was that of the. youngest 
son, who, protected by his mo~her's love,. could p~ofit by his father's 
advancing years and replace hun after hiS death. 

1 Ibid., p. 135· • Ibid., p. uS. 
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Primal patriarchal despotism thus became an " effective " 
order. But the effectiveness of the superimposed organiza
tion of the horde must have been very precarious, and con
sequently the hatred against patriarchal suppression. very 
strong. In Freud's construction, this hatred culminates in 
the rebellion of the exiled sons, the collective killing and 
devouring of the father, and the establishment of the 
brother clan, which in tum deifies the assassinated father 
and introduces those taboos and restraints which, accord
ing to Freud, generate social morality. Freud's hypotheti
cal history of the primal horde treats the rebellion of the 
brothers as a rebellion against the father's taboo on the 
women of the horde; no " social " protest against the une
qual division of pleasure is involved. Consequently, in a 
strict sense, civilization begins only in the brother clan, 
when the taboos, now self-imposed by the ruling brothers, 
implement repression in the common interest of preserving 
the group as a whole. And the decisive psychological event 
which separates the brother clan from the primal horde is 
the development of guilt feeling. Progress beyond the 
primal horde- i.e., civilization -presupposes guilt feel
ing: it introjects into the individuals, and thus sustains, the 
principal prohibitions, constraints, and delays in gratifica
tion on which civilization depends. 

It is a reasonable surmise that after the killing of the father a 
time followed when the brothers quarrelled among themselves for 
the succession, which each of them wanted to obtain for himself 
alone. They came to see that these fights were as dangerous as 
they were futile. This hard-won understanding- as well as the 
memory of the deed of liberation they had achieved together and 
the attachment that had grown up among them during the time of 
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their exile -led at last to a union among them, a sort of social 
contract. Thus there came into being the first form of a social 
organization accompanied by a renunciation of instinctual gratifica
tion· recognition of mutual obligations; institutions declared sacred, 
whi~h could not be broken - in short, the beginnings of morality 
and law.10 

The rebellion against the father is rebellion against bio
logically justified authority; his assassination destroys the 
order which has preserved the life of the group. The rebels 
have committed a crime against the whole and thereby also 
against themselves. They are guilty before the others and 
before themselves, and they must repent. The assassination 
of the father is the supreme crime because the father es
tablished the order of reproductive sexuality and thus is, 
in his person, the genus which creates and preserves all 
individuals. The patriarch, father and tyrant in one, unites 
sex and order, pleasure and reality; he evokes love and ha
tred; he guarantees the biological and sociological basis on 
which the history of mankind depends. The annihilation 
of his person threatens to annihilate lasting group life itself 
and to restore the prehistoric and subhistoric destructive 
force of the pleasure principle. But the sons want the same 
thing as the father: they want lasting satisfaction of their 
needs. They can attain this objective only by repeating, 
in a new form, the order of domination which had con
trolled pleasure and thereby preserved the group. The fa
ther survives as the god in whose adoration the sinners re

. pent so that they can continue to sin, while the new fathers 
secure those suppressions of pleasure which are necessary 
for preserving their rule and their organization of the group. 

10 Ibid., p. 129. 
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The progress from domination by one to domination by 
several involves a " social spread •• of pleasure and makes 
repression self-imposed in the ruling group itself: all its 
members have to obey the taboos if they want to maintain 
their rule. Repression now permeates the life of the op
pressors themselves, and part of their instinctual energy be
comes available for sublimation in " work." 

At the same time, the taboo on the women of the clan 
leads to expansion and amalgamation with other hordes; 
organized sexuality begins that formation of larger units 
which Freud regarded as the function of Eros in civiliza
tion. The role of the women gains increasing importance. 
" A good part of the power which had become vacant 
through the father's death passed to the women; the time 
of the matriarchate followed." 11 It seems essential for 
Freud's hypothesis that in the sequence of the development 
toward civilization the matriarchal period is preceded by 
primal patriarchal despotism: the low degree of repressive 
domination, the extent of erotic freedom, which are tradi
tionally associated with matriarchy appear, in Freud's hy
pothesis, as consequences of the overthrow of patriarchal 
despotism rather than as primary "natural" conditions. 
In the development of civilization, freedom becomes pos
sible only as liberation. Liberty follows domination- and 
leads to the reaffirmation of domination. Matriarchy is re
placed by a patriarchal counter-revolution, and the latter 
is stabilized by the institutionalization of religion. 

During that time a great social revolution had taken place. 
Matriarchy was followed by a restitution of the patriarchal order. 

11 Ibid., pp. 129-130. 
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The new fathers, it is true, never succeeded to the omnipotence of 
the primeval father. There were too many of them and they lived 
in larger communities than the original horde had been; they had 
to get on with one another and were restricted by social institu
tions.tt 

Male gods at first appear as sons by the side of tlie great 
mother-deities, but gradually they assume the features of 
the father; polytheism cedes to monotheism, and then re
turns the " one and only father deity whose power is un
limited." 18 

• Sublime and sublimated, original domination 
becomes eternal, cosmic, and good, and in this form guards 
the process of civilization. The " historical rights " of the 
primal father are restored.1

' 

The sense of guilt, which, in Freud's hypothesis, is in
trinsic to the brother clan and its subsequent consolidation 
into the first " society," is primarily guilt feeling about the 
perpetration of the supreme crime, patricide. Anxiety 
arises over the consequences of the crime. However, these 
consequences are twofold: they threaten to destroy the life 
of the group by the removal of the authority which ( al
though in terror) had preserved the group; and, at the same 
time, this removal promises a society without the father
that is, without suppression and domination. Must it not 
be assumed that the sense of guilt reflects this twofold struc
ture and its ambivalence? The rebellious parricides act 
only to forestall the first consequence, the threat: they re
establish domination by substituting many fathers for 
one, and then by deifying and internalizing the one fa
ther. But in doing so they betray the promise of their 
own deed- the promise of liberty. The despot-patriarch 

11 Ibid., pp. 131-132. 1a Ibid. 1' Ibid., pp. 135-136. 
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has succeeded in implanting his reality principle in the re
bellious sons. Their revolt has, for a short span of time, 
broken the chain of domination; then the new freedom is 
again suppressed - this time by their own authority and 
action. Must not their sense of guilt include guilt about 
the betrayal and denial of their deed? Are they not guilty 
of restoring the repressive father, guilty of self-imposed per
petuation of domination? The question suggests itself if 
Freud's phylogenetic hypothesis is confronted with his no
tion of the instinctual dynamic. As the reality principle 
takes root, even in its most primitive and most brutally en· 
forced form, the pleasure principle becomes something 
frightful and terrifying; the impulses for free gratification 
meet with anxiety, and this anxiety calls for protection 
against them. The individuals have to defend themselves 
against the specter of their integral liberation from want 
and pain, against integral gratification. And the latter is 
represented by the woman who, as mother, has once, for 
the first and last time, provided such gratification. These 
are the instinctual factors which reproduce the rhythm of 
liberation and domination. 

Through her sexual power, woman is dangerous to the commu
nity, the social structure of which rests on the fear displaced to 
the father. The king is slain by the people, not in order that they 
may be free, but that they may take upon themselves a heavier 
yoke, one that will protect them more surely from the mother.u 

The king-father is slain not only because he imposes in
tolerable restraints but also because the restraints, imposed 
by an individual person, are not effective enough a " barrier 

to Otto Rank, The Trauma of Birth (New York: Harcourt, Brace, 
1929), P· 93· 
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to incest," not effective enough to cope with the desire to 
return to the mother.18 Liberation is therefore followed by 
ever "better" domination: 

The development of the paternal domination into an increasingly 
powerful state system administered by man is thus a continuance 
of the primal repression, which bas as its purpose the ever wider 
exclusion of woman.u 

The overthrow of the king-father is a crime, but so is his 
restoration- and both are necessary for the progress of 
civilization. The crime against the reality principle is re
deemed by the crime against the pleasure principle: re
demption thus cancels itself. The sense of guilt is sustained 
in spite of repeated and intensified redemption: anxiety per
sists because the crime against the pleasure principle is not 
redeemed. There is guilt oyer a deed that has not been 
accomplished: liberation. Some of Freud's formulations 
seem to indicate this: the sense of guilt was "the conse
quence of uncommitted aggression"; and 

• . . it is not really a decisive matter whether one bas killed one's 
father or abstained from the deed; one must feel guilty in either 
case, for guilt is the. expression of the conffict of ambivalence, the 
eternal struggle between Eros and the destructive or death in
stinct.18 

Much earlier Freud spoke of a pre-existing sense of guilt, 
which seems to be " lurking" in the individual, ready and 
waiting to" assimilate" an accusation made against him.18 

This notion seems to correspond to the idea of a " floating 

18 Ibid., p. 92.· 
1 ' Ibid., p. 94· 
1a Civilization cmd Its Di&content& (London: Hogarth Press, 1949), 

pp. u8, 121. 
1e " Psychoanalysis and the Ascertaining of Truth in Courts of Law," 

in CoUected Papers, II, 2.3. 
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anxiety " which has subterranean roots even beneath the 
individual unconscious. 

Freud assumes that the primal crime, and the sense of 
guilt attached to it, are reproduced, in modified forms, 
throughout history. The crime is re-enacted in the conflict 
of the old and new generation, in revolt and rebellion 
against established authority- and in subsequent repent
ance: in the restoration and glorification of authority. In 
explaining this strange perpetual recurrence, Freud sug
gested the hypothesis of the return of "the repressed, which 
he illustrated by the psychology of religion. Freud thought 
that he had found traces of the patricide and of its "re
turn" and redemption in the history of Judaism, which 
begins with the killing of Moses. The concrete implica
tions of Freud's hypothesis become clearer in his interpre
tation of anti-Semitism. He believed that anti-Semitism 
had deep roots in the unconscious: jealousy over the Jewish 
claim of being the " first-born, favorite child of God . the 
Father"; dread of circurr.cision, associated with the threat 
of castration; and, perhaps most important, " grudge against 
the new religion" (Christianity) which was forced on 
many modem peoples " only in relatively recent times." 
This grudge was "projected" onto the source from which 
Christianity came, namely, Judaism.20 

If we follow this train of thought beyond Freud, and con
nect it with the twofold origin of the sense of guilt, the life 
and death of Christ would appear as a struggle against the 
father - and as a triumph over the father.11 The message 

zo Moses !"'d Monotheism, pp. 144f. 
21 Se.e Ench Fromm, Die Entwicklung des Christusdogmts~ (Vienna: 

Internationaler Psychoanalytischer Verlag, 1931). 
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of the Son was the message of liberation: the overthrow of 
the Law (which is domination) by Agape (which is Eros). 
This would fit in with the heretical image of Jesus as the 
Redeemer in the flesh, the Messiah who came to save man 
here on earth. Then the subsequent transubstantiation of 
the Messiah, the deification of the Son beside the Father, 
would be a betrayal of his message by his own disciples -
the denial of the liberation in the flesh, the revenge on the 
redeemer. Christianity would then have surrendered the 
gospel of Agape-Eros again to the Law; the father-rule 
would be restored and strengthened. In Freudian terms, 
the primal crime could have been expiated, according to the 
message of the Son, in an order of peace and love on earth. 
It was not; it was rather superseded by another crime- that 
against the Son. With his transubstantiation, his gospel 
too was transubstantiated; his deification removed his mes
sage from this world. Suffering and repression were per

petuated. 
This interpretation would lend added significance to 

Freud's statement that the Christian peoples are "badly 
christened," that " under the thin veneer of Christianity 
they have remained what their ancestors were, barbarically 
polytheistic." 22 They are " badly christened" in so far as 
they accept and obey the liberating gospel only in a highly 
sublimated form - which leaves the reality unfree as it was 
before. Repression (in the technical Freudian sense) 
played only a minor role in the institutionalization of 
Christianity. The transformation of the original content, 
the deflection from the original objective, took place in 

12 ·Moses and Monotheism, p. 145· 
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broad daylight, consciously, with public argumentation and 
justification. Equally open was the armed struggle of in
stitutionalized Christianity against the heretics, who tried 
or allegedly tried to rescue the unsublimated content and 
the unsublimated objective. There were good rational mo
tives behind the bloody wars against the Christian revolu
tions which filled the Christian era. However, the cruel 
and organized slaughter of Cathari, Albigensians, Anabap
tists, of slaves, peasants, and paupers who revolted under 
the sign of the cross, the burning of witches and their de
fenders - this sadistic extermination of the weak suggests 
that unconscious instinctual forces broke through all the 
rationality and rationalization. The executioners and their 
bands fought the specter of a liberation which they desired 
but which they were compelled to reject. The crime 
against the Son must be forgotten in the killing of those 
whose practice recalls the crime. It took centuries of 
progress and domestication before the return of the re
pressed was mastered by the power and progress of indus
trial civilization. But at its late stage its rationality seems 
to explode in another return of the repressed. The image 
of liberation, which has become increasingly realistic, is 
persecuted the world over. Concentration and labor 
camps, the trials and tribulations of non-conformists re
lease a hatred and fury which indicate the total mobilization 
against the return of the repressed. 

If the development of religion contains the basic am
bivalence - the image of domination and the image of 
liberation- then Freud's thesis in The Future of an IUu
sion must be re-evaluated. Freud there stressed the role of 
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religion in the historical deflection of energy from the resl 
improvement of the human condition to an imaginary 
world of eternal salvation. He thought that the disap
pearance of this illusion would greatly accelerate the ma
terial and intellectual progress of mankind, and he praised 
science and scientific reason as the great liberating antago
nists of religion. Perhaps no. other writing shows Freud 
closer to the great tradition of Enlightenment; but also no 
other shows him more clearly succumbing to the dialectic 
of Enlightenment. In the present period of civilization, 
the progressive ideas of rationalism can be recaptured only 
when they are reformulated. The function of science and 
of religion has changed- as has their interrelation. 
Within the total mobilization of man and nature which 
marks the period, science is one of the most destructive in
struments - destructive of that freedom from fear which 
it once promised. As this promise evaporated into utopia, 
" scientific" becomes almost identical with denouncing 
the notion of an earthly paradise. The scientific attitude 
has long since ceased to be the militant antagonist of reli
gion, which has equally effectively discarded its explosive ele
ments and often accustomed man to a good conscience in 
the face of suffering and guilt. In the household of culture, 
the functions of science and religion tend to become com
plementary; through their present usage, they both deny the 
hopes which they once aroused and teach men to appreciate 
the facts in a world of alienation. In this sense, religion 
is no longer an illusion, and its academic promotion falls 
in line with the predominant positivistic trend.21 Where 

•• See Max Horkheimer, " Der neueste Angriff auf die Metaphysik," 
in Zeitschrift filr Sozialforschung, VI (1937), 4ff. 
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religion still preserves the uncompromised aspirations for 
peace and happiness, its " illusions " still have a higher truth 
value than science which works for their elimination. The 
repressed and transfigured content of religion cannot be lib
erated by surrendering it to the scientific attitude. 

Freud applies the notion of the return of the repressed, 
which was elaborated in the analysis of the history of indi
vidual neuroses, 2' to the general history of mankind. This 
step from individual to group psychology introduces one of 
the most controversial problems: How can the historical 
return of the repressed be understood? 

In the course of thousands of centuries it certainly became for
gotten that there was a primeval father . • . , and what fate he 
met. . • • In what sense, therefore, can there be any question of 
a tradition? u 

Freud's answer, which assumes "an impression of the past 
in unconscious memory traces," has encountered wide
spread rejection. However, the assumption loses much of 
its fantastic character if it is confronted with the concrete 
and tangible factors which refresh the memory of every gen
eration. In enumerating the conditions under which the 
repressed material may penetrate into consciousness, Freud 
mentions a strengthening of the instincts " attached to the 
repressed material," and events and experiences " which are 
so much like the repressed material that they have the 
power to awaken it." 25 As an example for the strengthen
ing of the instincts he cites the" processes during puberty." 
Under the impact of the ripening genital sexuality, there 
reappear in the 

u " Repression," in Collected Papen, IV, 93· 
:aa Moses and Monotheism, p. 148. 
aa Ibid .. p. 1 so. 
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• • • phantasies of all persons the infanb1e tendencies . . . and 
among them one finds in regular frequency and in the first place, 
the sexual feeling of the child for the parents. Usually, this has 
already been differentiated by sexual attraction, namely, the attrac
tion of the son for the mother, and of the daughter for the father. 
Simultaneously with the overcoming and rejection of these dis
tinctly incestuous phantasies, there occurs one of the most impor
tant as well as one of the most painful psychic accomplishments of 
puberty; it is the breaking away from the parental authority, through 
which alone is formed that opposition between the new and old 
generation, which is so important for cultural progress.21 

The events and experiences which may " awaken " the re
pressed material- even without a specific strengthening of 
the instincts attached to it- are, at the societal level, en
countered in the institutions and ideologies which the indi
vidual faces daily and which reproduce, in their very struc
ture, both domination and the impulse to overthrow it 
(family, school, workshop and office, the state, the law, the 
prevailing philosophy and morality). The decisive differ
ence between the primal situation and its civilized historical 
return is, of course, that in the latter the ruler-father is 
normally no longer killed and eaten, and that domination 
is normally no longer personal. The ego, the superego, and 
the external reality have done their work - but " it is not 
really a decisive matter whether one has killed one's father 
or abstained from the deed," if the function of the conflict 
and its consequences are the same. 

In the Oedipus situation, the primal situation recurs un~ 
der circumstances which from the beginning assure the last-

27 Three Contributions to the Theory of Sex, in The Basic Writing; of 
Sigmund Freud (New York: Modem Library, 1938), pp. 617-618. See 
also Anna Freud, The Ego and the Mechanisms of Defense (London: 
Hogarth Press, 1937), Chaps. 11, 12. 
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ing triumph of the father. But they also assure the life of 
the son and his future ability to take the father's place. 
How did civilization achieve this compromise? The multi
tude of somatic, mental, and social processes which resulted 
in this achievement are practically identical with the con
tents of Freud's psychology. Force, identification, repres
sion, sublimation co-operate in the formation of the ego and 
superego. The function of the father is gradually trans
ferred from his individual person to his social position, to 
his image in the son (conscience), to God, to the various 
agencies and agents which teach the son to become a ma
ture and restrained member of his society. Ceteris paribus, 
the intensity of restraint and renunciation involved in this 
process is probably not smaller than it was in the primal 
horde. However, they are more rationally distributed be
tween father and son and among society as a whole; and 
the rewards, though not greater, are relatively secure. The 
monogamic family, with its enforceable obligations for the 
father, restricts his monopoly of pleasure; the institution of 
inheritable private property, and the universalization of la
bor, give the son a justified expectancy of his own sanc
tioned pleasure in accordance with his socially useful per
formances. Within this framework of objective laws and 
institutions, the processes of puberty lead to the liberation 
from the father as a necessary and legitimate event. It is 
nothing short of a mental catastrophe - but it· is nothing 
more. Then the son leaves the patriarchal family and sets 
out to become a father and boss himself. 

The transformation of the pleasure principle into the per
formance principle, which changes the despotic monopoly 
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of the father into restrained educational and economic au
thority, also changes the original object of the struggle: the 
mother. In the primal horde, the image of the desired 
woman, the mistress-wife of the father, was Eros and 
Thanatos in immediate, natural union. She was the aim of 
the sex instincts, and she was the mother in whom the son 
once had that integral peace which is the absence of all 
need and desire- the Nirvana before birth. Perhaps the 
taboo on incest was the first great protection against the 
death instinct: the taboo on Nirvana, on the regressive im
pulse for peace which stood in the way of progress, of Life 
itself. Mother and wife were separated, and the fatal iden
tity of Eros and Thanatos was thus dissolved. With re
gard to the mother, sensual love becomes aim-inhibited 
and transformed into affection (tenderness). Sexuality 
and affection are divorced; only later they are to meet again 
in the love to the wife which is sensual as well as tender, 
aim-inhibited as well as aim-attaining.211 Tenderness is 
created out of abstinence- abstinence first enforced by 
the primal father. Once created, it becomes the psychical 
basis not only for the family but also for the establishment 
of lasting group relations: 

the primal father bad prevented his sons from satisfying their 
directly sexual tendencies; be forced them into abstinence and con
sequently into the emotional ties with him and with one another 
which could arise out of those of their tendencies that were in
hibited in their sexual aim. He forced them, so to speak, into 
group psycbology.2e 

18 Three Contn"butions to the Theory of Sex, pp. 599• 61 5: Group 
Ptrychology and the Analysis of the Ego (New York: Liveright Publishing 
Corp., 1949), pp. 117-118; Civilization and Its Discontents, p. 71. 

u Group Ptrychology and the Analysis of the Ego, p. Q4-
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At this level of civilization, within the system of rewarded 
inhibitions, the father can be overcome without exploding 
the instinctual and social order: his image and his function 
now perpetuate themselves in every child - even if it does 
not know him. He merges with duly constituted authority. 
Domination has outgrown the sphere of personal relation
ships and created the institutions for the orderly satisfac
tion of human needs on an expanding scale. But it is 
precisely the development of these institutions which un
dermines the established basis of civilization. Its inner lim
its appear in the late industrial age. 



CHAPTER FOUR 

The Dialectic of Civilization 

Freud attributes to the sense of guilt a decisive role in the 
development of civilization; moreover, he establishes a cor
relation between progress and increasing guilt feeling. He 
states his intention "to represent the sense of guilt as the 
most important problem in the evolution of culture, and 
to convey that the price of progress in civilization is paid in 
fodeiting happiness through the heightening of the sense 
of guilt." 1 Recurrently Freud emphasizes that, as civiliza
tion progresses, guilt feeling is " further reinforced," " in
tensified," is " ever-increasing." 2 The evidence adduced 
by Freud is twofold: first, he derives it analytically from the 
theory of instincts, and, second, he finds the theoretical 
analysis corroborated by the great diseases and discontents 
of contemporary civilization: an enlarged cycle of wars, 
ubiquitous persecution, anti-Semitism, genocide, bigotry, 
and the enforcement of " illusions," toil, sickness, and mis
ery in the midst of growing wealth and knowledge. 

We have briefly reviewed the prehistory of the sense of 
guilt; it has " its origin in the Oedipus complex and was 
acquired when the father was killed by the association of 

1 Civilization and Its Discontents (London: Hogarth Press, 1949), 
p. 1%3. 

2 Ibid., pp. 12o-122. 
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the brothers." 1 They satisfied their aggressive instinct; but 
the love which they had for the father caused remorse , 
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created the superego by identification, and thus created the 
" restrictions which should prevent a repetition of the 
deed." ' Subsequently, man abstains from the deed; but 
from generation to generation the aggressive impulse re
vives, directed against the father and his successors, and 
from generation to generation aggression has to be in
hibited anew: 

Every renunciation then becomes a dynamic fount of conscience; 
~very fresh abandonme~t of gratification increases its severity and 
mto~era~ce . . . every Impulse of aggression which we omit to 
gratify .Is taken o~er by the super-ego and goes to heighten its 
aggressiveness ( agamst the ego). G 

The excessive severity of the superego, which takes the wish 
for the deed and punishes even suppressed aggression, is 
now explained in terms of the eternal struggle between Eros 
and the death instinct: the aggressive impulse against the 
father (and his social successors) is a derivative of the death 
instinct; in " separating " the child from the mother, the 
father also inhibits the death instinct, the Nirvana impulse. 
He thus does the work of Eros; love, too, operates in the 
formation of the superego. The severe father who as the 

• 7 

forbidding representative of Eros subdues the death instinct 
in the Oedipus conflict, enforces the first " communal " (so
cial) relations: his prohibitions create identification among 
the sons, aim-inhibited love (affection), exogamy, sublima
tion. On the basis of renunciation, Eros begins its cultural 
work of combining life into ever larger units. And as the 

1 Ibid., p. 118. ' Ibid., p. 120. II Ibid., p. 114· 
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father is multiplied, supplemented, and replaced by the au
thorities of society, as prohibitions and inhibitions spread, 
so do the aggressive impulse and its objects. And with it 
grows, on the part of society, the need for strengthening the 
defenses - the need for reinforcing the sense of guilt: 

Since culture obeys an inner erotic impulse which bids it bind 
mankind into a closely knit mass, it can achieve this aim only by 
means of its vigilance in fomenting an ever-increasing sense of guilt 
That which began in relation to the father ends in relation to the 
community. If civilization is an inevitable course of development 
from the group of the family to the group of humanity as a whole, 
then an intensification of the sense of guilt- resulting from the 
innate conflict of ambivalence, from the eternal struggle between 
the love and the death trends- will be inextricably bound up with 
it, until perhaps the sense of guilt may swell to a magnitude that 
individuals can hardly support.' 

In this quantitative analysis of the growth of the sense 
of guilt, the change in the quality of guiltiness, its growing 
irrationality, seems to disappear. Indeed, Freud's central 
sociological position prevented him from following this 
avenue. To him, there was no higher rationality against 
which the prevailing one could be measured. If the irra
tionality of guilt feeling is that of civilization itself, then it 
is rational; and if the abolition of domination destroys cul
ture itself, then it remains the supreme crime, and no effec
tive means for its prevention are irrational. However, 
Freud's own theory of instincts impelled him to go further 
and to unfold the entire fatality and fublity of this dy
namic. Strengthened defense against aggression is neces
sary; but in order to be effective the defense against en
larged aggression would have to strengthen the sex instincts, 
for only a strong Eros can effectively " bind " the destruc-

o Ibid., pp. 121-1u. 
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tive instincts. And this is precisely what the developed 
civilization is incapable of doing because it depends for its 
very existence on extended and intensified regimentation 
and control. The chain of inhibitions and deflections of 
instinctual aims cannot be broken. " Our civilization is, 
generally speaking, founded on the suppression of in
stincts." ' 

Civilization is first of all progress in work - that is, work 
for the procurement and augmentation of the necessities of 
life. This work is normally without satisfaction in itself; 
to Freud it is unpleasurable, painful. In Freud's meta
psychology there is no room for an original " instinct of 
workmanship,"" mastery instinct," etc.' The notion of the 
conservative nature of the instincts under the rule of 
the pleasure and Nirvana principles strictly precludes such 
assumptions. When Freud incidentally mentions the " nat
ural human aversion to work," 11 he only draws the inference 
from his basic theoretical conception. The instinctual syn
drome" unhappiness and work" recurs throughout Freud's 
writings/0 and his interpretation of the Prometheus myth 
is centered on the connection between curbing of sexual 
passion and civilized work.n The basic work in civilization 

' " 'Civilized' Sexual Morality and Modem Nervousness," in Col
lected Papers (London: Hogarth Press, 1950), II, 82. 

a Ives Hendrick, " Work and the Pleasure Principle," in Pl)'choan
tzlytic Quarterly, XII (1943), 314. For a further discussion of this paper, 
see Chapter 10 below. 

11 Civilization and Its Discontents, p. 34 note. 
to In a letter of April 16, 1896, he speaks of the "moderate misexy 

necessary for intensive work." Ernest Jones, Ths Life and Work of Sig
mund Freud, Vol. I (New York: Basic Books, 1953), p. 305. 

n Civilization and Its Discontents, pp. 5o-51 note; Collected Papen, 
V, :~.88ff. For Freud's apparently contradictory statement on the hoidinal 
satisfaction provided by work (Civilization and Its Discontents, p. 34 
note), see page 212 below. 
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is non-libidinal, is labor; labor is" unpleasantness," and such 
unpleasantness has to be enforced. "For what motive 
would induce man to put his sexual energy to other uses if 
by any disposal of it he could obtain fully satisfying pleas. 
ure? He would never let go of this pleasure and would 
make no further progress." 12 If there is no original "work 
instinct," then the energy required for ( unpleasurable) work 
must be "withdrawn" from the primary instincts- from 
the sexual and from the destructive instincts. Since civiliza
tion is mainly the work of Eros, it is first of all withdrawal 
of libido: culture " obtains a great part of the mental energy 
it needs by subtracting it from sexuality." 11 

But not only the work impulses are thus fed by aim
inhibited sexuality. The specifically "social instincts" 
(such as the "affectionate relations between parents and 
children, . . . feelings of friendship, and the emotional ties 
in marriage") contain impulses which are "held back by 
internal resistance " from attaining their aims; 16 only 'by 
virtue of such renunciation do they become sociable. Each 
individual contribut~s his renunciations (first under the im
pact of external compulsion, then internally), and from 
"these sources the common stock of the material and ideal 
wealth of civilization has been accumulated." 15 Although 
Freud remarks that these social instincts " need not be de
scribed as sublimated" (because they have not abandoned 
their sexual aims but rest content with " certain approxima-

u " The Most Prevalent Form of Degradation in Erotic Life," iD 
CoUected Papers, IV, :u6. 

u Civilization and Its Discontents, p. 74· 
u "The Libido Theory,'' in CoUected Papers, V, 13+ 
u " ' Civilized ' Sexual Morality • • • ," p. 82.. 
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tions to satisfaction"), he calls them "closely related" to 
sublimation.18 Thus the main sphere of civilization appears 
as a sphere of sublimation. But sublimation involves de
sexualization. Even if and where it draws on a reservoir of 
"neutral displaceable energy" in the ego and in the id, 
this neutral energy" proceeds from the narcissistic reservoir 
of libido," i.e., it is desexualized Eros.11 The process of 
sublimation alters the balance in the instinctual structure. 
Life is the fusion of Eros and death instinct; in this fusion, 
Eros has subdued its hostile partner. However: 

After sublimation the erotic component no longer has the power 
to bind the whole of the destructive elements that were previously 
combined with it, and these are released in the form of inclinations 
to aggression and destruction.18 

Culture demands continuous sublimation; it thereby weak
ens Eros, the builder of culture. And desexualization, by 
weakening Eros, unbinds the destructive impulses. Civili
zation is thus threatened by an instinctual de-fusion, in 
which the death instinct strives to gain ascendancy over the 
life instincts. Originating in renunciation and developing 
under progressive renunciation, civilization tends toward 
self-destruction. 

This argument runs too smooth to be true. A number 
of objections arise. In the first place, not all work involves 
desexualization, and not all work is unpleasurable, is re
nunciation. Secondly, the inhibitions enforced by culture 
also affect- and perhaps even chiefly affect - the deriva-

18 "The Libido Theory," p. 134. 
1T The Ego and the Id (London: Hogarth Press, 1950), Pf· 38, 61-

63. See Edward Glover, " Sublimation, Substitution, and Socia Anxiety," 
in International Journal of Psychoanalysis, Vol. XII, No.3 (1931), p. 2.64. 

1s The Ego and the Id, p. 8o. 
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tives of the death instinct, aggressiveness and the destruc
tion impulses. In this respect at least, cultural inhibition 
would accrue to the strength of Eros. Moreover, work in 
civilization is itself to a great extent social utilization of 
aggressive impulses and is thus work in the service of Eros. 
An adequate discussion of these problems presupposes that 
the theory of the instincts is freed from its exclusive orienta
tion on the performance principle, that the image of a 
non-repressive civilization (which the very achievements of 
the performance principle suggest) is examined as to its 
substance. Such an attempt will be made in the last part 
of this study; here, some tentative clarifications must suffice. 

The psychical sources and resources of work, and its rela
tion to sublimation, constitute one of the most neglected 
areas of psychoanalytic theory. Perhaps nowhere else has 
psychoanalysis so consistently succumbed to the official 
ideology of the blessings of" productivity." 18 Small won
der then, that in the Neo-Freudian schools, where {as we 
shall see in the Epilogue) the ideological trends in psycho
analysis triumph over its theory, the tenor of work morality 
is all-pervasive. The " orthodox '' discussion is almost in 
its entirety focused on " creative" work, especially art, 
while work in the realm of necessity -labor- is relegated 

to the background. 
To be sure, there is a mode of work which offers a high 

degree of libidinal satisfaction, which is pleasurable in its 
execution. And artistic work, where it is genuine, seems to 
grow out of a non-repressive instinctual constellation and 
to envisage non-repressive aims -so much so that the term 

u Ives Hendrick's article cited above is a striking example. 
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sublimation seems to require considerable modification if 
applied to this kind of work. But the bulk of the work rela
tions on which civilization rests is of a very different kind. 
Freud notes that the " daily work of earning a livelihood 
affords particular satisfaction when it has been selected by 
free choice." 20 However, if " free choice " means more 

than a small selection between pre-established necessities, 
and if the inclinations and impulses used in work are other 
than those preshaped by a repressive reality principle, then 
satisfaction in daily work is only a rare privilege. The work 
that created and enlarged the material basis of civilization 
was chiefly labor, alienated labor, painful and miserable
and still is. The performance of such work hardly gratifies 
individual needs and inclinations. It was imposed upon 
man by brute necessity and brute force; if alienated labor 
has anything to do with Eros, it must be very indirectly, and 
with a considerably sublimated and weakened Eros. 

But does not the civilized inhibition of aggressive im
pulses in work offset the weakening of Eros? Aggressive as 
well as libidinal impulses are supposed to be satisfied in 
work " by way of sublimation," and the culturally beneficial 
"sadistic character" of work has often been emphasized.21 

The development of technics and technological rationality 
absorbs to a great extent the "modified" destructive in
stincts: 

The instinct of destruction, when tempered and harnessed (as 
it were, inhibited in its aim) and directed towards objects, is com-

20 Civilization and Its Discontents, p. 34 note. 
21 See Alfred Winterstein. "Zur Psychologic der Arbeit," in Imago, 

XVIII (H/3~3. ti['.. 
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pellcd to provide the ego with satisfaction of its needs and with 
power over nature.22 

Technics provide the very basis for progress; technological 
rationality sets the mental and behaviorist pattern for pro
ductive performance, and " power over nature " has become 
practically identical with civilization. Is the destructiveness 
sublimated in these activities sufficiently subdued and di
verted to assure the work of Eros? It seems that socially 
useful destructiveness is less sublimated than socially useful 
libido. To be sure, the diversion of destructiveness from 
the ego to the external world secured the growth of civiliza
tion. However, extroverted destruction remains destruc
tion: its objects are in most cases actually and violently 
assailed, deprived of their form, and reconstructed only after 
partial destruction; units are forcibly divided, and the com
ponent parts forcibly rearranged. Nature is literally "vio
lated." Only in certain categories of sublimated aggressive
ness (as in surgical practice) does such violation directly 
strengthen the life of its object. Destructiveness, in extent 
and intent, seems to be more directly satisfied in civilization 
than the libido. 

However, while the destructive impulses are thus being 
satisfied, such satisfaction cannot stabilize their energy in 
the service of Eros. Their destructive force must drive 
them beyond this servitude and sublimation, for their aim 
is, not matter, not nature, not any object, but life itself. If 
they are the derivatives of the death instinct, then they 
cannot accept as final any "substitutes." Then, through 
constructive technological destruction, through the con-

t2 Civilization and Its Discontents, p. 101. 
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structive violation of nature, the instincts would sb11 operate 
toward the annihilation of life. The radical hypothesis of 
Beyond the Pleasure Principle would stand: the instincts of 
self-preservation, self-assertion, and mastery, in so far as 
they have absorbed this destructiveness, would have the 
function of assuring the organism's "own path to death." 
Freud retracted this hypothesis as soon as he had advanced 
it, but his formulations in Civilization and Its Discontents 
seem to restore its essential content. And the fact that the 
destruction of life (human and animal) has progressed 
with the progress of civilization, that cruelty and hatred 
and the scientific extermination of men have increased in 
relation to the real possibility of the elimination of oppres
sion- this feature of late industrial civilization would have 
instinctual roots which perpetuate destructiveness beyond 
all rationality. The growing mastery of nature then would, 
with the growing productivity of labor, develop and fulfill 
the human needs only as a by-product: increasing cultural 
wealth and knowledge would provide the material for pro
gressive destruction and the need for increasing instinctual 
repression. 

This thesis implies the existence of objective criteria for 
gauging the degree of instinctual repression at a given stage 
of civilization. However, repression is largely unconscious 
and automatic, while its degree is measureable only in the 
light of consciousness. The differential between (phyla
genetically necessary) repression and surplus-repression 11 

may provide the criteria. Within the total structure of the 
repressed personality, surplus-repression is that portion 

aa See page 37 above. 
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which is the result of specific societal conditions sustained 
in the specific interest of domination. The extent of this 
surplus-repression provides the standard of measurement: 
the smaller it is, the less repressive is the stage of civiliza
tion. The distinction is equivalent to that between the 
biological and the historical sources of human suffering. Of 
the three " sources of human suffering " which Freud enu
merates- namely, " the superior force of nature, the dis
position to decay of our bodies, and the inadequacy of our 
methods of regulating human relations in the family, the 
community and the state" u- at least the first and the 
last are in a strict sense historical sources; the superiority of 
nature and the organization of societal relations have essen
tially changed in the development of civilization. Conse
quently, the necessity of repression, and of the suffering de
rived from it, varies with the maturity of civilization, with 
the extent of the achieved rational mastery of nature and of 
society. Objectively, the need for instinctual inhibition 
and restraint depends on the need for toil and delayed 
satisfaction. The same and even a reduced scope of in
stinctual regimentation would constitute a higher degree of 
repression at a mature stage of civilization, when the need 
for renunciation and toil is greatly reduced by material and 
intellectual progress -when civilization could actually af
ford a considerable release of instinctual energy expended 
for domination and toil. Scope and intensity of instinctual 
repression obtain their full significance only in relation to 
the historically possible extent of freedom. For Freud, is 
progress in civilization progress in freedom? 

" Civilization and Its Discontents, p. 43• 
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We have seen that Freud's theory is focused on the 
recurrent cycle 41 domination-rebellion-domination." But 
the second domination is not simply a repetition of the 
first one; the cyclical movement is progress in domination. 
From the primal father via the brother clan to the sys
tem of institutional authority characteristic of mature civ
ilization, domination becomes increasingly impersonal, ob
jective, universal, and also increasingly rational, effective, 
productive. At the end, under the rule of the fully de
veloped performance principle, subordination appears as 
implemented through the social division of labor itself 
(although physical and personal force remains an indis
pensable instrumentality). Society emerges as a lasting 
and expanding system of useful performances; the hierarchy 
of functions and relations assumes the form of objective 
reason: law and order are identical with the life of society 
itself. In the same process, repression too is depersonalized: 
constraint and regimentation of pleasure now become a 
function (and 41 natural " result) of the social division of la
bor. To be sure, the father, as paterfamilias, still performs 
the basic regimentation of the instincts which prepares the 
child for the surplus-repression on the part of society during 
his adult life. But the father performs this function as the 
representative of the family's position in the social division 
of labor rather than as the 41 possessor" of the mother. Sub
sequently, the individual's instincts are controlled through 
the social utilization of his labor power. He has to work in 
order to live, and· this work requires not only eight, ten, 
twelve daily hours of his time and therefore a corresponding 
diversion of energy, but also during these hours and the re-
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maining ones a behavior in . conformity with the standards 
and morals of the performance principle. Historically, the 
reduction of Eros to procreative-monogamic sexuality 
(which completes the subjection of the pleasure principle 
to the reality principle) is consummated only when the in
dividual has become a subject-object of labor in the ap
paratus of his society; whereas, ontogenetically, the primary 
suppression of infantile sexuality remains the precondition 
for this accomplishment. 

The development of a hierarchical system of social labor 
not only rationalizes domination but also " contains " the 
rebellion against domination. At the individual level, the 
primal revolt is contained within the framework of the 
normal Oedipus conflict At the societal level, recurrent re
bellions and revolutions have been followed by counter
revolutions and restorations. From the slave revolts in the 
ancient world to the socialist revolution, the struggle of the 
oppressed has ended in establishing a new," better" system 
of domination; progress has taken place through an improv
ing chain of control. Each revolution has been the con
scious effort to replace one ruling group by another; but 
each revolution has also released forces that have " overshot 
the goal," that have striven for the abolition of domination 
and exploitation. The ease with which they have been de
feated demands explanations. Neither the prevailing con
stellation of power, nor immaturity of the productive forces, 
nor absence of class consciousness provides an adequate 
answer. In every revolution, there seems to have been a 
historical moment when the struggle against domination 
might have been victorious -but the moment passed. An 
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element of self-defeat seems to be involved in this dynamic 
(regardless of the validity of such reasons as the prematurity 
and inequality of forces). In this sense, every revolution 
has also been a betrayed revolution. 

Freud's hypothesis on the origin and the perpetuation of 
guilt feeling elucidates, in psychological terms, this socio
logical dynamic: it explains the " identification '' of those 
who revolt with the power against which they revolt. The 
economic and political incorporation of the individuals into 
the hierarchical system of labor is accompanied by an in
stinctual process in which the human objects of domination 
reproduce their own repression. And the increasing ra
tionalization of power seems to be reflected in an increas
ing rationalization of repression. In retaining the indi
viduals as instruments of labor, forcing them into renuncia
tion and toil, domination no longer merely or primanly sus
tains specific privileges but also sustains society as a whole 
on an expanding scale. The guilt of rebellion is thereby 
greatly intensified. The revolt against the primal father 
eliminated an individual person who could be (and was) 
replaced by other persons; but when the dominion of the 
father has expanded into the dominion of society, no such 
replacement seems possible, and the guilt becomes fatal. 
Rationalization of guilt feeling has been completed. The 
father, restrained in the family and in his individual biologi
cal authority, is resurrected, far more powerful, in the ad
ministration which preserves the life of society, and in the 
laws which preserve the administration. These final and 
most sublime incarnations of the father cannot be overcome 
"symbolically," by emancipation: there is no freedom from 
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administration and its laws because they appear as the ulti
mate guarantors of liberty. The revolt against them would 
be the supreme crime again - this time not against the 
despot-animal who forbids gratification but against the wise 
order which secures the goods and services for t~e progres
sive satis,faction of human needs. Rebellion now appears 
as the crime against the whole of human society and there
fore as beyond reward and beyond redemption. 

However, the very progress of civilization tends to make 
this rationality a spurious one. The existing liberties and 
the existing gratifications are tied to the requirements of 
domination; they themselves become instruments of repres
sion. The ~cuse of scarcity, which has justified institution
alized repression since its inception, weakens as man's 
knowledge and control over nature enhances the means for 
fulfilling human needs with a minimum of toil. The still 
prevailing impoverishment of vast areas of the world is no 
longer due· chiefly to the poverty of human and natural re
sources but to the manner in which they are distributed and 
utilized. This d~fference may be irrelevant to politics and 
to politicians but it is of decisive importance to a theory of 
civilization which derives the need for repression from the 
"natural" and perpetual disproportion between human de
sires and the environment in which they must be satisfied. 
If such a " natural " condition, and not certain political and 
social institutions, provides the rationale for repression, 
then it has become irrational. The culture of industrial 
civilization has turned the human organism into an ever 
more sensitive, differentiated, exchangeable instrument, and 
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bas created a social wealth suffic~ently great to transform 
this instrument into an end in itself. The available re
sources make for a qualitative change in the human needs. 
Rationalization and mechanization of labor tend to reduce 
the quantum of instinctual energy channeled into toil 
(alienated labor), thus freeing energy for the attainment of 
objectives set by the free play of individual faculties. Tech
nology operates against the repressive utilization of energy 
in so far as it minimizes the time necessary for the produc
tion of the necessities of life, thus saving time for the devel
opment of needs beyond the realm of necessity and of nec
essary waste. 

But the closer the real possibility of liberating the indi
vidual from the constraints once justified by scarcity and 
immaturity, the greater the need for maintaining and 
streamlining these constraints lest the established order of 
domination dissolve. Civilization has to defend itself 
against the specter of a world which could be free. If so
ciety cannot use its growing productivity for reducing repres
sion (because such usage would upset the hierarchy of the 
status quo), productivity must be turned against the indi
viduals; it becomes itself an instrument of universal controi. 
Totalitarianism spreads over late industrial civilization 
wherever the interests of domination prevail upon produc
tivity, arresting and diverting its potentialities. The peo
ple have to be kept in a state of permanent mobilization, in
ternal and external. The rationality of domination has pro
gressed to the point where it threatens to invalidate its 
foundations; therefore it must be reaffirmed more effectively 
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than ever before. This time there shall be no killing of the 
father, not even a" symbolic" killing- because he may not 
find a successor. 

The "automatization" of the superego 25 indicates the 
defense mechanisms by which society meets the threat. 
The defense consists chiefly in a strengthening of controls 
not so much over the instincts as over consciousness, which, 
if left free, might recognize the work of repression in the 
bigger and better satisfaction of needs. The manipulation 
of consciousness which has occurred throughout the orbit 
of contemporary industrial civilization has been described 
in the various interpretations of totalitarian and 44 popular 
cultures ": co-ordination of the private and public exist
ence, of spontaneous and required reactions. The promo
tion of thoughtless leisure activities, the triumph of anti
intellectual ideologies, exemplify the trend. This extension 
of controls to formerly free regions of consciousness and 
leisure permits a relaxation of sexual taboos (previously 
more important because ~he over-all controls were less effec
tive). Today compared with the Puritan and Victorian pe
riods, sexual freedom has unquestionably increased ( al
though a reaction against the 192o's is clearly noticeable). 
At the same time, however, the sexual relations themselves 
have become much more closely assimilated with social re
lations; sexual liberty is harmonized with profitable con
formity. The fundamental antagonism between sex and 
social utility- itself the reflex of the conflict between pleas· 
ure principle and reality principle - is blurred by the pro
gressive encroachment of the reality principal on the pleas-

zs See pages 32-33 above. 
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ure principle. In a world of alienation, the liberation of 
Eros would necessarily operate as a destructive, fatal force 
- as the total negation of the principle which governs the 
repressive reality. It is not an accident that the great litera
ture of Western civilization celebrates only the 44 unhappy 
love," that the Tristan myth has become its representative 
expression. The morbid romanticism of the myth is in a 
strict sense 44 realistic." In contrast to the destructiveness 
of the liberated Eros, the relaxed sexual morality within the 
firmly entrenched system of monopolistic controls itself 
serves the system. The negation is co-ordinated with 44 the 
positive": the night with the day, the dream world with 
the work world, phantasy with frustration. Then, the in
dividuals who relax in this uniforn1ly controlled reality re
call, not the dream but the day, not the fairy tale b11t its 
denunciation. In their erotic relations, they 44 keep their 
appointments" -with charm, with romance, with their 
favorite commercials. 

But, within the system of unified and intensified controls, 
decisive changes are taking place. They affect the struc
ture of the superego and the content and manifestation of 
guilt feeling. Moreover, they tend toward a state in which 
the completely alienated world, expending its full power, 
seems to prepare the stuff and material for a new reality 
principle. 

The superego is loosened from its origin, and the trau
matic experience of the father is superseded by more exog
enous images. As the family becomes less decisive in di
recting the adjustment of the individual to society, the 
father-son conflict no longer remains the model-conflict. 
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This change derives from the fundamental economic proc
esses which have characterized, since the beginning of the 
century, the transformation of ll free" into ll organized , 
capitalism. The independent family enterprise and,· subse
quently, the independent personal enterprise cease to be 
the units of the social system; they are being absorbed into 
large-scale impersonal groupings and associations. At the 
same time, the social value of the individual is measured 
primarily in terms of standardized skills and qualities of ad
justment rather than autonomous judgment and personal 
responsibility. 

The technological abolition of the individual is reflected 
in the decline of the social function of the family.28 It 
was formerly the family which, for good or bad, reared 
and educated the individual, and the dominant rules and 
values were transmitted personally and transformed through 
personal fate. To be sure, in the Oedipus situation, not in
dividuals but "generations " (units of the genus) faced 
each other; but in the passing and inheritance of the Oedi
pus conflict they became individuals, and the conflict con
tinued into an individual life history. Through the strug
gle with father and mother as personal targets of love and 
aggression, the younger generation entered societal life with 
impulses, ideas, and needs which were largely their own. 
Consequently, the formation of their superego, the repres
sive modification of their impulses, their renunciation and 
sublimation were very personal experiences. Precisely be
cause of this, their adjustment left painful scars, and life 

18 For the analysis of these processes, see Studien ilber Autoritiit und 
F~, ed. Max Horkheimer (Paris: Felix Alcan, 1936); Max Hork· 
heuner, Eclipse of Reason (New York: Oxford University Press, 1946). 
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under the performance principle still retained a sphere of 
private non-conformity. 

Now, however, under the rule of economic, political, and 
cultural monopolies, the formation of the mature superego 
seems to skip the stage of individualization: the generic 
atom becomes directly a social atom. The repressive or
ganization of the instincts seems to be collective, and the 
ego seems to be prematurely socialized by a whole system of 
extra-familial agents and agencies. As early as the pre
school level, gangs, radio, and television set the pattern for 
conformity and rebellion; deviations from the pattern are 
punished not so much within the family as outside and 
against the family. The experts of the mass media transmit 
the required values; they offer the perfect training in effi
ciency, toughness, personality, dream, and romance. With 
this education, the family can no longer compete. In the 
struggle between the generations, the sides seem to be 
shifted: the son knows better; he represents the mature 
reality principle against its obsolescent paternal forms. The 
father, the first object of aggression in the Oedipus situa
tion, later appears as a rather inappropriate target of aggres
sion. His authority as transmitter of wealth, skills, experi
ences is greatly reduced; he has less to offer, and therefore 
less to prohibit. The progressive father is a most unsuitable 
enemy and a most unsuitable" ideal"- but so is any father 
who no longer shapes the child's economic, emotional, and 
intellectual future. Still, the prohibitions continue to pre
vail, the repressive control of the instincts persists, and so 
does the aggressive impulse. Who are the father-substitutes 
against which it is primarily directed? 
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As domination congeals into a system of objective ad
ministration, the images that guide the development of the 
superego become depersonalized. Fomerly the superego 
was " fed " by the master, the chief, the principal. TI1ese 
represented the reality principle in their tangible personal
ity: harsh and benevolent, cruel and rewarding, they pro
voked and punished the desire to revolt; the enforcement of 
conformity was their personal function and responsibility. 
Respect and fear could therefore be accompanied by hate 
of what they were and did as persons; they presented a liv
ing object for the impulses and for the conscious efforts to 
satisfy them. But these personal father-images have grad
ually disappeared behind the institutions. With the ra
tionalization of the productive apparatus, with the multi
plication of functions, all domination assumes the form of 
administration. At its peak, the concentration of economic 
power seems to turn into anonymity: everyone, even at the 
very top, appears to be powerless before the movements and 
laws of the apparatus itself. Control is normally admin
istered by offices in which the controlled are the employers 
and the employed. The masters no longer perform an in
dividual function. The sadistic principals, the capitalist ex
ploiters, have been transformed into salaried members of a 
bureaucracy, whom their subjects meet as members of an
other bureaucracy. The pain, frustration, impotence of the 
individual derive from a highly productive and efficiently 
functioning system in w~ich he makes a better living than 
ever before. Responsibility for the organization of his life 
lies with the whole, the "system," the sum total of the in
stitutions that determine, satisfy, and control his needs. 
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The aggressive impulse plunges into a void -or rather the 
hate encounters smiling colleagues, busy competitors, obe
dient officials, helpful social workers who are all doing their 
duty and who are all innocent victims. 

Thus repulsed, aggression is again introjected: not sup
pression but the suppressed is guilty. Guilty of what? 
Material and intellectual progress has weakened the force 
of religion below the point where it can sufficiently explain 
the sense of guilt. The aggressiveness turned against the 
ego threatens to become senseless: with his consciousness 
co-ordinated, his privacy abolished, his emotions integrated 
into conformity, the individual has no longer enough " men
tal space " for developing himself against his s~se of guilt, 
for living with a conscience of his own. His ego has shrunk 
to such a degree that the multiform antagonistic processes 
between id, ego, and superego cannot unfold themselves in 
their classic form. 

Still, the guilt is there; it seems to be a quality of the 
whole rather than of the individuals- collective guilt, the 
affliction of an institutional system which wastes and arrests 
the material and human resources at its disposal. The ex
tent of these resources can be defined by the level of ful
filled human freedom attainable through truly rational 
use of the productive capacity. If this standard is ap
plied, it appears that, in the centers of industrial civili
zation, man is kept in a state of impoverishment, both 
cultural and physical. Most of the cliches with which so
ciology describes the process of dehumanization in present
day mass culture are correct; but they seem to be slanted in 
the wrong direction. What is retrogressive is not mechani-
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zation and standardization but their containment, not the 
universal co-ordination but its concealment under spurious 
liberties, choices, and individualities. The high standard of 
living in the domain of the great corporations is restrictive 
in a concrete sociological sense: the goods and services that 
the individuals buy control their needs and petrify their 
faculties. In exchange for the commodities that enrich 
their life, the individuals sell not only their labor but also 
their free time. The better living is offset by the all-perva
sive control over living. People dwell in apartment concen
trations- and have private automobiles with which they 
can no longer escape into a different world. They have 
huge refrigerators filled with frozen foods. They have 
dozens of newspapers and magazines that espouse the same 
ideals. They have innumerable choices, innumerable gadg
ets which are all of the same sort and keep them occupied 
and divert their attention from the real issue- which is the 
awareness that they could bo"th work less and determine 
their own needs and satisfactions. 

The ideology of today lies in that production and con
sumption reproduce and justify domination. ~ut their 
ideological character does not change the fact that their 
benefits are real. The repressiveness of the whole lies to a 
high degree in its efficacy: it enhances the scope of material 
culture, facilitates the procurement of the necessities of life, 
makes comfort and luxury cheaper, draws ever-larger areas 
into the orbit of industry- while at the same time sustain
ing toil and destruction. The individual pays by sacrificing 
his time, his consciousness, his dreams; civilization pays by 
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sacrificing its own promises of liberty, justice, and peace 
for all. 

The discrepancy between potential liberation and actual 
repression has come to maturity: it permeates all spheres of 
life the world over. The rationality of progress heightens 
the irrationality of its organization and direction. Social 
cohesion and administrative power are sufficiently strong to 
protect the whole from direct aggression, but not strong 
enough to eliminate the accumulated aggressiveness. It 
turns against those who do not belong to the whole, whose 
existence is its denial. This foe appears as the archenemy 
and Antichrist himself: he is everywhere at all times; he 
represents hidden and sinister forces, and his omnipresence 
requires total mobilization. The difference between war 
and peace, between civilian and military populations, be
tween truth and propaganda, is blotted out There is re
gression to historical stages that had been passed long ago, 
and this regression reactivates the sado-masochistic phase 
on a national and international scale. But the impulses of 
this phase are reactivated in a new, " civilized " manner: 
practically without sublimation, they become socially " use
ful" activities in concentration and labor camps, colonial 
and civil wars, in punitive expeditions, and so on. 

Under these circumstances, the question whether the 
present stage of civilization is demonstrably more destruc
tive than the preceding ones does not seem to be very rele
vant. In any case, the question cannot be avoided by point
ing to the destructiveness prevalent throughout history. 
The destructiveness of the present stage reveals its full signif-
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icance only if the present is measured, not in terms of past 
stages, but in terms of its own potentialities. There is more 
than a quantitative difference in whether wars are waged by 
professional armies in confined spaces, or against entire pop
ulations on a global scale; whether technical inventions that 
could make the world free from misery are used .for the con
quest or for the creation of suffering; whether thousands are 
slain in combat or millions scientifically extem1inated with 
the help of doctors and engineers; whether exiles can find 
refuge across the frontiers or are chased around the earth; 
whether people are naturally ignorant or are being made 
ignorant by their daily intake of information and entertain
ment It is with a new ease that terror is assimilated with 
normality, and destructiveness with construction. Still, 
progress continues, and continues to narrow the basis of re
pression. At the height of its progressive achievements, 
domination not only undermines its own foundations, but 
also corrupts and liquidates the opposition against domina
tion. What remains is the negativity of reason, which im
pels wealth and power and generates a climate in which the 
instinctual roots of the performance principle are drying up. 

The alienation of labor is almost complete. The me
chanics of the assembly line, the routine of the office, the 
ritual of buying and selling are freed from any connection 
with human potentialities. Work relations have become 
to a great extent relations between persons as·exchangeable 
objects of scientific management and efficiency experts. To 
be sure, the still prevailing competitiveness requires a cer
tain degree of individuality and spontaneity; but these fea
tures have become just as superficial and illusory as the com-
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petitiveness to which they belong. Individuality is literally 
in name only, in the specific representation of types 11 (such 
as vamp, housewife, Ondine, he-man, career woman, strug
gling young couple), just as competition tends to be re
duced to prearranged varieties in the production of gadgets, 
wrappings, flavors, colors, and so on. Beneath this illusory 
surface, the whole work-world and its recreation have be
come a system of animate and inanimate things -all 
equally subject to administration. The human existence in 
this world is mere stuff, matter, material, which does not 
have the principle of its movement in itself. This state of 
ossification also affects the instincts, their inhibitions and 
modifications. Their original dynamic becomes static: 
the interactions between ego, superego, and id congeal into 
automatic reactions. Corporealization of the super-ego is 
accompanied by corporealization of the ego, manifest in the 
frozen traits and gestures, produced at the appropriate occa
sions and hours. Consciousness, increasingly less burdened 
by autonomy, tends to be reduced to the task of regulating 
the co-ordination of the individual with the whole. 

This co-ordination is effective to such a degree that the 
general unhappiness has decreased rather than increased. 
We have suggested 28 that the individual's awareness of the 
prevailing repression is blunted by the manipulated restric
tion of his consciousness. This process alters the contents 
of happiness. The concept denotes a more-than-private, 

IT See Leo Lowenthal, "International Who's Who 1937,'' in Studiu 
in Philosophy and Social Science (formerly Zeitschrift fiir So:dalforschung), 
VIII {1939), :z6:zff.; and "Historical Perspectives of Popular Culture,'' 
in American Journal of Sociology, LV (1950), 323ff. 

• See page 94 above. 



104 EROS AN'D CIVILIZATION 

more-than-subjective condition; 28 happiness is not in the 
mere feeling of satisfaction but in the reality of freedom 
and satisfaction. Happiness involves knowledge: it is the 
prerogative of the animal rationale. With the decline in 
consciousness, with the control of information, with the 
absorption of individual into mass communication, knowl
edge is administered and confined. The individual does not 
really know what is going on; the overpowering machine of 
education and entertainment unites him with all the others 
in a state of anaesthesia from which all detrimental ideas 
tend to be excluded. And since knowledge of the whole 
truth is hardly conducive to happiness, such general anaes
thesia makes individuals happy. If anxiety is more than a 
general malaise, if it is an existential condition, then this 
so-called " age of anxiety " is distinguished by the extent to 
which anxiety has disappeared from expression. 

These trends seem to suggest that the expenditure of 
energy and effort for developing one's own inhibitions is 
greatly diminished. The living links between the individual 
and his culture are loosened. This culture was: in and for 
the individual, the system of inhibitions that generated and 
regenerated the predominant values and institutions. Now, 
the repressive force of the reality principle seems no longer 
renewed and rejuvenated by the repressed individuals. The 
less they function as the agents and victims of their own 
life, the less is the reality principle strengthened through 
" creative" identifications and sublimations, which enrich 
and at the same time protect the household of culture. 

!II See Herbert Marcuse, " Zur Kritik des Hedonismus," in Zeitschrift 
filr Sozialforschung. VII (1938), 5)ff. 
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The groups and group ideals, the philosophies, the works of 
art and literature that still express without compromise the 
fears and hopes of humanity stand against the prevailing 
reality principle: they are its absolute denunciation. 

The positive aspects of progressive alienation show forth. 
The human energies which sustained the performance prin- . 
ciple are becoming increasingly dispensable. The auto
matization of necessity and waste, of labor and entertain
ment, precludes the realization of individual potentialities 
in this realm. It repels libidinal cathexis. The ideology of 
scarcity, of the productivity of toil, domination, and re
nunciation, is dislodged from its instinctual as well as ra
tional ground. The theory of alienation demonstrated the 
fact that man does not realize himself in his labor, that his 
life has become an instrument of labor, that his work and 
its products have assumed a form and power independent 
of him as an individual. But the liberation from this state 
seems to require, not the arrest of alienation, but its con
summation, not the reactivation of the repressed and pro
ductive personality but its abolition. The elimination of 
human potentialities from the world of (alienated) lab?r 
creates the preconditions for the elimination of labor from 
the world of human potentialities. 



CHAPTER FIVE 

Philosophical Interlude 
Freud's theory of civilization grows out of his psycho

logical theory: its insights into the historical process are 
derived from the analysis of the mental apparatus of the in
dividuals who are the living substance of history. This a~ 
proach penetrates the protective ideology in so far as it 
views the cultural institutions in terms of what they have 
made of the individuals through whom they function. But 
the psychological approach seems to fail at a decisive point: 
history has progressed " behind the back " and over the in
dividuals, and the laws of the historical process have been 
those governing the reified institutions rather than the in
dividuals.~ Against this criticism we have argued that 
Freud's psychology reaches into a dimension of the mental 
apparatus where the individual is still the genus, the present 
still the past Freud's theory reveals the biological de
individualization beneath the sociological one - the former 
proceeding under the pleasure and Nirvana principles, the 
latter under the reality principle. By virtue of this generic 
conception, Freud's psychology of the individual is per se 
p:sychology of the genus. And his generic psychology un· 

~ See Theodor W. Adorno, "Psychoanalyse und Sozio)ogie," in SCJCio. 
logwtt {Frankfurt: Europiiiscbe Verlagsantalt, 19))}. Frankfurter Beit
rll&e zt1I SoziolOJZie, Vol I. 
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folds the vicissitudes of the instincts as historical vicissi
tudes: the recurrent dynamic of the struggle between Eros 
and death instinct, of the building and destruction of cul
ture, of repression and the return of the repressed, is re. 
leased and organized by the historical conditions under 

which mankind develops. 
But the metapsychological implications of Freud's theory 

go even beyond the framework of sociology. The primary 
instincts pertain to life and death - that is to say, to organic 
matter as such. And th~y link organic matter back with 
unorganic matter, and forward with its higher mental mani· 
festations. In other words, Freud's theory contains certain 
assumptions on the structure of the principal modes of be. 
ing: it contains ontological implications. This chapter at· 
tempts to show that these implications are more than for
mal- that they pertain to the basic context of Western 

philosophy. 
According to Freud, civilization begins with the methodi

cal inhibition of the primary instincts. Two chief modes 
of instinctual organization may be distinguished: (a) the 
inhibition of sexuality, ensuing in durable and expanding 
group relations, and (b) the inhibition of the destructive 
·instincts, leading to the mastery of man and nature, to indi
vidual and social morality. As the combination of these 
two forces sustains ever more effectively the life of ever 
larger groups, Eros gains over his adversary: social utiliza
tion presses the death instinct into the service of the life 
instincts. But the very progress of civilization increases the 
scope of sublimation and of controlled aggression; on both 
accounts, Eros is weakened and destructiveness is released. 

r 
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This would suggest that progress remains committed to a 
regressive trend in the instinctual structure (in the last 
analysis, to the death instinct), that the growth of civiliza
tion is counteracted by the persistent (though repressed) 
impulse to come to rest in final gratification. Domination, 
and the enhancement of power and productivity, proceed 
through destruction beyond rational necessity. The quest 
for liberation is darkened by the quest for Nirvana. 

The sinister hypothesis that culture, via the socially uti
lized impulses, stands under the rule of the Nirvana prin
ciple has often haunted psychoanalysis. Progress " con
tains " regression. From his notion of the trauma of birth, 
Otto Rank came to the conclusion that culture establishes 
on an ever larger scale " protective shells " which reproduce 
the intra-uterine state: 

Every" comfort" that civilization and technical knowledge con· 
tinually strive to increase only tries to replace by durable substitutes 
the primal goal from which ••• it becomes ever further removed.1 

Ferenczi's theory, especially his idea of a " genito-fugal" 
h'bido,S tends to the same conclusion, and Geza R6heim 
considered the danger of " object-loss, of being left in the 
dark," as one of the decisive instinctual motives in the evo
lution of culture.• 

The persistent strength of the Nirvana principle in civili· 
zation illuminates the scope of the constraints placed upon 
the culture-building power of Eros. Eros creates culture 
in his struggle against the death instinct: he strives to pre· 

1 The Trauma of Birth (New York: Harcourt, Brace, 1929), p. 99; 
see also p. 103. 

• See Chapter 10 below. 
' The Origin and Function of Culture (New York: Nervous and 

Mental Disease Monograph No. &), 1943), p. 77· 

l 
PHILOSOPHICAL INTERLUDE 109 

serve being on an ever larger and richer scale in order to 
satisfy the life instincts, to protect them from the threat of 
non-fulfillment, extinction. It is the failure of Eros, lack 
of fulfillment in life, which enhances the instinctual value 
of death. The manifold forms of regression are uncon
scious protest against the insufficiency of civilization: 
against the prevalence of toil over pleasure, performance 
over gratification. An innermost tendency in the organism 
militates against the principle which has governed civiliza
tion and insists on return from alienation. The derivatives 
of the death instinct join the neurotic and perverted mani
festations of Eros in this rebellion. Time and agai~, Freud's 
theory of civilization points up these countertrends. De
structive as they appear in the light of the established cul
ture, they testify to the destructiveness of what they strive 
to destroy: repression. They aim not only against the real
ity principle, at non-being, but also beyond the reality prin
ciple- at another mode of being. They betoken the his
torical character of the reality principle, the limits of its 
validity and necessity. 

At this point, Freud's metapsychology meets a roam
stream of Western philosophy. 

As the scientific rationality of Western civilization began 
to bear its full fruit, it became increasingly conscious of its 
psychical implications. The ego which undertook the ra
tional transformation of the human and natural environ
ment revealed itself as an essentially aggressive, offensive 
subject, whose thoughts and actions were designed for 
mastering objects. It was a subject against an object. This 
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a priori antagonistic experience defined the ego cogitans as 
well as the ego agens. Nature (its own as well as the ex
ternal world) were " given " to the ego as something that 
bad to be fought, conquered, and even violated- such was 
the precondition for self-preservation and self-development. 

The struggle begins with the perpetual internal conquest 
of the " lower" faculties of the individual: his sensuous 
and appetitive faculties. Their subjugation is, at least since 
Plato, regarded as a constitutive element of human reason, 
which is thus in its very function repressive. The struggle 
culminates in the conquest of external nature, which must 
be perpetually attacked, curbed, and exploited in order to 
yield to human needs. The ego experiences being as "prov
ocation,11 as" project"; 8 it experiences each existential con
dition as a restraint that'has to be overcome, transformed 
into another one. The ego becomes preconditioned for 
mastering action and productivity even prior to any specific 
occasion that calls for such an attitude. Max Scheler has 
pointed out that the " conscious or unconscious impulse or 
will to power over nature is the primum movens" in the 
relation of the modem individual to being, and that it struc
turally precedes modem science and technology - a " pre
and a-logical" antecedent before scientific thought and in
tuition.' Nature is ct priori experienced by an organism 
bent to domination and therefore experienced as susceptible 
to mastery and control.• And consequently work is a priori 

• Gaston Bachelard, L'Eau et lea R4ves (Paris: Jos6 Corti, 1942.), 
p. 21~ ; 

8 • P. Sartre, L'Etre et le Neant {Paris: Gallimard, 1946), passim. 
' · Wissensformen und die Gesellsclutft (Leipzig, 192.6), pp. 2.34-

235· 
8 Ibid., pp. 298-2.99· Scheler refers to "herrschaftswilliges Lebe-

wesen." 
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power and provocation in the struggle with nature; it is over
coming of resistance. In such work-attitude, the images of 
the objective world appear as" symbols for points of aggres
sion"; action appears as domination, and reality per se as 
" resistance." 8 Scheler calls this mode of thought " knowl
edge geared to domination and achievement " and sees in it 
the specific mode of knowledge which has guided the de
velopment of modem civilization.10 It has shaped the pre
dominant notion not only of the ego, the thinking and act
ing subject, but also of its objective world- the notion of 

being as such. 
Whatever the implications of the original Greek concep

tion of Logos as the essence of being, since the canoniza
tion of the Aristotelian logic the term merges with the idea 
of ordering, classifying, mastering reason. And this idea of 
reason becomes increasingly antagonistic to those faculties 
and attitudes which are receptive rather than productive, 
which tend toward gratification rather than transcendence 
- which remain strongly committed to the pleasure prin
ciple. They appear as the unreasonable and irrational that 
must be conquered and contained in order to serve the 
progress of reason. Reason is to insure, through the ever 
more effective transformation and exploitation of nature, 
the fulfillment of the human potentialties. But in the 
process the end seems to recede before the means: the time 
devoted to alienated labor absorbs the time for individual 
needs - and defines the needs themselves. The Logos 
shows forth as the logic of domination. When logic then 
reduces the units of thought to signs and symbols, the laws 

• Ibid., pp. 459, 461. ) 
10 Die Fonnen des Wissens und die Bildung (Bonn, 192.5 • P· 33• 

Scheler's phrase is " Herrschafts· und Leistungswissen." 
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of thought have finally become techniques of calculation 
and manipulation. 

But the logic of domination does not triumph unchal
lenged. The philosophy which epitomizes the antagonistic 
relation between subject and object also retains the image 
of their reconciliation. The restless labor of the transcend
ing subject terminates in the ultimate unity of subject and 
object: the idea of " being-in-and-for-itself," existing in its 
own fulfillment. The Logos of gratification contradicts the 
Logos of alienation: the effort to harmonize the two ani
mates the inner history of Western metaphysics. It obtains 
its classical formulation in the Aristotelian hierarchy of the 
modes of being, which culminates in the nous theos: its 
existence is no longer defined and confined by anything 
other than itself but is entirely itself in all states and condi
tions. The ascending curve of becoming is bent in the cir
cle which moves in itself; past, present, and future are en
closed in the ring. According to Aristotle, this mode of 
being is reserved to the god; and the movement of thought, 
pure thinking, is its sole "empirical" approximation. 
Otherwise the empirical world does not partake of such ful
fillment; only a yearning, " Eros-like," connects this world 
with its end-in-itself. The Aristotelian conception is not 
a religious one. The nous theos is, as it were, part of 
the universe, neither its creator nor its lord nor its savior, 
but a mode of being in which all potentiality is actuality, 
in which the" project" of being has been fulfilled. 

The Aristotelian conception remains alive through all 
subsequent transformations. When, at the end of the Age 

PHILOSOPmCAL INTERLUDE 113 

of Reason, with Hegel, Western thought makes its last and 
greatest attempt to demonstrate the validity of its cate
gories and of the principles which govern its world, it con
cludes again with the nous theos. Again, fulfillment is rele
gated to the absolute idea and to absolute knowledge. 

Again, the movement of the circle ends the painful proce.ss 
of destructive and productive transcendence. Now the cir
cle comprises the whole: all alienation is justified and at the 
same time canceled in the universal ring of reason which is 
the world. But now philosophy comprehends the concrete 
historical ground on which the edifice of reason is erected. 

The Phenomenology of the Spirit unfolds the structure 
of reason as the structure of domination -and as the over
coming of domination. Reason develops through the de
veloping self-consciousness of man who conquers the nat
ural and historical world and makes it the material of his 
self-realization. When mere consciousness reaches the 
stage of self-consciousness, it finds itself as ego, and the ego 
is first desire: it can become conscious of itself only through 
satisfying itself in and by an "other." But such satisfaction 
involves the " negation " of the other, for the ego has to 
prove itself by truly " being-for-itself " against all " other
ness." n This is the notion of the individual which must 
constantly assert and affirm himself in order to be real, 
which is set off against the world as his " negativity," as deny
ing his freedom, so that he can exist only by incessantly win

ning and testing his existence against some-thing or ~orne
one which contests it. The ego must become free, but If the 
world has the " character of negativity," then the ego's free-

u This and the following according to the Phenomenology (B, IV, A). 



EROS AND CIVILIZATION 

dom depends on being " recognized," " acknowledged " as 
master- and such recognition can only be tendered by an
other ego, another self-conscious subject. Objects are not 
alive; the overcoming of their resistance cannot satisfy or 
"test" the power of the ego: "Self-consciousness can attain 
its satisfaction only in another self-consciousness." The ag
gressive attitude toward the object-world, the domination 
of nature, thus ultimately aims at the domination of man 
by man. It is aggressiveness toward the other subjects: satis
faction of the ego is conditioned upon its " negative rela
tion" to another ego: 

The relation of both self-consciousnesses is in this way so con
stituted that they prove themselves and each other through a life
and-death struggle. . . . And it is solely by risking life, that free
dom is obtained ••. u 

Freedom involves the risk of life, not because it involves 
liberation from servitude, but because the very content of 
human freedom is defined by the mutual " negative rela
tion " to the other. And since this negative relation affects 
the totality of life, freedom can be " tested " only by stak
ing life itself. Death and anxiety- not as " fear for this 
element or that, not for this or that moment of time,'' but 
as fear for one's' entire being'" 18

- are the essential terms 
of human freedom and satisfaction. From the negative 
structure of self-consciousness results the relation of master 
and servant, domination and servitude. This relation is the 
consequence of the specific nature of self-consciousness and 
the consequence of its specific attitude toward the other 
(object and subject). 

u The Philosophy of Hegel, ed. Carl J. Friedrich (New York: Modem 
Library, 1953), p. 4o.z. 

11 Ibid., P· 407· 
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But the Phenomenology of the Spirit would not be the 
self-interpretation of Western civilization if it were nothing 
more than the development of the logic of domination. 
The Phenomenology of the Spirit leads to the overcoming 
of that form of freedom which derives from the antagonistic 
relation to the other. And the true mode of freedom is, 
not the incessant activity. of conquest, but its coming to 
rest in the transparent knowledge and gratification of being. 
The ontological climate which prevails at the end of the 
Phenomenology is the very opposite of the Promethean 
dynamic: 

The wounds of the Spirit heal without leaving scars; the deed 
is not everlasting; the Spirit takes it back into itself, and the aspect 
of particularity (individuality) present in it ••. immediately 
passes away.u 

Mutual acknowledgment and recognition are still the test 
for the reality of freedom, but the terms are now forgiveness 

and reconciliation: 

The word of reconciliation is the (objectively) existent Spirit 
which apprehends in its opposite the pure knowledge of itself qua 
universal essence • • . a mutual recognition which is Absolute 
Spirit.10 

These formulations occur at the decisive place where 
Hegel's analysis of the manifestations of the spirit has 
reached the position of the " self-conscious spirit " -its be-

u "Die Wunden des Geistes beilen, ohne dass Narben bleiben; die 
Tat ist nicht das Unvergangliche, sondem wird von dem Geiste ~n sich 
zuriickgenommen, und die Seite der Einzelheit • ; . ist das unmitte~b~r 
Verschwindende." The Phenomenology of the Mmd, transl. J. B. Baillie 
(London: Sven Sonnenschein, 1910), II, 679. ~Translat~on changed.)"_ 

1& "Das Wort der Versohnung ist der daseiende Geist, der d~s reme 
Wissen seiner selbst als allgemeines Wesen in seinem Gegenteile ... 
anschaut, - ein gegenseitiges Anerkennen, welches der absolute Geist i.¢." 
Ibid., p. 68o (with a minor change in translation). 
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ing-in-and-for-itsel£. Here, the " negative relation to the 
other" is ultimately, in the existence of the spirit as nous, 
transformed into productivity which is receptivity, activity 
which is fulfillment Hegel's presentation of his system in 
his Encyclopedia ends on the word "enjoys." The philoso
phy of Western civilization culminates in the idea that the 
truth lies in the negation of the principle that governs this 
civilization- negation in the twofold sense that freedom 
appears as real only in the idea, and that the endlessly pro
jecting and transcending productivity of being comes to 
fruition in the perpetual peace of self-conscious receptivity. 

The Phenomenology of the Spirit throughout preserves 
the tension between the ontological and the historical con
tent: the manifestations of the spirit are the main stages of 
Western civilization, but these historical manifestations re
main affected with negativity; the spirit comes to itself only 
in and as absolute knowledge. It is at the same time the 
true form of thought and the true form of being. Being is 
in its very essence reason. But the highest form of reason 
is, to Hegel, almost the opposite of the prevailing form: it 
is attained and sustained fulfillment, the transparent unity 
of subject and object, of the universal and the individual
a dynamic rather than static unity in which all becoming is 
free self-externalization (Entausserung), release and "en
joyment " of potentialities. The labor of history comes to 
rest in history: alienation is canceled, and with it transcend
ence and the flux of time. The spirit " overcomes its tem
poral form; negates Time." 15 But the " end " of history 
recaptures its content: the force which accomplishes the 

1& " ••• hebt seine Zeitform auf; tilgt die Zeit." Ibid., p. S:u. 
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conquest of time is remembrance (re-collection). Abso
lute knowledge, in which the spirit attains its truth, is the 
spirit " entering into its real self, whereby it abandons its 
(extraneous) existence and entrusts its Gestalt to remem
brance." 17 Being is no longer the painful transcendence 
toward the future but the peaceful recapture of the past 
Remembrance, which has preserved everything that was, is 
" the inner and the actually higher form of the substance." 11 

The fact that remembrance here appears as the decisive 
existential category for the highest form of being indicates 
the inner trend of Hegel's philosophy. Hegel replaces the 
idea of progress by that of a cyclical development which 
moves, self-sufficient, in the reproduction and consumma
tion of what is. This development presupposes the entire 
history of man (his subjective and objective world) and the 
comprehension of his history- the remembrance of his 
past The past remains present; it is the very life of the 
spirit; what has been decides on what is. Freedom implies 
reconciliation- redemption of the past If the past is just 
left behind and forgotten, there will be no end to destruc
tive transgression. Somehow the progress of transgression 
must be arrested. Hegel thought that "the wounds of the 
spirit heal without leaving scars." He believed that, on the 
attained level of civilization, with the triumph of reason, 
freedom had become a reality. But neither the state nor so
ciety embodies the ultimate form of freedom. No matter 

17 " ••• sein Insichgehen, in welchem er sein Dasein verliisst und 
seine Gestalt der Erinnerung iibergibt." Ibid. N~ English trat;Wation can 
render the connotation of the German term wh1ch takes Er-mnerung as 
" turning into oneself," re-turn from externalization. 

1a ". • • das Innere und die in der Tat bohere Form der Substanz." 
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how rationally they are organized, they are still afflicted 
with unfreedom. True freedom is only in the idea. Libera
tion thus is a spiritual event. Hegel's dialectic remains 
within the framework set by the established reality prin
ciple. 

Western philosophy ends with the idea with which it be
gan. At the beginning and at the end, in Aristotle and in 
Hegel, the supreme mode of being, the ultimate form of 
reason and freedom, appear as nous, spirit, Geist. At the 
end and at the beginning, the empirical world remains in 
negativity- the stuff and the tools of the spirit, or of its 
representatives on earth. In reality, neither remembrance 
nor absolute knowledge redeems that which was and is. 
Still, this philosophy testifies not only to the reality prin
ciple which governs the empirical world, but also to its nega· 
tion. The consummation of being is, not the ascending 
curve, but the closing of the circle: the re-turn from aliena
tion. Philosophy could conceive of such a state only as that 
of pure thought. Between the beginning and the end is 
the development of reason as the logic of domination -
progress through alienation. The repressed liberation is up
held: in the idea and in the ideal 

After Hegel, the mainstream of Western philosophy is 
exhausted. The Logos of domination has built its system, 
and what follows is epilogue: philosophy survives as a spe
cial (and not very vital) function in the academic establish
ment. The new principles of thought develop outside this 
establishment: they are qualitatively novel and committed 
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to a different form of reason, to a different reality principle. 
In metaphysical terms, the change is expressed by the fact 
that the essence of being is no longer conceived as Logos. 
And, with this change in the basic experience of being, the 
logic of domination is challenged. When Schopenhauer 
defines the essence of being as will, it shows forth as un· 
satiable want and aggression which must be redeemed at 
all cost. To Schopenhauer, they are redeemable only in 
their absolute negation; will itself must come to rest- to 
an end. But the ideal of Nirvana contains the affirmation: 
the end is fulfillment, gratification. Nirvana is the image 
of the pleasure prinCiple. As such it emerges, still in a re
pressive form, in Richard Wagner's music drama: repres
sive because (as in any good theology and morality) fulfill· 
ment here demands the sacrifice of earthly happiness. The 
principium individuationis itself is said to be at fault- ful· 
fillment is only beyond its realm; the most orgastic Lie
bestod still celebrates the most orgastic renunciation. 

Only Nietzsche's philosophy surmounts the ontological 
tradition, but his indictment of the Logos as repression and 
perversion of the will-to-power is so highly ambiguous that 
it has often blocked the understanding. First the indict
ment itself is ambiguous. Historically, the Logos of domi· 
nation released rather than repressed the will-to-power; it 
was the direction of this will that was repressive- toward 
productive renunciation which made man the slave of his 
labor and the enemy of his own gratification. Moreover, 
the will-to-power is not Nietzsche's last word: "Will- this 
is the liberator and joy bringer: thus I taught you, my friends! 
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But now this also learn: the Will itself is still a prisoner." 11 

Will is still a prisoner because it has no power over time: 
the past not only remains unliberated but, unliberated, con
tinues to mar all liberation. Unless the power of time over 
life is broken, there can be no freedom: the fact that 
time does not ~~ recur " sustains the wound of bad con· 
science: it breeds vengeance and the need for punishment, 
which in tum perpetuate the past and the sickness to 
death. With the triumph of Christian morality, the life in
stincts were perverted and constrained; bad conscience was 
linked with a ~~ guilt against God." In the human instincts 
were implanted ~~hostility, rebellion, insurrection against 
the ' master,' ' father,' the primal ancestor and origin of the 
world." 10 Repression and deprivation were thus justified 
and affirmed; they were made into the masterful and aggres
sive forces which determined the human existence. With 
their growing social utilization, progress became of necessity 
progressive repression. On this road, there is no alternative, 
and no spiritual and transcendental freedom can compen
sate for the repressive foundations of culture. The" wounds 
of the spirit," if they heal at all, do leave scars. The past 
becomes master over the present, and life a tribute to death: 

And now cloud upon cloud rolled over the Spirit, unb1 at last 
madness preached: "all things pass away, therefore all things de. 
sexve to pass away! And this is justice itself, this law of Time, that 
it must devour its children: thus preached madness." 11 

u Thus Spake Zarathustra, Part II ("On Redemption"), in The 
Portable Nietzsche, transl. Walter Kaufmann (New York: Viking Press, 
1954), p. 251. (Translation here and in the following quotations changed 
in part.) 

so The Genetllogy of Morals, Section Il:22. 
11 Thus Spake ZarathU8tra, p. 25. 
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Nietzsche exposes the gigantic fallacy on which Western 
philosophy and morality were built- namely, the trans
formation of facts into essences, of historical into meta
physical conditions. The weakness and despondency of 
man, the inequality of power and wealth, injustice and 
suffering were attributed to some transcendental crime and 
guilt; rebellion became the original sin, disobedience against 
God; and the striving for gratification was concupiscence. 
Moreover, this whole series of fallacies culminated in the 
deification of time: because everything in the empirical 
world is passing, man is in his very essence a finite being, 
and death is in the very essence of life. Only the higher 
values are eternal, and therefore really real: the inner man, 
faith, and love which does not ask and does not desire. 
Nietzsche's attempt to uncover the historical roots of these 
transformations elucidates their twofold function: to pacify, 
compensate, and justify the underprivileged of the earth, 
and to protect those who made and left them underprivi· 
leged. The achievment snowballed and enveloped the mas· 
ters and the slaves, the rulers and the ruled, in that upsurge 
of productive repression which advanced Western civiliza· 
tion to ever higher levels of efficacy. However, growing 
efficacy involved growing degeneration of the life instincts 
- the decline of man. 

Nietzsche's critique is distinguished from all academic scr 
cial psychology by the position from which it is undertaken: 
Nietzsche speaks in the name of a reality principle funda· 
mentally antagonistic to that of Western civilization. The 
traditional form of reason is rerected on the basis of the 
experience of being-as-end-in-itself -as joy (Lust) and en· 
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joyment. The struggle against time is waged from this posi
tion: the tyranny of becoming over being must be broken if 
man is to come to himself in a world which is truly his own. 
As long as there is the uncomprehended and unconquered 
flux of time - senseless loss, the painful " it was " that will 
never be again - being contains the seed of destruction 
which perverts good to evil and vice versa. Man comes to 
himself only when the transcendence has been conquered 
-when eternity has become present in the here and now. 
Nietzsche's conception terminates in the vision of the 
closed circle - not progress, but the " eternal return ": 

All things pass, all things return; eternally turns the wheel of 
Being. All things die, ail things blossom again, eternal is the year 
of Being. All things break, all things are joined anew; eternaiiy 
the house of Being builds itself the same. Ail things part, all things 
welcome each other again; eternaiiy the ring of Being abides by 
itself. In each Now, Being begins; round each Here turns the 
sphere of There. The center is everywhere. Bent is the path of 
eternity.u 

The closed circle has appeared before: in Aristotle and 
Hegel, as the symbol of being-as-end-in-itself. But while 
Aristotle reserved it to the nous theos, whjle Hegel identi
fied it with the absolute idea, Nietzsche envisages the 
eternal return of the finite exactly as it is ..:... in its full con
creteness and finiteness. This is the total affirmation of 
the life instincts, repelling all escape and negation. The 
eternal return is the will and vision of an erotic attitude 
toward being for which necessity and fulfillment coincide. 

Shield of necessity! 
Star-summit of Being! 

II Ibid., Part III ("The Convalescent"), pp. 329-330. 
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Not reached by any wish, 
not soiled by any No, 
eternal Yes of Being: 
I affirm you eternaily, 
for I love you, eternity.2• 

Eternity, long since the ultimate consolation of an alienated 
existence, had been made into an instrument of repression 
by its relegation to a transcendental world - unreal reward 
for real suffering. Here, eternity is reclaimed for the fair 
earth - as the eternal return of its. children, of the lily and 
the rose, of the sun on the mountains and lakes, of the 
lover and the beloved, of the fear for their life, of pain and 
happiness. Death is; it is conquered only if it is followed 
by the real rebirth of everything that was before death here 
on earth - not as a mere repetition but as willed and 
wanted re-creation. The eternal return thus includes the 
return of suffering, but suffering as a means for more grati
fication, for the aggrandizement of joy.u The horror of 
pain derives from the "instinct of weakness," from the fact 
that pain overwhelms and becomes final and fatal. Suffer
ing can be affirmed if man's" power is sufficiently strong" 28 

to make pain a stimulus for affirn1ation- a link in the chain 
of joy. The doctrine of the eternal return obtains all its 
meaning from the central proposition that "joy wants eter
nity " -wants itself and all things to be everlasting. 

Nietzsche's philosophy contains enough elements of the 
terrible past: his celebration of pain and power perpetuates 
features of the morality which he strives to overcome. 

11 "Ruhm und Ewigkeit," in Werke (Leipzig: Alfred Kroner, 1919), 
VIII, 436 (my-translation). 

" Ibid., XIV, 301. 
• Ibid., p. 29 5· 
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However, the image of a new reality principle breaks the 
repressive context and anticipates the liberation from the 
archaic heritage. " The earth has all too long been a mad
house!" 28 For Nietzsche, the liberation depends ·on the 
reversal of the sense of guilt; mankind must come to asso
ciate the bad conscience not with the affirmation but with 
the denial of the life instincts, not with the rebellion but 
with the acceptance of the repressive ideals. 2' 

We have suggested certain nodal points in the develop
ment of Western philosophy which reveal the historical 
limitations of its system of reason -and the effort to sur
pass this system. The struggle appears in the antagonism 
between becoming and being, between the ascending curve 
and the closed circle, progress and eternal return, transcend
ence and rest in fulfillment.28 It is the struggle between the 
logic of domination and the will to gratification. Both 
assert their claims for defining the reality principle. The 
traditional ontology is contested: against the conception of 
being in terms of Logos rises the conception of being in 
a-logical terms: will and joy. This countertrend strives to 
formulate its own Logos: the logic of gratification. 

In its most advanced positions, Freud's theory partakes 
of this philosophical dynamic. His metapsychology, at
tempting to define the essence of being, defines it as Eros 

" The Genealogy of Morals, Section II, 22. 
IT Ibid., 24· 
2a The two antagonistic conceptions of time outlined here are discussed 

by Mircea Eliade in his book The Myth of the Eternal Return (London: 
Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1955). He contrasts the" cyclical" with the 
"linear " notion of time, the former characteristic of " traditional " (pre
dominantly primitive) civilizations, the latter of " modern man." 
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-in contrast to its traditional definition as Logos. The 
death instinct affirms the principle of non-being (the nega-1 '\ 
tion of being) against Eros (the principle of being). The 
ubiquitous fusion of the two principles in Freud's concep
tion corresponds to the traditional metaphical fusion of be
ing and non-being. To be sure, Freud's conception of Eros 
refers only to organic life. However, inorganic matter is, as 
the " end " of the death instinct, so inherently linked to or
ganic matter that (as suggested above) it seems permissable 
to give his conception a general ontological meaning. Being 
is essentially the striving for pleasure. This striving becomes 
an " aim " in the human existence: the erotic impulse to 
combine living substance into ever larger and more durable, 
units is the instinctual source of civilization. The sex in
stincts are life instincts: the impulse to preserve and enrich 
life by mastering nature in accordance with the developing 
vital needs is originally an erotic impulse. Ananke is ex
perienced as the barrier against the satisfaction of the life 
instincts, which seek pleasure, not security. And the "strug
gle for existence " is originally a struggle for pleasure: cul
ture begins with the collective implementation of this aim. 
Later, however, the struggle for existence is organized in the 
interest of domination: the erotic basis of culture is trans
formed. When philosophy conceives the essence of being 
as Logos, it is already the Logos of domination -command
ing, mastering, directing reason, to which man and nature 
are to be subjected 

Freud's. interpretation of being in terms of Eros recap
tures the early stage of Plato's philosophy, which conceived 
of culture not as the repressive sublimation but as the free 
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self-development of Eros. As early as Plato, this conception 
appears as an archaic-mythical residue. Eros is being ab. 
sorbed into Logos, and Logos is reason which subdues the 
instincts. The history of ontology reflects the reality prin· 
ciple which governs the world ever more exclusively: The 
insights contained in the metaphysical notion of Eros were 
driven underground. They survived, in eschatological dis· 
tortion, in many heretic movements, in the hedonistic phi· 
losophy. Their history has still to be written- as has the 
history of the transformation of Eros in Agape.19 Freud's 
own theory follows the general trend: in his work, the ra
tionality of the predominant reality principle supersedes 
the metaphysical speculations on Eros. 

We shall presently try to recapture the full content of his 
speculations. 

se See Anders Nygren, Agape and Ero11 (Philadelphia: Westminster 
Press, 1953). 

r 

PART TWO 

BEYOND THE REALITY PRINCIPLE 

"What time has been wasted during man's destiny in the 
struggle to decide what man's next world will be like! The keener 
the effort to find out, the less he knew about the present one he 
lived in. The one lovely world be knew, lived in, that gave him all 
he had was, according to preacher and prelate, the one to be least in 
his th~ughts. He was recommended, ordered, from the day of his 
birth to bid goodbye to it. Oh, we have had enough of the abuse 
of this fair earth! It is no sad truth that this should be our home. 
Were it but to give us simple shelter, simple clothing, simple food, 
adding the lily and the rose, the apple and the pear, it would be a 
fit home for mortal or immortal man." 

Sean O'Casey, Sunset and Evening Star 
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CHAPTER SIX 

The Historical Limits of the 
Established Reality Principle 

The preceding analysis tried to identify certain basic 
trends in the instinctual structure of civilization and, par
ticularly, to define the specific reality principle which has 
governed the progress of Western civilization. We desig
nated this reality principle as the performance principle; 
and we attempted to show that domination and alienation, 
derived from the prevalent social organization of labor, de
termined to a large extent the demands imposed upon the 
instincts by this reality principle. The question was raised 
whether the continued rule of the performance principle 
as the reality principle must be taken for granted (so that 
the trend of civilization must be viewed in the light of the 
same principle), or whether the performance principle has 
perhaps created the preconditions for a qualitatively differ
ent, non-repressive reality principle. This question sug
gested itself when we confronted the psychoanalytical the
ory of man with some basic historical tendencies: 

( 1) The very progress of civilization under the perform
ance principle has attained a level of productivity at which 
the social demands upon instinctual energy to be spent in 
alienated labor could be considerably reduced Conse-
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quently, the continued r~pressive organization of the in
stincts seems to be necessitated less by the "struggle for 
existence" than by the interest in prolonging this struggle 
-by the interest in domination. 

( 2) The representative philosophy of Western civiliza
tion has developed a concept of reason which contains the 
domineering features of the performance principle. How
ever, the same philosophy ends in the vision of a higher 
form of reason which is the very negation of these features 
-namely, receptivity, contemplation, enjoyment. Behind 
the definition of the subject in terms of the ever transcend
ing and productive activity of the ego lies the image of the 
redemption of the ego: the coming to rest of all transcend
ence in a mode of being that has absorbed all becoming, 
that is for and with itself in all otherness. 

The problem of the historical character and limitation of 
the ·performance principle is of decisive importance for 
Freud's theory. We have seen that he practically identifies 
the established reality principle (i.e., the performance prin
ciple) with the reality principle as such. Consequently, his 
dialectic of civilization would lose its finality if the per
formance principle revealed itself as only one specific histori
cal form of the reality principle. Moreover, since Freud 
also identifies the historical character of the instincts with 
their " nature," the relativity of the performance principle 
would even affect his basic conception of the instinctual 
dynamic between Eros and Thanatos: their relation and 
its development would be different under a different reality 
principle. Conversely, Freud's instinct theory provides 
one of the strongest arguments against the relative (his-
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torical) character of the reality principle. If sexuality is in 
its very essence antisocial and asocial, and if destructive~ess 
is the manifestation of a primary instinct, then the idea of 
a non-repressive reality principle would be nothing but idle 
speculation. 

Freud's instinct theory indicates the direction in which 
the problem must be examined. The performance prin
ciple enforces an integrated repressive organization of sexu
ality and of the destruction instinct. Therefore, if the his
torical process tended to make obsolete the institutions of 
the performance principle, it would also tend to make obso
lete the organization of the instincts- that is to say, to re
lease the instincts from the constraints and diversions re
quired by the performance principle. This would imply 
the real possibility of a gradual elimination of surplus-repres
sion, whereby an expanding area of destructiveness could 
be absorbed or neutralized by strengthened libido. Evi
dently, Freud's theory precludes the construction of any 
psychoanalytical utopia. If we accept his theory and still 
maintain that there is historical substance in the idea of a 
non-repressive civilization, then it must be derivable from 
Freud's instinct theory itself. His concepts must be ex
amined to discover whether or not they contain elements 
that require reinterpretation. This approach would paral
lel the one used in the preceding sociological discussion. 
There, the attempt was made to " read off" the ossification 
of the performance principle from the historical conditions 
which it has created; presently, we shall try to " read off" 
from the historical vicissitudes of the instincts the possibil
ity of their non-repressive development. Such an approach 

j 
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implies a critique of the established reality principle in the 
name of the pleasure principle- a re-evalution of the an
tagonistic relation that has prevailed between the two di
mensions of the human existence. 

Freud maintains that an essential conflict between the 
two principles is inevitable; however, in the elaboration 
of his theory, this inevitability seems to be opened to ques
tion. The conflict, in the form it assumes in civilization, is 
said to be caused and perpetuated by the prevalence of 
Ananke, Lebensnot, the struggle for existence. (The later 
stage of the instinct theory, with the concepts of Eros 
and death instinct, does not cancel this thesis: Lebensnot 
now appears as the want and deficiency inherent in organic 
life itself.) The struggle for existence necessitates the re
pressive modification of the instincts chiefly because of the 
lack of sufficient means and resources for integral, painless 
and tailless gratification of instinctual needs. If this is true, 
the repressive organization of the instincts in the struggle 
for existence would be due to exogenous factors - exoge
nous in the sense that they are not inherent in the " na
ture " of the instincts but emerge from the specific his
torical conditions under which the instincts develop. Ac
cording to Freud, this distinction is meaningless, for the 
instincts themselves are •• historical "; 1 there is no instinc
tual structure •• outside " the historical structure. How
ever, this does not dispense with the necessity of making 
the distinction -except that it must be made within the 
historical structure itself. The latter appears as stratified on 

1 See, for example, Beyond the Plet1SUTB Principk (New York: Liv~ 
right Publishing C01:p., 19 so), PP· 47• 49· 
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two levels: (a) the phylogenetic-biological level, the devel
opment of the animal man in the strugglC? with nature; 
and (b) the sociological level, the development of civilized 
individuals and groups in the struggle among themselves 
and with their environment. The two levels are in constant 
and inseparable interaction, but factors generated at the 
second level are exogenous to the first and have therefore a 
different weight and validity (although, in the course of the 
development, they can " sink down " to the first level) : 
they are more relative; they can change faster and without 
endangering or reversing the development of the genus. 
This difference in the origin of instinctual modification un
derlies the distinction we have introduced between repres
sion and surplus-repression; 1 the latter originates and is sus
tained at the sociological level. 

Freud is well aware of the historical element in man's in
stinctual structure. In discussing religion as a specific his
torical form of •• illusion," he adduces against himself the 
argument: •• Since men are so slightly amenable to reason
able arguments, so completely are they ruled by their in
stinctual wishes, why should one want to take away from 
them a means for satisfying their instincts and replace it 
by reasonable arguments?" And he answers: "Certainly 
men are like this, but have you asked yourselves whether 
they need be so, whether their inmost nature necessitates 
it? " 1 However, in his theory of instincts, Freud does not 
draw any fundamental conclusions from the historical dis
tinction, but ascribes to botl1 levels equal and general valid· 

2 See page 37 above. . . . . 
a The Future of an IUusion (New York: L1venght Publishing Corp., 

1949), p. 81. 
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ity. For his metapsychology, it is not decisive whet~er the 
inhibitions are imposed by scarcity or by the hierarchical 
distribution of scarcity, by the struggle for existence or by 
the interest in domination. And indeed the two factors -
the phylogenetic-biological and the sociological- have 
grown together in the recorded history of civilization. But 
their union has long since become " unnatural " - and so 
has the oppressive " modification " of the pleasure princiJ?le 
by the reality principle. Freud's consistent denial of the 
possibility of an essential liberation of the former implies 
the assumption that scarcity is as permanent as domination 
-an assumption that seems to beg the question. By virtue 
of this assumption, an extraneous fact obtains the theoreti
cal dignity of an inherent element of mental life, inherent 
even in the primary instincts. In the light of the long-range 
trend of civilization, and in the light of Freud's own inter
pretation of the instinctual development, the assumption 
must be questioned. The historical possibility of a gradual 
decontrolling of the instinctual development must be taken 
seriously, perhaps even the historical necessity- if civiliza
tion is to progress to a higher stage of freedom. 

To extrapolate the hypothesis of a non-repressive civiliza
tion from Freud's theory of the instincts, one must re
examine his concept of the primary instincts, their objec
tives and their interrelation. In this conception, it is mainly 
the death instinct that seems to defy any hypothesis of a 
non-repressive civilization: the very existence of such an in
stinct seems to engender "automatically" the whole net
work of constraints and controls instituted by civilization; 
innate destructiveness must beget perpetual repression. 

HISTORICAL LIMITS 13) 

Our re-examination must therefore begin with Freud's anal

ysis of the death instinct. 
We have seen that, in Freud's late theory of the instincts, 

the " compulsion inherent in organic life to restore an 
earlier state of things which the living entity has been 
obliged to abandon under the pressure of external disturb
ing forces " ' is common to both primary instincts: Eros 
and death instinct. Freud regards this retrogressive tend
ency as an expression of the " inertia " in organic life, and 
ventures the following hypothetical explanation: at the time 
when life originated in inanimate matter, a strong "ten
sion " developed which the young organism strove to relieve 
by returning to the inanimate condition.1 At the ~rly sta~e 
of organic life, the road to the previous state of morgamc 
existence was probably very short, and dying very easy; but 
gradually " external influences " lengthened this road and 
compelled the organism to take ever longer and more com
plicated " detours to death." The longer and more com
plicated the" detour," the more differentiated and power
ful the organism becomes: it finally conquers the globe as 
its dominion. Still, the original goal of the instincts re
mains- return to inorganic life," dead" matter. Precisely 
here, in developing his most far-reaching hypothesis, Freud 
repeatedly states that exogenous factors determined the 
primary instinctual development: The organism was forced 
to abandon the earlier state of things " under the pressure 
of external disturbing forces "; the phenomena of organic 
life must be" attributed to external disturbing and divert 
ing influences"; decisive" external influences altered in such 

' Beyond the Pleasure Principle, p. 47· 1 Ibid., P· 50. 
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a way as to oblige the still surviving substance to diverge 
ever more widely from its original course of life." 8 If the 
organism dies " for internal reasons," ' then the detour to 
death must have been caused by external factors. Freud 
assumes that these factors must be sought in "the history 
of the earth we live in and of its relation to the sun." 8 

However, the development of the animal man does not re· 
main enclosed in geological history; man becomes, on the 
basis of natural history, the subject and object of his own 
history. If, originally, the actual difference between life 
instinct and death instinct was very small, in the history of 
the animal man it grows to become an essential character· 
istic of the historical process itself . 

. The diagram on the facing page may illustrate Freud's 
construction of the basic instinctual dynamic. 

The diagram sketches a historical sequence from the be. 
ginning of organic life (stages 2 and 3), through the forma· 
tive stage of the. two primary instincts ( 5), to their " modi· 
fied " development as human instincts in civilization ( 6-7) . 
The turning points are at stages 3 and 6. They are both 
caused by exogenous factors by virtue of which the defi
nite forination as well as the subsequent dynamic of the 
instincts become " historically acquired." At stage 3, the 
exogenous factor is the " unrelieved tension " created by 
the birth of organic life; the "experience" that life is less 
"satisfactory," more painful, than the preceding stage gen· 
erates the death instinct as the drive for relieving this ten· 
sion through regression. The working of the death instinct 

1 Ibid., pp. 47• 49• so. Italics added. 
' Ibid., p. so. 

I Ibid., P· 49· 
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thus appears as the result of the trauma of primary frustra
tion: want and pain, here caused by a geological-biological 
event. 

The other turning point, however, is no longer a geo
logical-biological one: it occurs at the threshold of civiliza
tion. The exogenous factor here is Ananke, the conscious 
struggle for existence. It enforces the repressive controls of 
the sex instincts (first through the brute violence of the 
primal father, then through institutionalization and inter
nalization), as well as the transformation of the death in
stinct into socially useful aggression and morality. This 
organization of the instincts (actually a long process) cre
ates the civilized division of labor, progress, and "law and 
order"; but it also starts the chain of events that leads to 
the progressive weakening of Eros and thereby to the 
growth of aggressiveness and guilt feeling. We have seen 
that this development is not " inherent " in the struggle 
for existence but only in its oppressive organization, and 
that at the present stage the possible conquest of want 
makes this struggle ever more irrational. 

But are there not, in the instincts themselves, asocial 
forces that necessitate repressive constraints regardless of 
scarcity or abundance in the external world? Again, we 
recall Freud's statement that the nature of the instincts is 
"historically acquired." Therefore, this nature is subject 
to change if the fundamental conditions that caused the in
stincts to acquire this nature have changed. True, these 
conditions are still the same in so far as the struggle for 
existence still takes place within the framework of scarcity 
and domination. But they tend to become obsolete and 
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"artificial " in view of the real possibility of their elimi
nation. The extent to which the basis of civilization has 
changed (while its principle has been retained) can be illus
trated by the fact that the difference between the begin
nings of civilization and its present stage seems infinitely 
greater than the difference between the beginnings of civili
zation and the preceding stage, where the " nature " of the 
instincts was acquired. To be sure, the change in the condi
tions of civilization would directly affect only the formed 
human instincts (the sex and aggression instincts). In the 
biological-geological conditions which Freud assumed for 
the living substance as such, no such change can be envis
aged; the birth of life continues to be a trauma, and thus the 
reign of the Nirvana principle seems to be unshakable. 
However, the derivatives of the death instinct operate only 
in fusion with the sex instincts; as long as life grows, the 
former remain subordinate to the latter; the fate of the 
destrudo (the " energy " of the destruction instincts) de
pends on that of the libido. Consequently, a qualitative 
change in the development of sexuality must necessan1y 
alter the manifestations of the death instinct. 

Thus, the hypothesis of a non-repressive civilization must 
be theoretically validated first by demonstrating the possi
bility of a non-repressive development of the libido under 
the conditions of mature civilization. The direction of such 
a development is indicated by those mental forces which, 
according to Freud, remain essentially free from the reality 
principle and carry over this freedom into the world of ma
ture consciousness. Their re-examination must be the 

next step. 



CHAPTER SEVEN 

Phantasy and Utopia 

In Freud's theory, the mental forces opposed to the real
ity principle appear chiefly as relegated to and ·operating 
from the unconscious. The rule of the " unmodified " 
pleasure principle obtains only over the deepest and most 
" archaic " unconscious processes: they can provide no 
standards for the construction of the non-repressive mental
ity, nor for the truth value of such a construction. But 
Freud singles out phantasy as one mental activity that re
tains a high degree of freedom from the reality .principle 
even in the sphere of the developed consciousness. We 
recall his description in the "Two Principles of Mental 
Functioning." 

With th~ . introducti~n of ~e reality principle one mode of 
thought-a:tiVIty was ~pht off: xt was kept free from reality-testing 
~nd remamed subordmated to the pleasure principle alone. This 
IS the act. of phantasy-making ( das Phantasieren), which begins 
alread~ With the ga~e of children, and later, continued as day
dreamzng, abandons Its dependence on real objects.1 

Phantasy plays a most decisive function in the total mental 
structure: it links the deepest layers of the unconscious 
with the highest products of consciousness (art), the dream 
with the reality; it preserves the archetypes of the genus, the 

1 CoUected Papers (London: Hogarth Press, 1950), IV 16-17. See 
pages 14-1 s above. ' 
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perpetual but repressed ideas of the collective and indi
vidual memory, the tabooed images of freedom. Freud 
establishes a twofold connection, " between the sexual in
stincts and phantasy" on the one side, and " between the 
ego instincts and the activities of consciousness " on the 
other. This dichotomy is untenable, not only in view of 
the later formulation of the instinct theory (which abandons 
the independent ego instincts) but also because of the in
corporation of phantasy into artistic (and even normal) 
consciousness. However, the affinity between phantasy 
and sexuality remains decisive for the function of the 

former. 
The recognition of phantasy (imagination) as a thought 

process with its own laws and truth values was not new in 
psychology and philosophy; Freud's original contribution 
Jay in the attempt to show the genesis of tl1is mode of 
thought and its essential connection with the pleasure 
principle. The establishment of the reality principle causes 
a division and mutilation of the mind which fatefully de
termines its entire development. The mental process for
m~rly unified in the pleasure ego is now split: its main 
stream is channeled into the domain of the reality principle 
and brought into line with its requirements. Thus con
ditioned, this part of the mind obtains the monopoly of 
interpreting, manipulating, and altering reality- of govern
ing remembrance and oblivion, even of defining what real
ity is and how it should be used and altered. The other 
part of the mental apparatus remains free from the control 
of the reality principle - at the price of becoming power
less, inconsequential, unrealistic. Whereas the ego was 
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formerly guided and driven by the whole of its mental en
ergy, it is now to be guided only by that part of it which 
conforms to the reality principle. This part and this part 
alone is to set the objectives, norms, and values of the ego; 
as reason it becomes the sole repository of judgment, truth, 
rationality; it decides what is useful and useless, good and 
eviP Phantasy as a separate mental process is born and 
at the same time left behind by the organization of the 
pleasure ego into the reality ego. Reason prevails: it be
comes unpleasant but useful and correct; phantasy remains 
pleasant but becomes useless, untrue- a mere play, day
dreaming. As such, it continues to speak the language of 
the pleasure principle, of freedom from repression, of un
inhibited desire and gratification - but reality proceeds ac
cording to the laws of reason, no longer committed to the 
dream language. 

However, phantasy (imagination) retains the structure 
and the tendencies of the psyche prior to its organization 
by the reality, prior to its becoming an "individual" set 
off against other individuals. And by the same token, like 
the id to which it remains committed, imagination preserves 
the " memory" of the subhistorical past when the life of 
the individual was the life of the genus, the image of the 
immediate unity between the universal and the particular 
under the rule of the pleasure principle. In contrast, the 
entire subsequent history of man is characterized by the 
destruction of this original unity: the position of the ego 

2 Reason in this sense is not identical with the rational faculty (intel· 
lect) of traditional theoretical psychology. The term here designates that 
part of the mind which is brought under the control of the reality prin· 
ciple and includes the organized part of the " vegetative," " sensitive," 
and " appetitive " faculties. 
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"in its capacity of independent individual organism " cOmes 
into conflict with " itself in its other capacity as a member 
of a series of generations.• The genus now lives in the 
conscious and ever renewed conflict among the indiyiduals 
and between them and their world. Progress under the 
performance principle proceeds through these conflicts. 
The principium individuationis as implemented by this 
reality principle gives rise to the repressive utilization of 
the primary instincts, which continue to strive, each in its 
own way, to cancel the principium individuationis, while 
they are constantly diverted from their objective by the 
very progress which their energy sustains. In this effort, 
both instincts are subdued. In and against the world of 
the antagonistic principium individuationis, imagination 
sustains the claim of the whole individual, in union with 
the genus and with the " archaic " past. 

Freud's metapsychology here restores imagination to its 
rights. As a fundamental, independent mental process, 
phantasy has a truth value of its own, which corresponds to 
an experience of its own -namely, the surmounting of the 
antagonistic human reality. Imagination envisions the re
conciliation of the individual with the whole, of desire with 
realization, of happiness with reason. While this harmony 
bas been removed into utopia by the established reality 
principle, phantasy insists that it must and can become 
real, that behind the illusion lies knowledge. The truths of 
imagination are first realized when phantasy itself takes 
form, when it creates a universe of perception and compre-

• A General Introduction to Psychoanalysis (New York: Garden City 
Publishing Co., 1943), p. 359· 
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hension -a subjective and at the same time objective uni· 
verse. This occurs in art. The analysis of the cognitive 
function of phantasy is thus led to aesthetics as the '' sci· 
ence of beauty ": behind the aesthetic form lies the re· 
pressed harmony of sensuousness and reason - the eternal 
protest against the organization of life by the logic of domi· 
nation, the critique of the pedormance principle. 

Art is perhaps the most visible·· return of the repressed," 
not only on the individual but also on the generic-historical 
level. The artistic imagination shapes the " unconscious 
memory" of the hoeration that failed, of the promise that 
was betrayed Under the rule of the pedormance princi· 
pie, art opposes to institutionalized repression the " image 
of man as a free subject; but in a state of unfreedom art can 
sustain the image of freedom only in the negation of un
freedom." ' Since the awakening of the consciousness of 
freedom, there is no genuine work of art that does not re· 
veal the archetypal content: the negation of unfreedom. 
We shall see later how this content came to assume the aes. 
thetic form, governed by aesthetic principles. 5 As aesthetic 
phenomenon, the critical function of art is self.defeating. 
The very commitment of art to form vitiates the negation 
of unfreedom in art. In order to be negated, unfreedom 
must be represented in the work of art with the semblance 
of reality. This element of semblance (show, Schein) nee· 
essarily subjects the represented reality to aesthetic stand· 
ards and thus deprives it of its terror. Moreover, the form 
of the work of art invests the content with the qualities of 

' Theodor W. Adorno, " Die gegangelte Musik," in Der Monat, V 
(1953), 182. 

a See Chapter 9 below. 
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enjoyment. Style, rhythm, meter introduce an aesthetic 
order which is itself pleasurable: it reconciles with the con· 
tent. The aesthetic quality of enjoyment, even enfertain· 
ment, has been inseparable from the essence of art, no mat· 
ter how tragic, how uncompromising the work of art is. 
Aristotle's proposition on the cathartic effect of art epita. 
mizes the dual function of art: both to oppose and to rec· 
oncile; both to indict and to acquit; both to recall the re· 
pressed and to repress it again- '' purified." People can 
elevate themselves with the classics: they read and see and 
hear their own: archetypes rebel, triumph, give up, or per· 
ish. And since all this is aesthetically formed, they can en· 
ioy it - and forget it. 

Still, within the limits of the aesthetic form, art expressed, 
although in an am bivalent manner, the return of the re· 
pressed image of liberation; art was opposition. At the 
present stage, in the period of total mobilization, even this 
highly ambivalent opposition seems no longer viable. Art 
survives only where it cancels itself, where it saves its sub. 
stance by denying its traditional form and thereby denying 
reconciliation: where it becomes surrealistic and atonaV' 
Otherwise, art shares the fate of all genuine human com· 
munication: it dies off. What Karl Kraus wrote at the be. 
ginning of the Fascist period is still true: 

" Das Wort entschlief, als jene Welt erwachte." 
In a less sublimated form, the opposition of phantasy to 

the reality principle is more at home in such sub.real and 
surreal processes as dreaming, daydreaming, play, the 

e Theodor W. A~omo, Philosophle der neuen Musik (Tiibingen: 
J. C. B. Mohr, 1949). 
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" stream of consciousness." In its most extreme claim for a 
gratification beyond the reality principle, phantasy cancels 
the established principium individuationis itself. Here per
haps are the roots of phantasy's commitment to the primary 
Eros: sexuality is "the only function of a living organism 
which extends beyond the individual and secures its con
nection with its species." " In so far as sexuality is organ
ized and controlled by the reality principle, phantasy asserts 
itself chiefly against normal sexuality. (We have previously 
discussed the affinity between phantasy and the perver
sions.8) However, the erotic element in phantasy goes be
yond the perverted expressions. It aims at an " erotic real
ity " where the life instincts would come to rest in 
fulfillment without repression. This is the ultimate con
tent of the phantasy-process in its opposition to the reality 
principle; by virtue of this content, phantasy plays a unique 
role in the mental dynamic. 

Freud recognized this role, but at this point his meta
psychology reaches a fateful tum. The image of a different 
form of reality has appeared as the truth of one of the basic 
mental processes; thi~ image contains the lost unity be
tween the universal and the particular and the integral grat
ification of the life instincts by the reconciliation between 
the pleasure and reality principles. Its truth value is en
hanced by the fact that the image belongs to mankind over 
and above the principium individuationis. However, ac
cording to Freud, the image conjures only the subhistorical 
past of the genus (and of the individual) prior to all civil-

' Freud, A General Introduction to Psychoanalysis, p. 358. 
• See Chapter 2 above. 
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ization. Because the latter can develop only through the 
destruction of the subhistorical unity between pleasure p~n
ciple and reality principle, the image must remain buried in 
the unconscious, and imagination must become mere fan
tasy, child's play, daydreaming. The long road of con
sciousness which led from the primal horde to ever higher 
forms of civilization cannot be reversed. Freud's conclu· 
sions preclude the notion of an " ideal " state of nature; but 
they also hypostatize a specific historical form of civiliza
tion as the nature of civilization. His own theory does not 
justify this conclusion. From the historical necessity of the 
performance principle, and from its perpetuation beyond 
historical necessity, it does not follow that another form of 
civilization under another reality principle is impossible. 
In Freud's theory, freedom from repression is a matter of 
the unconscious, of the subhistorical and even subhuman 
past, of primal biological and mental processes; conse
quently, the idea of a non-repressive reality principle is a 
matter of retrogression. That such a principle could itself 
become a historical reality, a matter of developing con· 
sciousness, that the images of phantasy could refer to the 
unconquered future of mankind rather than to its (badly) 
conquered past - all this seemed to Freud at best a nice 

utopia. 
[The danger of abusing the discovery of the truth 

value of imagination for retrogressive tendencies is ex
emplified by the work of Carl Jung. More emphati
cally than Freud, he has insisted on the cognitive force 
of imagination. According to Jung, phantasy is "un
distinguishably" united with all other mental func-
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tions; it appears " now as primeval, now as the ulti
mate and most audacious synthesis of all capabilities." 
Phantasy is above all the " creative activity out of 
which flow the answers to all answerable questions "; 
it is " the mother of all possibilities, in which all men
tal opposites as well as the conflict between internal 
and external world are united." Phantasy has always 
built the bridge between the irreconcilable demands of 
object and subject, extroversion and introversion." 
The simultaneously retrospective and expectant char
acter of imagination is thus clearly stated: it looks not 
oi1ly back to an aboriginal golden past, but also forward 
to all. still unrealized but realizable possibilities. But 
already in Jung's earlier work the emphasis is on the 
retrospective and consequently " phantastic " qualities 
of imagination: dream thinking" moves in a retrograde 
manner toward the raw material of memory"; it is a 
"regression to the original perception." 10 In the de
velopment of Jung's psychology, its obscurantistic and 
reactionary trends have become predominant and have 
eliminated the critical insights of Freud's metapsychol
ogy.u] 

The truth value of imagination relates not only to the 
past but also to the future: the forms of freedom and hap
piness which it invokes claim to deliver the historical real-

11 Jung, Psychological Types, transl. H. Godwin Baynes (New York: 
Harcourt, Brace, 192.6), p. ~ (with minor changes in translation). 

10 Psychology of the Unconscious, transl. Beatrice M. Hinkle (Lon
don: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1951), pp. 13-14. 

11, Edward Glover's excellent analysis makes a further discussion of 
Jung s work unnecessary. See Freud or Jung? (New York: W. W. Nor
ton, 19)o). 
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ity. In its refusal to accept as final the limitations imposed 
upon freedom and happiness by the reality principle, in its 
refusal to forget what can be, lies the critical function of 
phantasy: 

Reduire l'imagination a l'esclavage, quand bien meme i1 y irait 
de ce qu'on appelle grossierement le bonheur, c'est se derober a 
tout ce qu'on trouve, au fond de soi, de justice supreme. La seule 
imagination me rend compte de ce qui peut 4tre.1z 

The surrealists recognized the revolutionary implications of 
Freud's discoveries: " Imagination is perhaps about to re
claim its rights." 18 But when they asked, " Cannot the 
dream also be applied to the solution of the fundamental 
problems of life? " u they went beyond psychoanalysis in 
demanding that the dream be made into reality without 
compromising its content. Art allied itself with the revo
lution. Uncompromising adherence to the strict truth·value 
of imagination comprehends reality more fully. That the 
propositions of the artistic imagination are untrue in terms 
of the actual organization of the facts belongs to the es
sence of their truth: 

The truth that some proposition respecting an actual occasion is 
untrue may express the vital truth as to the aesthetic achievement. 
It expresses the" great refusal" which is its primary characteristic.n 

This Great Refusal is the protest against unnecessary re
pression, the struggle for the ultimate form of freedom -

12 "To reduce imagination to slavery- even if one's so-called happi
aess is at stake- means to violate all that one finds in one's inmost self 
of ultimate justice. Imagination alone tells me what can be." Andre 
Breton, Les Manifestes du Surrealisme (Paris: Editions du Sagittaire, 
11)46), p. 1). This was the first manifesto (192.4). 

u Ibid., p. 2.5. 
16 Ibid., p. 2.6. 
11 A. N. Whitehead, Science and the Modern World (New York: 

Macmi1lao, 192.6), p. :n8. 
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"to live without anxiety." 18 But this idea could be for
mulated without punishment only in the language of art. 
In the more realistic context of political theory and even 
philosophy, it was almost universally defamed as utopia. 

The relegation of real possibilities to the no-man's land 
of utopia is itself an essential element of the ideology of 
the performance principle. If the construction of a non
repressive instinctual development is oriented, not on the 
subhistorical past, but on the historical present and mature 
civilization, the very notion of utopia loses its meaning. 
The negation of the performance principle emerges not 
against but with the progress of conscious rationality; it pre
supposes the highest maturity of civilization. The very 
achievements of the performance principle have intensified 
the discrepancy between the archaic unconscious and con
scious process.es of man, on the one hand, and his actual 
potentialities, on the other. The history of mankind seems 
to tend toward another turning point in the vicissitudes ot 
the instincts. And, just as at the preceding turning points, 
the adaptation of the archaic mental structure to the new 
environment would mean another " castrophe "- an ex
plosive change in the environment itself. However, while 
the first turning point was, according to the Freudian hy
pothesis, an event in geological history, and while the sec
ond occurred at the beginning of civilization, the third turn
ing point would be located at the highest attained level of 
civilization. The actor in this event would be no longer the 
historical animal man but the conscious, rational subject 

u " •.. Ohne Angst Leben." T. W. Adorno, Versuch ilber Wagner 
(Berlin-Frankfurt: Suhrkamp, 195.:r.), p. 198. 
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that has mastered and appropriated the objective WO{ld as 
the arena of his realization. The historical factor con
tained in Freud's theory of instincts has come to fruition in 
history when the basis of Ananke ( Lebensnot) - which, for 
Freud, provided the rationale for the repressive reality prin
ciple - is undermined by the progress of civilization. 

Still, there is some validity in the argument that, despite 
all progress, scarcity and immaturity remain great enough 
to prevent the realization of the principle" to each accord
ing to his needs." The material as well as mental resources 
of civilization are still so limited that there must be a 
vastly lower standard of living if social productivity were 
redirected toward the universal gratification of individual 
needs: many would have to give up manipulated comforts 
if all were to live a human life. Moreover, the prevailing 
international structure of industrial civilization seems to 
condemn such an idea to ridicule. This does not invalidate 
the theoretical insistence that the performance principle 
bas become obsolescent. The reconciliation between pleas
ure and reality principle does not depend on the existence 
of abundance for all. The only pertinent question is 
whether a state of civilization can be reasonably envisaged 
in which human needs are fulfilled in such a manner and 
to such an extent that surplus-repression can be eliminated. 

Such a hypothetical state could be reasonably assumed at 
two points, which lie at the opposite poles of the vicissitudes 
of the instincts: one would be located at the primitive be
ginnings of history, the other at its most mature stage. 
The first would refer to a non-oppressive distribution of 
scarcity (as may, for example, have existed in matriarchal 
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phases of ancient society). The second would pertain to a 
rational organization of fully developed industrial society 
after the conquest of scarcity. The vicissitudes of the in
stincts would of course be very different under these two 
conditions, but one decisive feature must be common to 
both: the instinctual development would be non-repressive 
in the sense that at least the surplus-repression necessitated 
by the interests of domination would not be imposed upon 
the instincts. This quality would reflect the prevalent sat
isfaction of the basic human needs (most primitive at the 
first, vastly extended and refined at the second stage), sex
ual as well as social: food, housing, clothing, leisure. This 
satisfaction would be (and this is the important point) 
without toil- that is, without the rule of alienated labor 
over the human existence. Under primitive conditions, 
alienation has not yet arisen because of the primitive char
acter of the needs themselves, the rudimentary (personal or 
sexual) character of the division of labor, and the absence 
of an institutionalized hierarchical specialization of func
tions. Under the " ideal " conditions of mature industrial 
civilization, alienation would be completed by general au
tomatization of labor, reduction of labor time to a mini
mum, and exchangeability of functions. 

Since the length of the working day is itself one of the 
principal repressive factors imposed upon the pleasure prin
ciple by the reality principle, the reduction of the working 
day to a point where the mere quantum of labor time no 
longer arrests human development is the first prerequisite 
for freedom. Such reduction by itself would almost cer
tainly mean a considerable decrease in the standard of liv-
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ing prevalent today in the most advanced industrial coun
tries. But the regression to a lower standard of living) 
which the collapse of the performance principle would 
bring about, does not militate against progress in freedom. 

The argument that makes liberation conditional upon an 
ever higher standard of living all too easily serves to justify 
the perpetuation of repression. The definition of the 
standard of living in terms of automobiles, television sets, 
airplanes, and tractors is that of the performance principle 
itself. Beyond the rule of this principle, the level of living 
would be measured by other criteria: the universal gratifica
tion of the basic human needs, and the freedom from guilt 
and fear - internalized as well as external, instinctual as 
well as " rational" " La vraie civilization . . . n' est pas 
dans le gaz, ni dans la vapeur, ni dans les tables toumantes. 
Elle est dans 1a diminution des traces du p~che originel " 17 

-this is the definition of progress beyond the rule of the 
performance principle. 

Under optimum conditions, the prevalence, in mature 
civilization, of material and intellectual wealth would be 
such as to allow painless gratification of needs, while domi
nation would no longer systematically forestall such grati
fication. In this case, the quantum of instinctual energy 
still to be diverted into necessary labor (in tum completely 
mechanized and rationalized) would be so small that a 
large area of repressive constraints and modifications. no 
longer sustained by external forces, would collapse. Conse-

u " True civilization does not lie in gas, nor . i~ st~:, nor in tu~
tables. It lies in the reduction of the traces of ong~nal sm. Baudela1re, 
Mon Coeur Mis a Nu, XXXII, in Oeuvres Posthumes, ed. Conard, Vol. 
D (Paris, 1952), p. 109. 
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quently, the antagonistic relation between pleasure princi
ple and reality principle would be altered in favor of the 
former. Eros, the life instincts, would be released to an 
unprecedented degree. 

Does it follow that civilization would explode and re
vert to prehistoric savagery, that the individuals would die 
as a result of the exhaustion of the available means of grati
fication and of their own energy, that the absence of want 
and repression would drain all energy which C011ld promote 
material and intellectual production on a higher level and 
larger scale? Freud answers in the affirmative. His answer 
is based on his more orless silent acceptance of a number 
of assumptions: that free libidinal relations are essentially 
antagonistic to work relations, that energy has to be with
drawn from the former in order to institute the latter, that 
only the absence of full gratification sustains the societal 
organization of work. Even under optimum conditions of 
a rational organization of society, the gratification of human 
needs would require labor, and this fact alone would en
force quantitative and qualitative instinctual restraint, and 
thereby numerous social taboos. No matter how rich, civ
ilization depends on steady and methodical work, and thus 
on unplea~urable delay in satisfaction. Since the primary 
instincts rebel " by nature " against such delay, their re
pressive modification therefore remains a necessity for all 
civilization. 

In order to meet this argument, we would have to show 
that Freud's correlation "instinctual repression- socially 
useful labor- civilization " can be meaningfully trans
formed into the correlation "instinctual liberation- so-
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cia11y useful work- civilization." We have suggested that 
the prevalent instinctual repression resulted, not so muGb 
from the necessity of labor, but from the specific social or
ganization of labor imposed by the interest in domination 
-that repression was largely surplus-repression. Conse
quently, the elimination of surplus-repression would per se 
tend to eliminate, not labor, but the organization of the 
human existence into an instrument of labor. If this is 

true, the emergence of a non-repressive reality principle 
would alter rather than destroy the social organization of 
labor: the liberation of Eros could create new and durable 
work relations. 

Discussion of this hypothesis encounters at the outset 
one of the most strictly protected values of modem culture 
-that of productivity. This idea expresses perhaps more 
than any other the existential attitude in industrial civiliza
tion; it permeates the philosophical definition of the sub
ject in terms of the ever transcending ego. Man is evalu
ated according to his ability to make, augment, and improve 
socially useful things. Productivity thus designates the de
gree of the mastery and transformation of nature: the pro
gressive replacement of an uncontrolled natural environ
ment by a controlled technological environment. How
ever, the more the division of labor was geared to utility for 
the established productive apparatus rather than for the in
dividuals - in other words the more the social need devi
ated from the individual need - the more productivity 
tended to contradict the pleasure principle and to become 
an end-in-itself. The very word came to smack of repres
sion or its philistine glorification: it connotes the resentful 
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defamation of rest, indulgence, receptivity- the triumph 
over the" lower depths" of the mind and body, the taming 
of the instincts by t!xploitative reason. Efficiency and re
pression converge: raising the productivity of labor is the 
sacrosanct ideal of both capitalist and Stalinist Stakhanov
ism. This notion of productivity has its historical limits: 
they are those of the performance principle. Beyond its 
domain, productivity has another content and another re
lation to the pleasure principle: they are anticipated in the 
processes of imagination which preserve freedom from the 
performance principle while maintaining the claim of a new 
reality principle. 

The utopian claims of imagination have become satu
rated with historical reality. If the achievements of the 
performance principle surpass its institutions, they also mil
itate against the direction of its productivity- against the 
subjugation of man to his labor. Freed from this enslave
ment, productivity loses its repressive power and impels the 
free development of individual needs. Such a change in 
the direction of progress goes beyond the fundamental re
organization of social labor which it presupposes. No mat
ter how justly and rationally the material production may 
be organized, it can never be a realm of freedom and grati
fication; but it can release time and energy for the free play 
·of human faculties outside the realm of alienated labor. 
The more complete the alienation of labor, the greater the 
potential of freedom: total automation would be the opti
mum. It is the sphere outside labor which defines freedom 
and fulfillment, and it is the definition of the human exist
ence in terms of this sphere which constitutes the negation 

PHANTASY AND UTOPIA 1)7 

of the performance principle. This negation cancels the 
Jationality of domination and consciously " de-realizes " \ 
the world shaped by this rationality- redefining it by the 
Jationality of gratification. While such a historical tum 
in the direction of progress is rendered possible only on 
the basis of the achievements of the performance principle 
and of its potentialities, it transforms the human existence 
in its entirety, including the work world and the struggle 
with nature. Progress beyond the performance principle is 
not promoted through improving or supplementing the 
present existence by more contemplation, more leisure, 
through advertising and practicing the " higher values," 
through elevating oneself and one's life. Such ideas be
long to the cultural household of the performance princi
ple itself. The lamentation about the degrading effect of 
• total work," the exhortation to appreciate the good and 
beautiful things in this world and in the world hereafter, is 
itself repressive in so far as it reconciles man with the work 
world which it leaves untouched on the side and below. 
Moreover, it sustains repression by diverting the effort from 
the very sphere in which repression is rooted and perpetu
ated. 

Beyond the performance principle, its productivity as 
well as its cultural values become invalid. The struggle for 
existence then proceeds on new grounds and with new ob
jectives: it turns into the concerted struggle against any 
amstraint on 'the free play of human faculties, against toil, 
disease, and death. Moreover, while the rule of the per
formance principle was accompanied by a corresponding 
CODtrol of the instinctual dynamic, the reorientation of the 
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struggle for existence would involve a decisive change in 
this dynamic. Indeed, such a change would appear as the 
prerequisite for sustaining progress. We shall presently try 

to show that it would affect the very structure of the psyche, 
alter the balance between Eros and Thanatos, reactivate ta
booed realms of gratification, and pacify the conservative 
tendencies of the instincts. A new basic experience of be
ing would change the human existence in its entirety. 

CHAPTER EIGHT 

The Images of Orpheus 
and Narcissus 

The attempt to draft a theoretical construct of culture 
beyond the performance principle is in a strict sense " un
RaSonable." Reason is the rationality of the performance 
principle. Even at the beginning of Western civilization, 
long before this principle was institutionalized, reason was 
defined as an instrument of constraint, of instinctual su~ 
pression; the domain of the instincts, sensuousness, was 
considered as eternally hostile and detrimental to reason.1 

The categories in which philosophy has comprehended the 
human existence have retained the connection between 
JaSOn and suppression: whatever belongs to the sphere of 
sensuousness, pleasure, impulse has the connotation of be
ing antagonistic to reason- something that has to be sub
jugated, constrained. Every-day language has preserved this 
evaluation: the words which apply to this sphere carry 
the sound of the sermon or of obscenity. From Plato to the 
" Schund und Schmutz " laws of the modem world, 2 the 
defamation of the pleasure principle has proved its irresisti-

1 See Chapter 5 above. 
• A bill proposed by the New York Joint Legislative Committee on 

Comic Books would prohibit the sale and distribution of books portraying 
• nudity, sex or lust in a manner which reasonably tends to excite lustful 
ar lecherous desires ••• " (New York Times, Februai}' 17, 19H)· 
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ble power; opposition to such defamation easily succumbs 
to ridicule. 

Still, the dominion of repressive reason (theoretical and 
practical) was never complete: its monopoly of cognition 
was never uncontested. When Freud emphasized the fun
damental fact that phantasy (imagination) retains a truth 
that is incompatible with reason, he was following in a long 
historical tradition. Phantasy is cognitive in so far as it 
preserves the truth of the Great Re~usal, or, positively, in 
so far as it protects, against all reason, the aspirations for 
the integral fulfillment of man and nature which are re
pressed by reason. In the realm of phantasy, the unreason
able images of freedom become rational, and the "lower 
depth" of instinctual gratification assumes a new dignity. 
The culture of the performance principle makes its bow 
before the strange truths which imagination keeps alive in 
folklore and fairy tale, in literature and art; they have been 
aptly interpreted and have found their place in the popular 
and academic world. However, the effort to derive from 
these truths the content of a valid reality principle surpass
ing the prevailing one has been entirely inconsequential. 
Navalis' statement that "all internal faculties and forces, 
and all external faculties and forces, must be deduced from 
productive imagination " a has remained a curiosity - as 
has the surrealist program de pratiquer la poesie. The in
sistence that imagination provide standards for existential 
attitudes, for practice, and for historical possibilities ap
pears as childish fantasy. Only the archetft,\P..S, only the 

a Schriften, ed. J. Minor (Jena: Engen Diederichs, 192.3), III, ~75· 
See Gaston Bachelard, La Terre et les Reveries de l4 Volant~ (Paris: JoSe 
Corti, 194:::), PP· 4-S· 
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symbols have been accepted, and their meaning is usually 
interpreted in terms of phylogenetic or ontogenetic stages, 
long since surpassed, rather than in terms of an individual 
and cultural maturity. We shall now try to identify some 
of these symbols and examine their historical truth value. 

More specifically, we look for the " culture-heroes " who 
have persisted in imagination as symbolizing the attitude 
and the deeds that have determined the fate of mankind. 
And here at the outset we are confronted with the fact that 
the predominant culture-hero is the trickster and (suffer
ing) rebel against the gods, who creates culture at the price 
ai perpetual pain. He symbolizes productiveness, the un
a:asing effort to master life; but, in his productivity, bless
iag and curse, progress and toil are inextricably intertwined. 
Prometheus is the archetype-hero of the performance prin
ciple. And in the world of Prometheus, Pandora, the fe
male principle, sexuality and pleasure, appear as curse -
disruptive, destructive. " Why are women such a curse? 
The denunciation of the sex with which the section [on 
Prometheus in Hesiod] concludes emphasizes above all else 
their economic unproductivity; they are useless drones; a 
lamry item in a poor man's budget." • The beauty of the 
woman, and the happiness she promises are fatal in the 
work-world of civilization. 

If Prometheus is the culture-hero of toil, productivity, 
8Dd progress through repression, then the symbols of an
ather reality principle must be sought at the opposite pole. 
Orpheus and Narcissus (like Dionysus to whom they are 

• See Norman 0. Brown, Hesiod's Theogony (New York: Liberal 
._,Press, 1953), pp. 18-19, 33; and Hermes the Thief (University of 
WISCOnsin Press, 194 7) , pp. 2. 3ff. 
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akin: the antagonist of the god who sanctions the logic of 
domination, the realm of reason) stand for a very differ
ent reality.5 They have not become the culture-heroes of 
the Western world: theirs is the image of joy and f~lfill
ment; the voice which does not command but· sings; the 
gesture which offers and receives; the deed which is peace 
and ends the labor of conquest; the liberation from time 
which unites man with god, man with nature. Literature 
has preserved their image. In the Sonnets to Orpheus: 

Und fast ein Madchen wars und ging hervor 
aus diesem einigen Gluck von Sang und Leier 
und glanzte klar durch ihre Friihlingsschleier 
und machte sich ein Bett in meinem Ohr. 

Und schlief in mir. Und alles war ihr Schlaf. 
Die Baume, die ich je bewundert, diese 
fiihlbare Feme, die gefiihlte Wiese 
und jedes Staunen, das mich selbst betraf. 

Sie schlief die Welt. Singender Gott, wie hast 
du sie vollendet, class sie nicht begehrte, 
erst wach zu sein? Sieh, sie erstand und schlief. 
Wo ist ihr Tod? 6 

a The symbol of Narcissus and the term " Narcissistic " as used here 
do not imply the meaning given to them in Freud's themy. See, how· 
ever, pages 167-168 below. 

6 " Almost a maid, she came forth shimmering 
From the high happiness of song and lyre, 
And shining clearly through her veils of spring 
She made herself a bed within my ear 
And slept in me. All things were in her sleep: 
The trees I marvelled at, the enchanting spell 
Of farthest distances, the meadows deep, 
And all the magic that myself befell. 
Within her slept the world. You singing god, o how 
Did you perfect her so she did not long 
To be awake? She rose and slept. 
Where is her death? " 

Rainer Maria Rilke, Sonnets to Orpheus: Duino Elegies, transl. Jessie 
Lemont (New York: Fine Editions Press, 1945), p. 3 (with minor changes 
in translation). Reprinted by permission of Columbia University Press, 
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Or Narcissus, who, in the mirror of the water, tries to grasp 
llis own beauty. Bent over the river of time, in which all 
larms pass and flee, he dreams: 

lllrcisse reve au paradis . . . 
Qaand done le temps, cessant sa fuite, laissera-t-il que cet ecoule

ment se repose? Formes, formes divines et perennelles! qui n'at
b:ndez que le repos pour reparaltre, oh! quand, dans quelle nuit, 
dans quel silence, vous recristalliserez-vous? 

I.e paradis est toujours a refaire; il n'est point en quelque lointaine 
Thule. II demeure sous l'apparence. Chaque chose detient, vir
tueile, l'intime harmonie de son etre, comme chaque sel, en lui, 
rarchetype de son crista}; - et vienne un temps de nuit tacite, ou 
Jes eaux plus denses descendent: dans les abimes imperturbes 
leuriront les tremies secretes . • . 

Taat s'efforce vers sa forme perdue .. ,r 

Un grand calme m'ecoute, ou j'ecoute l'espoir. 
La voix des sources change et me parle du soir; 
fentends l'herbe d'argent grandir dans l'ombre sainte, 
Et la lune perfide eU:ve son miroir 
Jusque dans les secrets de la fontaine eteinte.8 

Admire dans Narcisse un etemel retour 
Vers l'onde ou son image offerte a son amour 
Propose a sa beaute toute sa connaissance: 

Tout mon sort n'est qu'obeissance 
Ala force demon amour. 

' "Alas, when will Time cease its flight and allow this flow to rest? 
l'erms, divine and perennial forms which only wait for rest in order to 
~r! 0 when, in what night, will you crystallize again? 

Paradise must always be re-created. It is not in some remote Thule; 
a lingers under the appearance. Everything holds within itself, as poten
lillitv, the intimate harmony of its being- just as every salt holds within 
blf the archetype of its crystal. And a time of silent night will come 
wileD the waters will descend, more dense; then, in the unperturbed abysses, 
6e secret crystals will bloom . • • Everything strives toward its lost 
farm ... " Andre Gide, Le Traite du Narcisse. 

• "A great calm hears me, where I hear Hope. The voice of the 
wdls changes and speaks of the night; in the holy shade I hear the silver 
llab grow, and the treacherous moon raises its mirror deep into the 
-=a of the extinguished fountain." Paul Valery, Narcisse Parle. 
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Cher CORPS, je m'abandonne a ta seule puissance; 
L'eau tranquille m'attire ou je me tends mes bras: 
A ce vertige pur je ne resiste .pas. 
Que puis-je, o rna Beaute, faire que tu ne veuilles? 11 

The climate of this language is that of the " diminution 
des traces du peche originel," - the revolt against culture 
based on toil, domination, and renunciation. The images 
of Orpheus and Narcissus reconcile Eros and Thanatos. 
They recall the experience of a world that is not to be mas
tered and controlled but to be liberated -a freedom that 
will release the powers of Eros now bound in the repressed 
and petrified forms of man and nature. These powers are 
conceived not as destruction but as peace, not as terror but 
as beauty. It is sufficient to enumerate the assembled im
ages in order to circumscribe the dimension to which they 
are committed: the redemption of pleasure, the halt of 
time, the absorption of death; silence, sleep, night, paradise 
-the Nirvana principle not as death but as life. Baude
laire gives the image of such a world in two lines: 

La, tout n'est qu'ordre et beaute, 
Luxe, calme, ct volupte.1o 

This is perhaps the only context in which the word order 
loses its repressive connotation: here, it is the order of grati
fication which the free Eros creates. Static triumphs over 
dynamic; but it is a static that moves in its own fullness
a productivity that is sensuousness, play, and song. Any at-

" " Admire in Narcissus the eternal return toward the mirror of the 
water which offers his image to his love, and to his beauty all his knowl· 
edge. All my fate is obtdicncc to the force of my love. Body, I sur
render to your sole power; the tranquil water awaits me where I extend my 
arms: I do not resist this pure madness. \Vhat, 0 my Beauty, can I do 
that thou dost not will? " Paul Valery, Cantate du Narcisse, Scene II. 

10 "There all is order and beauty, luxury, calm, and sensuousness." 
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tempt to elaborate the images thus conveyed must be self
defeating, because outside the language of art they change 
their meaning and merge with the connotations they re
ceived under the repressive reality principle. But one must 
by to trace the road back to the realities to which they refer. 

In contrast to the images of the Promethean culture
heroes, those of the Orphic and Narcissistic world are essen
tially unreal and unrealistic. They designate an " impos
a'ble" attitude and existence. The deeds of the culture
heroes also are " impossible," in that they are miraculous, 
incredible, superhuman. However, their objective and their 
• meaning " are not alien to the reality; on the contrary, 
they are useful. They promote and strengthen this reality; 
they do not explode it. But the Orphic-Narcissistic images 
c1o explode it; they do not convey a " mode of living "; they 
me committed to the underworld and to death. At best, 
they are poetic, something for the soul and the heart. But 
they do not teach any " message " - except perhaps the 
.egative one that one cannot defeat death or forget and re
ject the call of life in the admiration of beauty. 

Such moral messages are superimposed upon a very dif
ierent content. Orpheus and Narcissus symbolize realities 
just as do Prometheus and Hermes. Trees and animals 
JeSpOnd to Orpheus' language; the spring and the forest re
lpOlld to Narcissus' desire. The Orphic and Narcissistic 
Eros awakens and liberates potentialities that are real in 
things animate and inanimate, in organic and inorganic na
lme- real but in the un-erotic reality suppressed. These 
potentialities circumscribe the telos inherent in them as: 
• just to be what they are," "being-there," existing. 
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The Orphic and Narcissistic experience of the world 
negates that which sustains the world of the performance 
principle. The opposition between man and nature, subject 
and object, is overcome. Being is experienced as gratifica
tion, which unites man and nature so that the fulfillment of 
man is at the same time the fulfillment, without violence, 
of nature. In being spoken to, loved, and cared for, flow
ers and springs and animals appear as what they are
beautiful, not only for those who address and regard them, 
but for themselves, "objectively." "Le monde tend a la 
beaute." 11 In the Orphic and Narcissistic Eros, this tend
ency is released: the things of nature become free to be 
what they are. But to be what they are they depend on the 
erotic attitude: they receive their telos only in it. The song 
of Orpheus pacifies the animal world, reconciles the lion 
with the lamb and the lion with man. The world of nature 
is a world of oppression, cruelty, and pain, as is the human 
world; like the latter, it awaits its liberation. This libera
tion is the work of Eros. The song of Orpheus breaks the 
petrification, moves the forests and the rocks- but moves 

them to partake in joy. 
The love of Narcissus is answered by the echo of nature. 

To be sure, Narcissus appears as the antagonist of Eros: he 
spurns love, the love that unites with other human beings, 
and for that he is punished by Eros.12 As the antagonist of 
Eros, Narcissus symbolizes sleep and death, silence and 

11 Gaston Bachelard, L'Ectu et les R~es (Paris: Jos~ Corti, 1942.), 
p. 38. See also (p. 36) Joachim Gasquet's formulation: "Le monde est 
un immense Narcisse en train de se penser." . 

12 Friedrich Wieseler, Narkissos: Eine kunstmythologiSClw Abhandlung 
(Gottingen, 1856), pp. 90, 94· 
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tal11 In Thracia, he stands in close relation to Dionysus.u 
But it is not coldness, asceticism, and self-love that color 
the images of Narcissus; it is not these gestures of Narcissus 
that are preserved in art and literature. His silence is not 
that of dead rigidity; and when he is contemptuous of the 
Jove of hunters and nymphs he rejects one Eros for an
other. He lives by an Eros of his own, 15 and he does not 
Jove only himself. (He does not know that the image he 
admires is his own.) If his erotic attitude is akin to death 
and brings death, then rest and sleep and death are not pain
folly separated and distinguished: the Nirvana principle 
mles throughout all these stages. And when he dies he 
continues to live as the flower that bears his name. 

In associating Narcissus with Orpheus and interpreting 
both as symbols of a non-repressive erotic attitude toward 
ICllity, we took the image of Narcissus from the mythologi
cal-artistic tradition rather than from Freud's libido theory. 
We may now be able to find some support for our inter
pretation in Freud's concept of primary narcissism. It is 
significant that the introduction of narcissism into psycho-

11 Ibid., pp. 76, 8<>-83, 93-94· 
16 Ibid., p. 89. Narcissus and Dionysus are closely assimilated (if not 

identified) in the Orphic mythology. The Titans seize Zagreus-Dionysus 
while he contemplates his image in the mirror which they gave him. An 
acient tradition (Plotinus, Proclus) interprets the mirror-duplication as 
llle beginning of the god's self-manifestation in the multitude of the 
phenomena of the world - a process which finds its final symbol in the 
taring asunder of the god by the Titans and his rebirth by Zeus. The 
ayth would thus express the reunification of that which was separated, 
.I God and world, man and nature- identity of the one and the many. 
See Erwin Rhode, Psyche (Freiburg, 1898), II, 117 note; Otto Kern, 
Orpheus (Berlin, 1920 ), pp. 22-23; Ivan M. Linforth, The Arts of Orpheul 
(University of California Press, 1941), pp. 307ff. 

11 In most pictorial representations, Narcissus is in the company of an 
Amor, who is sad but not hostile. See Wieseler, Narkissol, pp. 16-17. 



168 EllOS AND CIVILIZAnON 

analysis marked a turning point in the development of the 
instinct theory: the assumption of independent ego in
stincts (self-preservation instincts) was shaken and replaced 
by the notion of an undifferentiated, unified libido prior to 
the division into ego and external objects.11 Indeed, the 
discovery of primary narcissism meant more than the addi
tion of just another phase to the development of the libido; 
with it there came in sight the archetype of another ex
istential relation to reality. Primary narcissism is more than 
autoeroticism; it engulfs the " environment," integrating 
the narcissistic ego with the objective world. The normal 
antagonistic relation between ego and external reality is 
only a later form and stage of the relation between ego and 

reality: 

Originally the ego includes everything, later it detaches from 
itself the external world. The ego-feeling we are aware of now is 
thus only a shrunken vestige of a far more extensive feeling- a 
feeling which embraced the universe and expressed an inseparabC. 
connection of the ego with the external world.11 

The concept of primary narcissism implies what is made ex
plicit in the opening chapter of Civilization and Its Discon
tents- that narcissism survives not only as a neurotic symp
tom but also as a constitutive element in the construction of 
the reality, coexisting with the mature reality ego. Freud 
describes the " ideational content" of the surviving pri
mary ego-feeling as " limitless extension and oneness with 
the universe" (oceanic feeling) .11 And, later in the same 
chapter, he suggests that the oceanic feeling seeks to reiJl. 

u See Chapter 2. above. 
1T Civili%tltion cmd Its Discontent~ (London: Hogarth Press, 1949), 

p. 13. Italics added. 
lt Ibid., P· 14· 
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llate " limitless narcissism." 11 The striking paradox that 
.ucissism, usually understood as egotistic withdrawal from 
Jellity, here is connected with oneness with the universe, 
eveals the new depth of the conception: beyond all.imma
llre autoeroticism, narcissism denotes a fundamental re
lllalness to reality which may generate a comprehensive 
eistential order.10 In other words, narcissism may contain 
6e germ of a different reality principle: the libidinal ca
kis of the ego (one's own body) may become the 
~ and reservoir for a new libidinal cathexis of the 
ajective world- transforming this world into a new 
~ of being. This interpretation is corroborated by 
· 6e decisive role which narcissistic libido plays, accord· 

to Freud, in sublimation. In The Ego and the Id, he 
" whether all sublimation does not take place through 

agency of the ego, which begins by changing sexual ob-
~ou.utuu into narcissistic libido and then, perhaps, goes 

to give it another aim." 11 If this is the case, then all 
-uuli:iu1uu would begin with the reactivation of narcissis
_.iuuluv. which somehow overflows and extends to objects. 

hypothesis all but revolutionizes the idea of sublima
it hints at a non-repressive mode of sublimation which 

• Ibid., p. 21. 
• In his paper on " The Delay of the Machine Age," Hanns Sachs 

ID interesting attempt to demonstrate narcissism as a constitutive 
of the reality principle in Greek civilization. He discussed the 
of why the Greeks did not develop a machine technology although 

pos!ICSSC:d the skill and knowledge which would have enabled them to 
was not satisfied with the usual explanations on economic and 

IIIIa!~ grounds. Instead, be proposed that the predominant narcis· 
in Greek culture prevented technological progress: the hbidi

of the body was so strong that it militated against mechaniza
automatization. Sachs' paper appeared in the Psychoanalytic 
II (1933), 42off. 
Ego ft1Ul the Id (London: Hogarth Press, 1950), p. 38. 
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results from an extension rather than from a constraining 
deflection of the libido. We shall subsequently resume the 

discussion of this idea. 21 

The Orphic-Narcissistic images are those of the Great Re-
fusal: refusal to accept separation from the libidinous ob
ject (or subject). The refusal aims at liberation -at the 
reunion of what has become separated. Orpheus is the 
archetype of the poet as liberator and creator: 11 he estab
lishes a higher order in the world - an order without re
pression. In his person, art, freedom, and culture are eter
nally combined. He is the poet of redemption, the god who 
brings peace and salvation by pacifying man and nature, 

not through force but through song: 

Orpheus, the priest, the mouthpiece of the gods, 
Deterred wild men from murders and foul foods, 
And hence was said to tame the raging moods 
Of tigers and of lions • . • 
In times of yore it was the poet's part-
The part of sapience- to distinguish plain 
Between the public and the private things, 
Between the sacred things and things profane, 
To check the ills that sexual straying brings, 
To show how laws for married people stood, 
To build the towns, to carve the laws in wood." 

But the " culture-hero " Orpheus is also credited with the 
establishment of a very different order- and he pays for it 

with his life: 

u See Chapter 10 below. 
sa See Walther Rehm Orphew (Diisseldorf: L. Schwann, 1950), 

pp. 63ff. On Orpheus as ~lture·hero, see Linfortb, The Arts of Orphew, 

P· 69· F 1 M . . u Horace, The Art of Poetry, transl. Alexander a coner unson, m 
Horace Rendered in English Verse (Lond~n. and New Yor~: Longmans, 
Green, 1931 ), p .. .p.6. Reprinted by permiSS!OD of the publisher. 
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• • • Orpheus had shunned all love of womankind, whether be
cause of his ill success in love, or whether he had given his troth 
once for all. Still, many women felt a passion for the bard; many 
grieved for their love repulsed. He set the example for the people 
of Thrace of giving his love to tender boys, and enjoying the spring
time and first flower of their growth.2a 

He was torn to pieces by the crazed Thracian women.24 

The classical tradition associates Orpheus with the intro
duction of homosexuality. Like Narcissus, he rejects the 
normal Eros, not for an ascetic ideal, but for a fuller Eros. 
Like Narcissus, he protests against the repressive order of 
procreative sexuality. The Orphic and Narcissistic Eros is 
to the end the negation of this order- the Great Refusal. 
In the world symbolized by the culture-hero Prometheus, it 
is the negation of all order; but in this negation Orpheus 
and Narcissus reveal a new reality, with an order of its 
own, governed by different principles. The Orphic Eros 
transforms being: he masters cruelty and death through lib
aation. His language is song, and his work is play. Nar
cissus' life is that of beauty, and his existence is contempla
tion. These images refer to the aesthetic dimension as the 
one in which their reality principle must be sought and 
Yalidated. 

u Ovid, Metamorphoses, X, 79-85, transl. Frank Justus Miller (Loeb 
Qassical Library), Vol. II, p. 71. See Linforth, The Arts of Orpheus, 
P.57· 

11-0vid, Metamorphoses, XL, 1ff; Vol. II, pp. 121-122. 
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The Aesthetic Dimension 

Obviously, the aesthetic dimension cannot validate a re
ality principle. Like imagination, which is its constitutive 
mental faculty, the realm of aesthetics is essentially "un
realistic ": it has retained its freedom from the reality prin
ciple at the price of being ineffective in the reality. Aes
thetic values may function in life for cultural adornment 
and elevation or as private hobbies, but to live with these 
values is the privilege of geniuses or the mark of decadent 
Bohemians. Before the court of theoretical and practical 
reason, which have shaped the world of the performance 
principle, the aesthetic existence stands condemned. How
ever, we shall try to show that this notion of aesthetics re
sults from a "cultural repression" of contents and truths 
that are inimical to the performance principle. We shall 
attempt to undo this repression theoretically by recalling 
the original meaning and function of aesthetic. This task 
involves the demonstration of the inner connection be
tween pleasure, sensuousness, beauty, truth, art, and free
dom - a connection revealed in the philosophical history 
of the term aesthetic. There the term aims at a realm 
which preserves the truth of the senses and reconciles, in 
the reality of freedom, the "lower" and the " higher" fac
ulties of man, sensuousness and intellect, pleasure and 
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zeason. We shall confine the discussion to the period in 
which the meaning of the term aesthetic was fixed: the sec- ..... 
ond half of the eighteenth century. 

In Kant's philosophy, the basic antagonism between sub
ject and object is reflected in the dichotomy between the 
mental faculties: sensuousness and intellect (understand· 
ing); desire and cognition; practical and theoretical rea
son.1 Practical reason constitutes freedom under self, 
pen moral laws for (moral) ends; theoretical reason con
stitutes nature under the laws of causality. The realm of 
uature is totally different from the realm of freedom: no 
subjective autonomy can break into the laws of causality, 
and no sense-datum can determine the autonomy of the 
subject {for otherwise the subject would not be free). 
Still, the autonomy of the subject is to have an "effect" in 
the objective reality, and the ends that the subject sets for 
itself must be real. Thus, the realm of nature must be " sus
ceptible" to the legislation of freedom; an intermediary di
mension must exist in which the two meet. A third " fac
alty" must mediate between theoretical and practical 
JaSon -a faculty that brings about a " transition " from 
the realm of nature to the realm of freedom and links to
cether the lower and higher faculties, those of desire and 
those of knowledge. 2 This third faculty is that of judgment. 
A tripartite division of the mind underlies the initial dichot
amy. While theoretical reason (understanding) provides 

1 These are not pairs that can be correlated; they designate different 
CIIIIICeptual areas (mental faculties in general, cognitive faculties, and their 
idds of application). 

I Kant, Critique of Judgment, transl. J. H. Bernard (London: Mac· 
.alan. 1892), p. 16. Introduction, Ill. 
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the a priori principles of cognition, and practical reason 
those of desire (will), the faculty of judgment mediates be
tween these two by virtue of the feeling of pain and pleas
ure. Combined with the feeling of pleasure, judgment is 
aesthetic, and its field of application is art. 

This, in crude abbreviation, is Kant's classical derivation 
of the aesthetic function, in his introduction to the Cri
tique of Judgment. The obscurity of his exposition is 
caused largely by the fact that it merges the original mean
ing of aesthetic (pertaining to the senses) with the new 
connotation (pertaining to beauty, especially in art), which 
had definitely triumphed during Kant's own period. Al
though his effort to recapture the unrepressed content ex
hausts itself within the rigid limits set by his transcendental 
method, his conception still furnishes the best guidance for 
understanding the full scope of the aesthetic dimension. 

In the Critique of Judgment, the aesthetic dimension 
and the corresponding feeling of pleasure emerge not merely 
as a third dimension and faculty of the mind, but as its 
center, the medium through which nature becomes sus
ceptible to freedom, necessity to autonomy. In this me
diation, the aesthetic function is a "symbolic" one. The 
famous Paragraph 59 of the Critique is entitled " Of Beauty 
as the Symbol of Morality." In Kant's system, morality is 
the realm of freedom, in which practical reason realizes it
self under self-given laws. Beauty symbolizes this realm 
in so far as it demonstrates intuitively the reality of free
dom. Since needom is an idea to which no sense-percep
tion can correspond, such demonstration can be only " in
direct," symbolical, per analogiam. We shall presently try 
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to elucidate the ground for this strange analogy, which is 
at the same time the ground on which the aesthetic func
tion links the " lower" faculties of sensuousness (Sinn
lichkeit) to morality. Before doing so, we wish to recall the 
context in which the problem of aesthetics became acute. 

Our definition of the specific historical character of the 
established reality principle led to a re-examination of what 
Freud considered to be its universal validity. We ques
tioned this validity in view of the historical possibility of 
the abolition of the repressive controls imposed by civiliza
tion. The very achievements of this civilization seemed to 
make the performance principle obsolete, to make the re
pressive utilization of the instincts archaic. But the idea of 
a non-repressive civilization on the basis of the achieve
ments of the performance principle encountered the argu
ment that instinctual liberation (and consequently total 
h'beration) would explode civilization itself, since the latter 
is sustained only through renunciation and work (labor) -
in other words, through the repressive utilization of instinc
tual energy. Freed from these constraints, man would ex
ist without work and without order; he would fall back into 
uature, which would destroy culture. To meet this argu
ment, we recalled certain archetypes of imagination which, 
in contrast to the culture-heroes of repressive productivity, 
symbolized creative receptivity. These archetypes envi
sioned the fulfillment of man and nature, not through dom
ination and exploitation, but through release of inherent 
h'bidinal forces. We then set ourselves the task of " verify
ing" these symbols - that is to say, demonstrating their 
truth value as symbols of a reality principle beyond the per-
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formance principle. We thought that the representative 
content of the Orphic and Narcissistic images was the erotic 
reconciliation (union) of man and nature in the aesthetic 
attitude, where order is beauty and work is play. The next 
step was to eliminate the distortion of the aesthetic attitude 
into the unreal atmosphere of the museum or of Bohemia. 
With this purpose in mind, we tiied to recapture the full 
content of the aesthetic dimension by looking for its philo
sophical legitimation. We found that, in Kant's philoso
phy, the aesthetic dimension occupies the cential position 
between sensuousness and morality - the two poles of the 
human existence. If this is the case, then the aesthetic di
mension must contain principles valid for both realms. 

The basic experience in this dimension is sensuous rather 
than conceptual; the aesthetic perception is essentially in
tuition, not notion.8 The nature of sensuousness is "re
ceptivity," cognition through being affected by given ob
jects. It is by virtue of its intrinsic relation to sensuousness 
that the aesthetic function assumes its cential position. 
The aesthetic perception is accompanied by pleasure.' 
This pleasure derives from the perception of the pure form 
of an object, regardless of its " matter " and of its (internal 

a The following discussion is only a condensed summary of the deci· 
sive steps in Kant's exposition. The highly complex relation between 
the assumption of two basic cognitive faculties (sensuousness and under· 
standing) and three such faculties (sensuousness, imagination, appercep
tion) cannot be discussed here. Nor can the relation between the tran· 
scendental aesthetic in the Critique of Pure Reason and the aesthetic func
tion in the Critique of Judgment. Heidegger bas for the first time demon
strated the central role of the aesthetic function in Kant's system. See 
his Kant und das Problem der Metaphysik (Bonn: Friedrich Cohen, 
1929); for the relation between the basic cognitive faculties, see especially 
PP· 3df., 129ff. 

' The following according to Critique of Judgment, Introduction, VII; 
PP· :a9ff. 
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ar external) "purpose." An object represented in its pure 
fonn is " beautiful." Such representation is the ~ork (or 
ather the play) of imagination. As imagination, the aes
thetic perception is both sensuousness and at the same time 
more than sensuousness (the " third " basic faculty) : it 
pes pleasure and is therefore essentially subjective; but in 
10 far as this pleasure is constituted by the pure form of the. 
object itself, it accompanies the aesthetic perception uni-
1aSally and necessarily - for any perceiving subject. Al
though sensuous and therefore receptive, the aesthetic imag
iaation is creative: in a free synthesis of its own, it consti
lates beauty. In the aesthetic imagination, sensuousness 
perates universally valid principles for an objective order. 

The two main Categories defining this order are " pur
JIOSiveness without purpose " and " lawfulness without 
law." 1 They circumscribe, beyond the Kantian context, 
6e essence of a truly non-repressive order. The first defines 
6e structure of beauty, the second that of freedom; their 
CDIDDlOn character is gratification in the free play of there
laased potentialities of man and nature. Kant develops 
6ese categories only as processes of the mind, but the im

of his theory on his contemporaries went far beyond 
6e frontiers established by his transcendental philosophy; a 
i:wyears after the publication of the Critique of Judgment, 
Schiller derived from Kant's conception the notion of a 
-=w mode of civilization. 

To Kant, " purposiveness without purpose " (formal pur
'.aliveJiess) is the form in which the object appears in the 
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aesthetic representation. Whatever the object may be 
(thing or flower, animal or man), it is represented and 
judged not in terms of its usefulness, not according to any 
purpose it may possibly serve, and also not in view of its 
"intem~l" finality and completeness. In the aesthetic im
agination, the object is rather represented as free from all 
such relations and properties, as freely being itself. The 
experience in which the object is thus " given " is totally 
different from the every-day as well as scientific experience; 
all links between the object and the world of theoretical 
and practical reason are severed, or rather suspended. This 
experience, which releases the object into its " free " being, 
is the work of the free play of imagination.' Subject and 
object become free in a new sense. From this radical 
change in the attitude toward being results a new quality 
of pleasure, generated by the form in which the object now 
reveals itself. Its "pure form " suggests a " unity of the 
manifold," an accord of movements and relations which op
erates under its own laws- the pure manifestation of its 
" being-there," its existence. This is the manifestation of 
beauty. Imagination comes into accord with the cognitive 
notions of understanding, and this accord establishes a har
mony of the mental faculties which is the pleasurable re
sponse to the free harmony of the aesthetic object. The 
order of beauty results from the order which governs the 
play of imagination. This double order is in conformity 
with laws, but laws that are themselves free: they are 
superimposed and they do not enforce the attainment 

e See Herman Moerchen, " Die Einbildungskraft bei Kant," in 
filr Philosophie und Phaenomenologische Forschung, ed. Husser}, 
(Halle, 1930 ), 478-479· 
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specific ends and purposes; they are the pure form of ex· 
istence itself. The aesthetic " conformity to law" links Na
ture and Freedom, Pleasure and Morality. The aesthetic 
judgment is, 

• : •. in respect of the feeling of pleasure or pain, a constitutive 
pnnctple. The spo_ntaneity in the play of the cognitive faculties, 
the harmony of whtch contains the ground of this pleasure, makes 
the concept [of the purposiveness of nature] the mediating link 
~een the conceptual realm of nature and that of freedom . . . , 
whilst at the same time this spontaneity promotes the susceptibility 
of the mind to moral feeling.' 

To Kant, the aesthetic dimension is the medium in which 
the senses and the intellect meet. The mediation is ac
complished by imagination, which is the " third " mental 
faculty. Moreover, the aesthetic dimension is also the me
dium in which nature and freedom meet. This twofold 
mediation is necessitated by the pervasive conflict between 
the lower and the higher faculties of man generated by the 
pogress of civilization -progress achieved through the sub
jugation of the sensuous faculties to reason, and through 
their repressive utilization for social needs. The philosoph-

··· il:al effort to mediate, in the aesthetic dimension, between 
lalSUOusness and reason thus appears as an attempt to rec
..ale the two spheres of the human existence which were 
tam asunder by a repressive reality principle. The mediat
ilg function is performed by the aesthetic faculty, which is 
8tin to sensuousness, pertaining to the senses. Conse-
pntly, the aesthetic reconciliation implies strengthening 
laiSUousness as against the tyranny of reason and, ulti-

' Crjtique of Judgment, Introduction, IX; pp. 4o-41 (with changes in 
~tion). 
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mately, even calls for the liberation of sensuousness from 
the repressive domination of reason. 

Indeed when, on the basis of Kant's theory, the aesthetic 
function becomes the central theme of the philosophy of 
culture, it is used to demonstrate the principles of a non
repressive civilization, in which reason is sensuous and sen
suousness rational. Schiller's Letters on the Aesthetic Edu
cation of Man (1795), written largely under the impact of 
the Critique of Judgment, aim at a remaking of civilization 
by virtue of the liberating force of the aesthetic function: it 
is envisaged as containing the possibility of a new reality 

principle. 
The inner logic of the tradition of Western thought im

pelled Schiller to define the new reality principle, and the 
new experience corresponding to it, as aesthetic. We have 
emphasized that the term originally designated " pertain
ing to the senses," with stress on their cognitive function. 
Under the predominance of rationalism, the cognitive func
tion of sensuousness has been constantly minimized. In 
line with the repressive concept of reason, cognition be
came the ultimate concern of the "higher," non-sensuous 
faculties of the mind; aesthetics were absorbed by logic and 
metaphysics. Sensuousness, as the "lower " and even 
"lowest" faculty, furnished at best the mere stuff, the raw 
material, for cognition, to be organized by the higher facul
ties of the intellect. The content and validity of the aes
thetic function were whittled down. Sensuousness re
tained a measure of philosophical dignity in a subordinate 
epistemological position; those of its processes that did not 
fit into the rationalistic epistemology- that is, those that 
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went beyond the passive perception of data -became 
homeless. Foremost among these homeless contents and 
mues were those of imagination: free, creative, or repro
cJoctive intuition of objects which are not directly " given " 
-the faculty to represent objects without their being 
• present." 8 There was no aesthetics as the science of sen
suousness to correspond to logic as the science of conceptual 
anderstanding. But around the middle of the eighteenth 
century, aesthetics appeared as a new philosophical disci
pline, as the theory of beauty and art: Alexander Baum
prten established the term in its modem usage. The 
change in meaning, from " pertaining to the senses " to 
• pertaining to beauty and art " is of far deeper significance 
than an academic innovation. 

The philosophical history of the term aesthetic reflects 
the repressive treatment of the sensuous (and thereby " cor
poreal") cognitive processes. In this history, the founda
tion of aesthetics as an independent discipline counteracts 
the repressive rule of reason: the efforts to demonstrate the 
central position of the aesthetic function and to establish it 
• an existential category invoke the inherent truth values 
fll the senses against their depravation under the prevailing 
ality principle. The discipline of aesthetics installs the 
.mer of sensuousness as against the order of reason. Intro
tloced into the philosophy of culture, this notion aims at a 
lberation of the senses which, far from destroying civiliza
tion, would give it a firmer basis and would greatly enhance 
Is potentialities. Operating through a basic impulse-

• Kant's definition in the Critique of Pure Reason, "Transcendental 
Aatbetic." s 24· 
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namely, the play impulse- the aesthetic function would 
"abolish compulsion, and place man, both morally and 
physically, in freedom." It would harmoniz~ the fe.:lings 
and affections with the ideas of reason, depnve the laws 
of reason of their moral compulsion," and " reconcile them 

with the interest of the senses." 9 

It will be objected that this interpretation, which ~~n
nects the philosophical term sensuousness (as a. cogmtive 
mental faculty) with liberation of the senses, 1s. a mere 
play on an etymological ambiguity; the r?ot sens m se~
ousness no longer justifies the connotation of sensuality. 

I German sensuousness and sensuality are still rendered 
n ' . 

by one and the same term: Sinnlichkeit. It connotes ~~-
stinctual (especially sexual) gratification ~s well as c?gru
tive sense-perceptiveness and representation (sensation)· 
This double connotation is preserved in every-day as well as 
philosophical language, and is retained in the ~se of the 
term Sinnlichkeit for the foundation of aesthetics. Here, 
the term designates the " lower " (" opaque," " conf~sed ") 
cognitive faculties of man plus the " feeling of. pa1~ and 
pleasure,"- sensations plus affections. to I~ Schlller.s Let
ters on the Aesthetic Education, the stress 1s on the Impul
sive instinctual character of the aesthetic function.u This 
con~ent provides the basic material for the new discipline 
of aesthetics. The latter is conceived as the "science of 

Schill Th Aesthetic Letters Essays, and the Philosoph!cal Let~ers, 
9 1 er, e ' 8 ) 66-67 (With a mmor transl. J. Weiss (Boston: Little, Brown, 1 45 , PP· 

cha!g~~~:;:;a~~~~garten, " Medi~tiones Phil~sophicae J~ ~on~u~ 
ad Poema Pertinentibus," S S :zs-:z6, m Albert Riemann, le es e 
A. 0 Baumgartens (Halle: Niemeyer, 1928), P· 114. . 

11• Schiller, The Aesthetic Letters, fourth and eighth letters, and passnn. 
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sensitive cognition " - a " logic of the lower cognitive fac· 
ulties." 11 Aesthetics is the " sister " and at the same time 
the counterpart to logic. The opposition to the predomi
nance of reason characterizes the new science: ". . . not 
reason but sensuousness [Sinnlichkeit] is constitutive of aes
thetic truth or falsehood. What sensuousness recognizes, 
m can recognize, as true, aesthetics can represent as true, 
even if reason rejects it as untrue." u And Kant stated in 
his lectures on anthropology: ". . . one can establish uni
versal laws of sensuousness [Sinnlichkeit] just as one canes
tablish universal laws of understanding; i.e. there is a sci
ence of sensuousness, namely, aesthetics, and a science of 
understanding, namely, logic." 16 The principles and truths 
of sensuousness supply the content of aesthetics, and " the 
objective and purpose of aesthetics is the pedection of sen
sitive cognition. This pedection is beauty." 111 Here the 
step is made that transforms aesthetics, the science of sen
aaonsness, into the science of cut, and the order of sensu
ousness into the order of art. 

The etymological fate of a basic term is rarely an acci
dent What is the reality behind the conceptual develop
.aent from sensuality to sensuousness (sensitive cognition) 
to ctrt (aesthetics)? Sensuousness, the mediating concept, 
tlesignates the senses as sources and organs of cognition. 
Jut the senses are not exclusively, and not even primarily, 
-.pns of cognition. Their cognitive function is con-fused 

u Baumgarten, ~ Aesthetik," ed. Bernhard Pop\';• in. A.. G. Baum-
~ (Bonn, LeipZig, 1907), $1; see also p. 44· Meditationes Philo-
ilfllicae," S11 5· 

u Baumgarten, " Aesthetik," p. 4:z. 
M Ibid., '0. 57· 
u Baumgarten, Aesthetictt, Vol I (Frankfurt a/0. 1750), $1+ 
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with their appetitive function (sensuality); they are eroto
genic, and they are governed by the pleasure principle. 
From this fusion of the cognitive and appetitive functions 
derives the confused, inferior, passive character of sense· 
cognition which makes it unsuitable for the reality principle 
unless subjected to and formed by the conceptual activity 
of the intellect, of reason. And in so far as philosophy ac· 
cepted the rules and values of the reality principle, the 
claim of sensuousness free from the dominance of reason 
found no place in philosophy; greatly modified, it obtained 
refuge in the theory of art. The truth of art is the libera· 
tion of sensuousness through its reconciliation with reason: 
this is the central notion of classical idealistic aesthetics. 

In art, 

• • • thought is materialized, and matter is not extraneously de
termined by thought but is itself free in so far as the natural, sens?· 
ous, affectional possess their measure, purpose, a.nd harmony I? 
themselves. While perception and feeling are raiSed .to the ??J· 
versality of the spirit, thought not only reno~mc~ Its hostility 
against nature but en-joys itself in nature. Feeling, JOY, and pleas
ure are sanctioned and justified so that nature and freedom, sensu· 
ousness and reason, find in their unity their right and their gratifica· 
tion.11 

11 " [Im KunstschOnen ist] der Gedanke ver~olJ'ert, und die. ~aterie 
von ibm nicht ausserlich bestimmt, sondern eX!Stiert seiher fre1, mdem 
das Natiirliche, Sinnliche, Gemiith u.s.£. in sich selbst Maass, Zweck u~d 
Uebereinstimmung hat, und die Anschauung und Empfi1_1dung e_benso m 
geistige Allge.meinheit erhoben ist, als d~ ~anke s~mer Femdschaft 
gegen die Natur nicht nur entsagt, sondem stch m 1hr erhettert und Empfin· 
duDg, Lust und Genuss berechtigt und geheiligt ist, so dass Na.tu~ und 
Freiheit, Sinnlichkeit und Begriff in Einem ihr Recht und Befne~tgu~g 
finden." Hegel, Vorlesungen iiber die Aesthetik, Vol. I, Introduction; m 
Siim.tliche Werke, ed. Herrmann Glockner (Stuttgart, 1927), X, 95· See 
Th• Philosophy of Fine Art, transl. F. P. B. Osmaton (London: G. Bell 
and Sons, 19ao), I, p. 83. 
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Art challenges the prevailing principle of reason: in repre
senting the order of sensuousness, it invokes a tabooed logic 
-the logic of gratification as against that of repression. · 
Behind the sublimated aesthetic form, the unsublimated 
amtent shows forth: the commitment of art to the pleas· 
me principle.11 The investigation of the erotic roots of art 
pJays a large role in psychoanalysis; however, these roots are 
io the work and function of art rather than in the artist. 
The aesthetic form is sensuous form -constituted by the 
«der of sensuousness. If the 44 perfection " of sense-cogni· 
lion is defined as beauty, this definition still retains the in· 
.:r connection with instinctual gratification, and aesthetic 
Jlleasure is still pleasure. But the sensual origin is 44 re
pessed," and the gratification is in the pure form of the 
ebject. As aesthetic value, the non-conceptual truth of the 
eases is sanctioned, and freedom from the reality princi· 
Jle is granted to the 44 free play " of creative imagination. 
Here, a reality with quite different standards is recognized. 
However, since this other, 44 free " reality is attributed to art, 

its experience to the aesthetic attitude, it is non-com· 
~8ittiilt~ and does not engage the human existence in the or· 

way of life; it is 44 unreal." 
Schiller's attempt to undo the sublimation of the aes· 

function starts from Kant's position: only because 
is a central faculty of the mind, only because 

is a ' 4 necessary condition of humanity," 18 can the 
•tbeti'c function play a decisive role in reshaping civiliza· 

sr See Otto Rank, " The Play·impulse and Aesthetic Pleasure " in Art 
Artist (New York: Alfred Knopf, 1932). ' 

•· Schiller, The Aesthetic Letters, p. 46. 
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tion. When Schiller wrote, the need for such a reshaping 
seemed obvious; Herder and Schiller, Hegel and Novalis 
developed in almost identical terms the concept of aliena
tion. As industrial society begins to take shape under the 
rule of the performance principle, its inherent negativity 

permeates the philosophical analysis: 

• • • enjoyment is separated from labor, the means from the end, 
exertion from recompense. Eternally fettered only to a single little 
fragment of the whole, man fashions himself only as a fragment; 
ever hearing only the monotonous whirl of the wheel which he 
turns, he never develops the harmony of his being, and, instead of 
shaping the humanity that lies in his nature, he becomes a mere im
print of his occupation, his science.10 

Since it was civilization itself which "dealt modern man 
this wound," only a new mode of civilization can heal it 
The wound is caused by the antagonistic relation between 
the two polar dimensions of the human existence. Schiller 
describes this antagonism in a series of paired concepts: 
sensuousness and reason, matter and form (spirit), nature 
and freedom, the particular and the universal. Each of the 
two dimensions is governed by a basic impulse: the "sensu
ous impulse " and the " form-impulse." 20 The former is 
essentially passive, receptive, the latter active, mastering, 
domineering. Culture is built by the combination and in
teraction of these two impulses. But in the established 
ilization, their relation has been an antagonistic one: 
stead of reconciling both impulses by making sen1SUC>US11ess 
rational and reason sensuous, civilization has sut>JU~;ctt(Xi 
sensuousness to reason in such a manner that the former, 

111 Ibid., p. 22 (with minor changes in translation). 
10 Ibid., p. 53· 
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it reasserts itself, does so in destructive and " savage " forms 
while the tyranny of reason impoverishes and barbarizes 
sensuousness. The conflict must be resolved if human po
tentialities are to realize themselves freely. Since only the 
impulses have the lasting force that fundamentally affects 
the human existence, such reconciliation between the two 
impulses must be the work of a third impulse. Schiller de
fines this third mediating impulse as the play impulse, its 
objective as beauty, and its goal as freedom. We shall pres
ently try to rescue the full content of Schiller's notion from 
the benevolent aesthetic treatment to which the traditional 
interpretation has confined it. 

The quest is for the solution of a "political" problem: 
the liberation of man from inhuman existential conditions. 
Schiller states that, in order to solve the political problem, 
• one must pass through the aesthetic, since it is beauty that 
leads to freedom." The play impulse is the vehicle of this 
lberation. The impulse does not aim at playing " with " 
IUIDething; rather it is the play of life itself, beyond want 
8ld external compulsion- the manifestation of an exist
cace without fear and anxiety, and thus the manifestation 

freedom itself. Man is free only where he is free from 
CIIDStraint, external and internal, physical and moral -

he is constrained neither by law nor by need.21 But 
constraint is the reality. Freedom is thus, in a strict 

freedom from the established reality: man is free 
the " reality loses its seriousness " and when its ne

~.-.... "becomes light " ( leicht). 22 
" The greatest stupid

and the greatest intelligence have a certain affinity with 
11 Ibid., pp. 7o-71, 96. 22 Ibid., p. 71. 
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each other in that they both seek only the real"; however, 
such need for and attachment to the real are " merely the 
results of want." In contrast, " indifference to reality " and 
interest in " show" (dis-play, Schein) are the tokens of 
freedom from want and a " true enlargement of human
ity." 18 In a genuinely humane civilization, the human ex· 
istence will be play rather than toil, and man will live in dis-

play rather than need. . . 
These ideas represent one of the most advanced pos1tions 

of thought. It must be understood that the liberation from 
the reality which is here envisaged is not transcendental, 
" inner," or merely intellectual freedom (as Schiller explic
itly emphasizes u) but freedom in the reality. The reality 
that "loses its seriousness" is the inhumane reality of 
want and need, and it loses its seriousness when wants and 
needs can be satisfied without alienated labor. Then, man 
is free to " play " with his faculties and potentialities and 
with those of nature, and only by " playing" with them is 
he free. His world is then display (Schein), and its order 
is that of beauty. Because it is the realization of freedom, 
play is more than the constraining physical and moral re
ality: " ••. man is only serious with the agreeable, the 
good, the perfect; but with beauty he plays." 211 Such for
mulations would be irresponsible "aestheticism" if the 
realm of play were one of ornament, luxury, holiday, in an 
otherwise repressive world. But here the aesthetic function 
is conceived as a principle governing the entire human ex
istence, and it can do so only if it becomes "universal." 

II Ibid., pp. 13~131· 
_. Ibid., PP· 93• 140, 14:~. 

• Ibid., p. 7:1. 
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Aesthetic culture presupposes "a total revolution in the 
.OOe of perception and feeling," 25 and such revolution be
CIIIIles possible only if civilization has reached the highest 
:•~1ca1 and intellectual maturity. Only when the " con

of need " is replaced by the " constraint of superflu
, (abundance) will the human existence be impelled to 

• free movement which is itself both end and means." 21 

Ulerated from the pressure of painful purposes and per
llonaiJtces necessitated by want, man will be restored into 

"freedom to be what he ought to be." 21 But what 
" to be will be freedom itself: the freedom to play. 

mental faculty exercising this freedom is that of imag-
-wu.2D It traces and projects the potentialities of all be

liberated from their enslavement by constraining mat
they appear as " pure forms." As such, they constitute 

order of their own: they exist" according to the laws of 

it has really gained ascendancy as a principle of civ
-·vu, the play impulse would literally transform the re

Nature, the objective world, would then be experi
primarily, neither as dominating man (as in primitive 
), nor as being dominated by man (as in the estab
civilization), but rather as an object of " contempla-
11 With this change in the basic and formative ex

the object of experience itself changes: released 
violent domination and exploitation, and instead 

by the play impulse, nature would also be liberated 

(Translation changed.) 
(Translation changed.) 

zg Ibid., p. 1 33· 
•o Ibid., p. 111. 
11 Ibid., pp. 115, 123. 
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from its own brutality and would become free to display the 
wealth of its purposeless forms which express the " inner 
life" of its objects.32 And a corresponding change would 
take place in the subjective world. Here, too, the aesthetic 
experience would arrest the violent and exploitative produc· 
tivity which made man into an instrument of labor. But 
he would not be returned to a state of suffering passivity. 
His existence would still be activity, but " what he possesses 
and produces need bear no longer the traces of servitude, 
the fearful design of its purpose "; 18 beyond want and anxi· 
ety, human activity becomes display- the free manifesta-

tion of potentialities. 
At this point, the explosive quality of Schiller's conce-p-

tion comes into focus. He had diagnosed the disease 
civilization as the conflict between the two basic 
of man (the sensuous and the form impulses), or rather 
the violent tc solution " of this conflict: the establishment 
the repressive tyranny of reason over sensuousness. 
sequently, the reconciliation of the conflicting · 
would involve the removal of this tyranny- that is, 
restoration of the right of sensuousness. Freedom 
have to be sought in the liberation of sensuousness 
than reason, and in the limitation of the " higher " 1i:l\..U1LI'"I 

in favor of the "lower." In other words, the salvation 
culture would involve abolition of the repressive I...UUlLHJIII 

that civilization has imposed on sensuousness. And this 
indeed the idea behind the Aesthetic Education. It 
at basing morality on a sensuous ground;" the laws of 

II Ibid., P· 114· 
18 Ibid., pp. 142-143· (Translation ch~ng~d.) , , 
•• Ibid., p. 10. Weiss here translates smnlzche not as sensuous 

as " sensible." 
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son must be reconciled with the interest of the senses· 11 the 
domineering form impulse must be restrained: "se~suous
ness must triumphantly maintain its province, and resist the 
~olence which spirit (Geist) would fain inflict upon it by 
its encroaching activity." 86 To be sure, if freedom is to be
come the governing principle of civilization, not only reason 
oot also the "sensuous impulse" requires a restraining 
bansformation. The additional release of sensuous energy 
must conform with the universal order of freedom. How
ever, whatever order would have to be imposed upon the 
lellSuous impulse must itself be "an operation of free
tlom." 17 The free individual himself must bring about the 
lrmnony between individual and universal gratification. In 
a truly free civilization, all laws are self-given by the indi-
11iduals: " to give freedom by freedom is the universal law" 

the" aesthetic state"; 88 in a truly free civilization, "the 
of the whole " fulfills itself only lC through the nature 

the individual." 88 Order is freedom only if it is founded 
and sustained by the free gratification of the individuals. 

But the fatal enemy of lasting gratification is time the 
finiteness, the brevity of all conditions. The id~a of 

· human liberation therefore necessanly contains the 
of the struggle against time. We have seen that the 

and Narcissistic images symbolize the rebellion 
passing, the desperate effort to arrest the flow of 

-the conservative nature of the pleasure principle. 
lC aesthetic state" is really to be the state of freedom . ' 

1t must ultimately defeat the destructive course of 

as Ibid., p. 67. 
86 Ibid., p. 63. 
' 7 Ibid., p. 63. 

as Ibid., p. 145. 
18 Ibid., P· 145· 
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time. Only this is the token of a non-repressive civiliza
tion. Thus, Schiller attributes to the liberating play im
pulse the function of " abolishing time in time," of recon
ciling being and becoming, change and identity!0 In this 
task culminates the progress of mankind to a higher form 

of culture. 
The idealistic and aesthetic sublimations which prevail in 

Schiller's work do not vitiate its radical implications. Jung 
recognized these implications and was duly frightened by 
them. He warned that the rule of the play impulse would 
bring about a "release of repression" which would entail 
a "depreciation of the hitherto highest values," a "catas
trophe of culture " -in a word, " barbarism." u Schiller 
himself was apparently less inclined than Jung to identify 
repressive culture with culture as such; he seemed to be 
willing to accept the risk of catastrophe for the former and 
a debasement of its values if this would lead to a higher 
culture. He was fully aware that, in its first free manifesta
tions, the play impulse " will be hardly recognized," for the 
sensuous impulse will incessantly interpose with its " 
desire." 61 However,· he thought that such "barbarian" 
outbreaks would be left behind as the new culture 
oped, and that only a " leap " could lead from the old 
the new one. He did not concern himself with the 
strophic changes in the social structure that this "leap 
would involve: they lay beyond the limits of idealistic 
Iosophy. But the direction of the change toward a 

.o Ibid., p. 6). . 
u Jung, Psychological Types, transl. H. Godwm Baynes {New 

Harcourt, Brace, 1926), p. 135. 
u Schiller, The Authetic Lettm, p. 142. 
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.epressive order is clearly indicated in his aesthetic con
ception. 

U we reassemble its main elements, we find: 
( 1) The transformation of toil (labor) into play, and of 

~epressive productivity into "display" -a transformation •t must be preceded by the conquest of want (scarcity) 
the determining factor of civilization." 
(2) The self-sublimation of sensuousness (of the sensu

impulse) and the de-sublimation of reason (of the 
.an-unotuse) in order to reconcile the two basic antag

impulses. 
(3) The conquest of time in so far as time is destructive 
lasting gratification. 
These elements are practically identical with those of a 

between pleasure principle and reality prin
W e recall the constitutive role attributed to imag
(phantasy) in play and display: Imagination pre

the objectives of those mental processes which have 
•lined free from the repressive reality principle; in their 
• An attempt to define, on a biological basis, human freedom in terms 
rJ!y has been rece.ntly made by Gustav Bally, in Yom Ursprung und 

Crmun der Freihezt (Basel: Benno Schwabe, 1945), especially pp. 
74-75· He sees the dimension of freedom in freedom from in
det;~i~tion. Man is not, like the animal, necessan1y deter

his Instincts; he possesses an entspanntes Felcl- a Spielraum 
he " keeps ~istan~ from his iD;Stinc~ual objectives," plays with 
thus plays With his world. ThiS attitude of a constant distance 

instinctual objective makes human culture possible. · 
con<ception is close to Schiller's, but it is regressive where Scbil

Schiller's playful freedom is the result of instinctual 
. . . is " relative freedom against the instincts " ( p. 94), free. 

ID teslSt mstinctual needs. No wonder, then, that the new interpreta
el freedom turns out to be the old freedom to renounce, to deny 

11111110ns, the "courage " to bind oneself, the power of self-repression 
And, quite consistently, the ultimate and true freedom, " free
anxiety and death," is denounced as a false and " questionable " 

(p. 100). 
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aesthetic function, they can be incorporated into the con
scious rationality of mature civilizatiol!· The play impulse 
stands for the common denominator of the two opposed 

mental processes and principles. . 
Still another element links the aesthetic philosophy With 

the Orphic and Narcissistic imag~: the vie~ ~f a non
repressive order in which the subjective and ob1ec~ve world, 
man and nature, are harmonized. The Orphic symbols 
center on the singing god who lives to defeat death and. ~ho 
liberates nature, so that the constrained and cons~mmg 
matter releases the beautiful and playful forms of ammate 
and inanimate things. No longer striving and no longer 
desiring "for something still to be attained,"" they are 
free from fear and fetter - and thus free per se. The 
templation of Narcissus. repels all other activity in th~ 
surrender to beauty, inseparably uniting his own .. v;c:tPnl"f! 

with nature. Similarly, the aesthetic philosophy 
of non-repressive order in such a manner that nature 
man and outside man becomes freely susceptible to " laws 

-the laws of display and beauty. 
Non-repressive order is essentially an order ~f . 

the necessary constraint is brought about by superflmty 
rather than need. Only an order of abundance is 
ble with freedom. At this point, the idealistic and 
materialistic critiques of culture meet. Both agree that 
repressive order becomes possible only at the highest 
turity of civilization, when all basic needs can be 
with a minimum expenditure of physical and mental 
ergy in a minimum of time. Rejecting the notion of 

u " ... um ein endlich noch Erreichtes " (Rilke) • 
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dom which pertains to the rule of the performance princi
ple, they reserve freedom for the new mode of existence 
that would emerge on the basis of universally gratified ex-
istence-needs. The realm of freedom is envisioned as ly
iog beyond the realm of necessity: freedom is not within 
1IUt outside the "struggle for existence." Possession and 
pocurement of the necessities of life are the prerequisite, 
lither than the content, of a free society. The realm of ne
cessity, of labor, is one of unfreedom because the human 
~eiiste1nce in this realm is determ.ned by objectives and 
llla1ctions that are not its own and that do not allow the 

play of human faculties and desires. The optimum in 
realm is therefore to be defined by standards of ration-
rather than freedom- namely, to organize produc

and distribution in such a manner that the least time 
spent for making all necessities available to all members 
society. Necessary labor is a system of essentially inhu

mechanical, and routine activities; in such a system, 
cannot be a value and end in itself. Reason

the system of societal labor would be organized rather 
a view to saving time and space for the development 

individuality outside the inevitably repressive work
Play and display, as principles of civilization, im

not the transformation of labor but its complete sub
IBaticm to the freely evolving potentialities of man and 

The ideas of play and display now reveal their full 
from the values of productiveness and perform

play is unproductive and useless precisely because it 
the repressive and exploitative traits of labor and 
it " just plays " with the reality. But it also can-
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eels their sublime traits - the " higher values." The de
sublimation of reason is just as essential a process in the 
emergence of a free. culture as is the self-sublimation of sen
suousness. In the established system of domination, the 
repressive structure of reason and the repressive organiza
tion of the sense-faculties supplement and sustain each 
other. In Freud's terms: civilized morality is the morality 
of repressed instincts; liberation of the latter implies " de
basement" of the former. But this debasement of the 
higher values may take them back into the organic structure 
of the human existence from which they were separated, 
and the reunion may transform this structure itself. If the 
higher values lose their remoteness, their isolation from and 
against the lower faculties, the latter may become freely 
susceptible to culture. 

CHAPTER TEN 

The Transformation of Sexuality 
into Eros 

The vision of a non-repressive culture, which we have 
lfted from a marginal trend in mythology and philosophy, 
lims at a new relation between instincts and reason. The 
civilized morality is reversed by harmonizing instinctual 
fleedom and order: liberated from the tyranny of repressive 
ason, the instincts tend toward free and lasting existential 
i.,..•uu1u:~ -they generate a new reality principle. In Schil

idea of an "aesthetic state," the vision of a non-repres
culture is concretized at the level of mature civilization. 

this level, the organization of the instincts becomes a 
problem (in Schiller's terminology, political), as it 

in Freud's pyschology. The processes that create the 
and superego also shape and perpetuate specific societal 

· and relations. Such psychoanalytical concepts 
sublimation, identification, and introjection have not 

a psychical but also a social content: they terminate in 
auste1m of institutions, laws, agencies, things, and customs 

confront the individual as objective entities. Within 
antagonistic system, the mental conflict between ego 
superego, between ego and id, is at one and the same 
a conflict between the individual and his society. The 
embodies the rationality of the whole, and the indi-
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vidual's struggle against the repressive forces is a struggle 
against objective reason. Therefore, the emergence of a 
non-repressive reality principle involving instinctual libera
tion would regress behind the attained level of civilized ra
tionality. This regression would be psychical as well as so
cial: it would reactivate early stages of the libido which 
were surpassed in the development of the reality ego, and 
it would dissolve the institutions of society in which the 
reality ego exists. In terms of these institutions, instinctual 
h'beration is relapse into barbarism. However, occurring 
at the height of civilization, as a consequence not of defeat 
but of victory in the struggle for existence, and supported 
by a free society, such liberation might have very different 
results. It would still be a reversal of the process of civiliza
tion, a subversion of culture- but after culture had done 
its work and created the mankind and the world that could 
be free. It would still be " regression " -but in the 
of mature consciousness and guided by a new rationality. 
Under these conditions, the possibility of a no1il-n~on~ssrve 
civilization is predicated not upon the arrest, but upon 
liberation, of progress- so that man would order his 
in accordance with his fully developed knowledge, so 
he would ask again what is good and what is evil. If 
guilt accumulated in the civilized domination of man 
man can ever be redeemed by freedom, then the " ongmal 
sin" must be committed again: "We must again eat 
the tree of knowledge in order to fall back into the state 

innocence." 1 

1 " Wir miissen wieder vom Baum der Erkenntnis essen, urn in 
Stand der Unschuld zuriickzufallen." Heinrich von Kleist, " Ueber 
Marionettentheater," conclusion. 
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The notion of a non-repressive instinctual order must 
first be tested on the most .. disorderly " of all instincts -
namely, sexuality. Non-repressive order is possible only if 
the sex instincts can, by virtue of their own dynamic and 
under changed existential and societal conditions, generate 
lasting erotic relations among mature individuals. We have 
to ask whether the sex instincts, after the elimination of 
an surplus-repression, can develop a "libidinal rationality" 
which is not only compatible with but even promotes prog
JeSS toward higher forms of civilized freedom. This possi
llility will be examined here in Freud's own terms. 

We have reiterated Freud's conclusion that any genuine 
«<ecrease in the societal controls over the sex instincts would, 
even under optimum conditions, reverse the organization of 
anality toward precivilized stages. Such regression would 
IRak through the central fortifications of the performance 
pinciple: it would undo the channeling of sexuality into 

r.:mo,e:armc reproduction and the taboo on perversions. 
the rule of the performance principle, the libidinal 

'athelljs of the individual body and libidinal relations with 
are normally confined to leisure time and directed to 

preparation and execution of genital intercourse; only 
exceptional cases, and with a high degree of sublimation, 
h'bidinal relations allowed to enter into the sphere of 

These constraints, enforced by the need for sustain
a large quantum of energy and time for non-gratifying 

perpetuate the desexualization of the body in order 
make the organism into a subject-object of socially useful 

Conversely, if the work day and energy are 
-.!lucc~d to a minimum, without a corresponding manipula-
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tion of the free time, the ground for these constraints 
ld be undermined. Libido would be released and would 

wou . h' h .. k t 
overflow the institutionalized limits within w lC It 1S ep 

by the reality principle. . . 
Freud repeatedly emphasized that the lasting mterper· 

sonal relations on which civilization depends presuppose 
that the sex instinct is inhibited in its aim.z Love, and the 
enduring and responsible relations which it demands, a~e 
founded on a union of sexuality with " affection," and thiS 
union is the historical result of a long and cruel proc~ss of 
domestication, in which the instinct's legitimate mamfesta· 
tion is made supreme and its component parts are arrested 
in their development.' This cultural refine~ent ~~ ~ex~al· 
ity, its sublimation to love, took. place wi~m a civilization 
which established possessive pnvate relations apart. from, 
and in a decisive aspect conflicting with, the possessive sa. 
cietal relations. While, outside the privacy of the family, 
men's existence was chiefly determined by the exchange 

value of their products and performances, t~eir lif~ i~ home 
and bed was to be permeated with the spint of di~ne. and 
moral law. Mankind was supposed to be an end m .ItseU 
and never a mere means; but this ideology was effective 
the private rather than in th~ s.ocietal.func~ons of the 
dividuals, in the sphere of libidmal satisfaction rath~r 
in that of labor. The full force of civilized morahty 
mobilized against the use of the body as mere object, 
instrument of pleasure; such reification was tabooed 

2 Collected Papers (London: Hogarth Pres\19tt· IV! ht Pnl-oli•hi11 
Psychology and the Analysis of the Ego (New or : lveng 
Corp., 1949), PP· 7'-• 78. 

a Collected Papers, IV, z15. 
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mnained the ill-reputed privilege of whores, degenerates, 
perverts. Precisely in his gratification, and especially 

his sexual gratification, man was to be a higher being, 
~~~:nm.ith~d to higher values; sexuality was to be dignified 

love. With the emergence of a non-repressive reality 
lliJilCil)le, with the abolition of the surplus-repression neces· 

by the performance principle, this process would be 
-.=rsed. In the societal relations, reification would be re· 

as the division of labor became reoriented on the 
-ib.caticm of freely developing individual needs; whereas, 

the libidinal relations, the taboo on the reification of 
body would be lessened. No longer used as a full· 
instrument of labor, the body would be resexualized. 
regression involved in this spread of the libido would 
manifest itself in a reactivation of all erotogenic zones 
consequently, in a resurgence of pregenital polymor
sexuality and in a decline of genital supremacy. The 

in its entirety would become an object of cathexis, a 
to be enjoyed- an instrument of pleasure. This 
in the value and scope of libidinal relations would 

to a disintegration of the institutions in which the 
interpersonal relations have been organized, particu

the monogamic and patriarchal family. 
prospects seem to confirm the expectation that in· 
liberation can lead only to a society of sex maniacs 

is, to no society. However, the process just outlined 
not simply a release but a transformation of the 

from sexuality constrained under genital supremacy 
-'tizaltion of the entire personality. It is a spread rather 

explosion of libido -a spread over private and socie. 



20l EROS AND CIVILIZATION 

tal relations which bridges the gap maintained between 
them by a repressive reality principle. This transformation 
of the libido would be the result of a societal transforma
tion that released the free play of individual needs and 
faculties. By virtue of these conditions, the free develop
ment of transformed libido beyond the institutions of the 
performance principle differs essentially from the release of 
constrained sexuality within the dominion of these 
tions. The latter process explodes suppressed sexuality; 
libido continues to bear the mark of suppression and 
fests itself in the hideous forms so well known in the 
of civilization; in the sadistic and masochistic orgies 
desperate masses, of "society elites," of starved bands 
mercenaries, of prison and concentration-camp 
Such release of sexuality provides a periodically nec:ess!tit 
outlet for unbearable frustration; it strengthens rather 
weakens the roots of instinctual constraint; consequently, 
has been used time and again as a prop for suppressive 
gimes. In contrast, the free development of traJnstcJrmtell 
libido within transformed institutions, while 
previously tabooed zones, time, and relations, would 
mize the manifestations of mere sexuality by 
them into a far larger order, including the order of 
In this context, sexuality tends to its own sublimation: 
libido would not simply reactivate precivilized and · 
stages, but would also transform the perverted content 

these stages. 
The term perversions covers sexual phenomena of 

tially different origin. The same taboo is placed on· 
tual manifestations incompatible with civilization and 
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those incompatible with repressive civilization, especially 
with monogamic genital supremacy. However, within the 
historical dynamic of the instinct, for example, coprophilia 
1nd homosexuality have a very different place and func
tion.~ A similar difference prevails within one and the 
same perversion: the function of sadism is not the same in 
a free libidinal relation and in the activities of SS Troops. 
The inhuman, compulsive, coercive, and destructive forms 
• these perversions seem to be linked with the general per
taSion of the human existence in a repressive culture, but 
the perversions have an instinctual substance distinct from 
6ese forms; and this substance may well express itself in 

forms compatible with normality in high civilization. 
all component parts and stages of the instinct that have 

suppressed have suffereu this fate because they pre
the evolution of man and mankind. The purity, 

-.,llla1rity, cleanliness, and reproduction required by the 
.m:onna11ce principle are not naturally those of any mature 

And the reactivation of prehistoric and child
wishes and attitudes is not necessarily regression; it 

well be the opposite - proximity to a happiness that 
always been the repressed promise of a better future. 

one of his most advanced formulations, Freud once de
happiness as the "subsequent fulfillment of a pre

wish. That is why wealth brings so little happi
money was not a wish in childhood." • 

if human happiness depends on the fulfillment of 

See Chapter 2 above. . 
Emest Jones, The Life and Work of Sigmund Freud, Vol. I {New 

Basic Books, 1953), p. 330. 
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childhood wishes, civilization, according to Freud, depends 
on the suppression of the strongest of all childhood wishes: 
the Oedipus wish. Does the realization of happiness m a 
free civilization sb11 necessitate this suppression? Or would 
the transformation of the libido also engulf the Oedipus 
situation? In the context of our hypothesis, such specula
tions are insignificant; the Oedipus complex, although the 
primary source and model of neurotic conflicts, is certainly 
not the central cause of the discontents in civilization, and 
not the central obstacle for their removal. The Oedipus 
complex" passes" even under the rule of a repressive real
ity principle. Freud advances· two general interpretations 
of the " passing of the Oedipus complex": it " becomes ex
tinguished by its lack of success"; or it" must come to an 
end because the time h~s come for its dissolution, just as 
the milk-teeth fall out when the permanent ones begin to 
press forward." 11 The passing of the complex appears as a 
" natural " event in both cases. 

We have spoken of the self-sublimation of sexuality. 
The term implies that sexuality can, under specific condi
tions, create highly civilized human relations without being 
subjected to the repressive organization which the esta~ 
lished civilization has imposed upon the instinct. Such 
self-sublimation presupposes historical progress beyond the 
institutions of the performance principle, which in tum 
would release instinctual regression. For the development 
of the instinct, this means regression from sexuality in the 
service of reproduction to sexuality in the " function of ob-

a CoUected Papers, II, 2.6c). 
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taining pleasure from zones of the body." 1 With this 
tm:oration of the primary structure of sexuality, the primacy 
Gl the genital function is broken -as is the desexualization 
Gl the body which has accompanied this primacy. The or
pnism in its entirety becomes the substratum of sexuality, 
while at the same time the instinct's objective is no longer 
absorbed by a specialized function - namely, that of bring
iog" one's own genitals into contact with those of someone 
Gl the opposite sex." 8 Thus enlarged, the field and objec
tive of the instinct becomes the life of the orsanism itself. 
This process almost naturally, by its inner logic, suggests 
the conceptual transformation of sexuality into Eros. 

The introduction of the term Eros in Freud's later writ
ilgs was certainly motivated by different reasons: Eros, as 
lfe instinct, denotes a larger biological instinct rather than 
a larger scope of sexuality.11 However, it may not be ac
cidental that Freud does not rigidly distinguish between 
Eros and sexuality, and his usage of the term Eros ( espe
cially in The Ego and the Id, Civilization and Its Discon
tmts, and in An Outline of Psychoanalysis) implies an en
llrgement of the meaning of sexuality itself. Even without 

explicit reference to Plato the change in emphasis 
clear: Eros signifies a quantitative and qualitative ag

~wu.u. ........ ,, .. of sexuality. And the aggrandized concept 
to demand a correspondingly modified concept of sub-

"An Outline of Psychoanalysis (New York: W. W. Norton, 1949), 
26. 
I Ibid., p. 25. 
• See the papers of Siegfried Bemfeld and Edward Bibring in Imago, 

XXI, XXII (1935, 1936). See also page 137 above. 
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limation. The modifications of sexuality are not the same 
as the modifications of Eros. Freud's concept of sublima
tion refers to the fate of sexuality under a repressive reality 
principle. Thus, sublimation means a chang.e in the ai~ 
and object of the instinct " with regard to wh1ch our social 
values come into the picture." 10 The term is applied to a 
group of unconscious processes which have in common 

that 
• • . as the result of inner or outer deprivation, t?e aim of 
libido undergoes a more or less complete deflection, . 
or inhibition. In the great majority ?f in~~m~es, ~e new aun 
one distinct or remote from sexual sahsfacbon, 1.e., lS an asexual 
non-sexual aim.u 

This mode of sublimation is to a high degree u•'-·L<1~ ..... 
by specific societal requirements and cannot be aU1torr1ao 
cally extended to other and less repressive forms of 
tion with different "social values." Under the pettorm 

ance principle, the diversion of libido into useful 
activities takes place after the period of early 
hood. Sublimation then operates on a preconditioned 
stinctual structure, which includes the functional and 
poral restraints of sexuality, its channeling into 
reproduction, and the desexualization of most of the 
Sublimation works with the thus preconditioned libido 
its possessive, exploitative, aggressive force. The repress;11 
" modification" of the pleasure principle precedes the 
tual sublimation, and the latter carries the repressive 

ments over into the socially useful activities. 
10 Freud, New Introductory Lectures on Psychoanalysis (New 

W. W. Norton, 1933), P· 133· . . · 1 
11 Edward Glovey " Sublimation, Substitution, and Socia 

in International Journ:u of Psychoanalysis, Vol. XII, No. 3 ( 1931 
), P· 
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However, there are other modes of sublimation. Freud 
tpeaks of aim-inhibited sexual impulses which need not be 
mcnbed as sublimated although they are " closely related •• 

sublimated impulses. " They have not abandoned their 
sexual aims, but they are held back by internal re

•tantces from attaining them; they rest content with cer
approximations to satisfaction." 12 Freud calls them 

social instincts'' and mentions as examples "the affec
relations between parents and children, feelings of 

and the emotional ties in marriage which had 
origin in sexual attraction." Moreover, in Group 

wcnotoev and the Analysis of the Ego, Freud has empha
the extent to which societal relations ("community" 

civilization) are founded on unsublimated as well as sub
libidinous ties: "sexual love for women" as well as 

sublimated, homosexual love for other 
"here appear as instinctual sources of an enduring and 

IIIJldir. 1g culture.18 This conception suggests, in Freud's 
work, an idea of civilization very different from that 

from repressive sublimation, namely, civilization 
from and sustained by free libidinal relations. 

R6heim used Ferenczi's notion of a "genitofugal 
" 

16 to support his theory of the libidinous origin of 
With the relief of extreme tension, libido flows 

.. &J.uu.~. the object to the body, and this" recathecting of 

einer Genitaltheorie (Leipzig: lntemationaler Psychoana
Verlag, 1924), pp. 51-52. This book has appeared in English 

transl. H. A Bunker (Albany: Psychoanalytic Quarterly, Inc., 
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the whole organism with hbido results in a feeling of happi· 
·ness in which the organs find their reward for work and 
stimulation to further activity." 115 The concept assumes a 
genitofugal " libido trend to the development of culture" 
-in other words, an inherent trend in the libido itself to. 
ward " cultural " expression, without external repressive 
modification. And this "cultural" trend in the libido 
seems to be genitofugal, that is to say, away from genital 
supremacy toward the erotization of the entire organism. 

These concepts come close to recognizing the possibility 
of non-repressive sublimation. The rest is left to specula· 
tion. And indeed, under the established reality principle, 
non-repressive sublimation can appear only in marginal and 
incomplete aspects; its fully developed form would be sub
limation without desexualization. The instinct is not " de
flected " from its aim; it is gratified in activities and relations 
that are not sexual in the sense of " organized " genital sex· 
uality and yet are libidinal and erotic. Where repressive 
sublimation prevails and determines the culture, non-repres
sive sublimation must manifest itself in contradiction to the 
entire sphere of social usefulness; viewed from this sphere, 
it is the negation of all accepted productivity and nerJtornn.' 
ance. The Orphic and Narcissistic images are recalled: 
Plato blames Orpheus for his " softness " (he was only a 

u R6heim, The Origin and Function of Culture, (New York: 
and Mental Disease Monograph No. 6<), 1943), p. 74· In 
"Sublimation" in the Yearbook of P$)1choanalysis, Vol. I (1945), 
stresses that in sublimation " id strivings reconquer the ground in a 
guised form." Thus, "in contrast to the prevailing view, ... in 
limation we have no ground wrested from the id by the super·ego, 
quite to the contrary, what we have is super-ego territory inundated by 
id" (p. 117). Here, too, the emphasis is on the ascenda11C)' of libido 
sublimation. 
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Imp-player), which was duly punished by the gods te _as 
~ ~arcissus' refusal to "participate." Before the reality 
• It IS, they stand condemned: they rejected the required 
ablimation. However, 

••• La sublimation ~·est pas toujours la negation d'un desir; elle 
• se presente pas tOUJOurs comme une sublimation contre des m. 

~lie peut etre une sublimation pour un ideal. Alors Nar· 
.ne d1~ plus: "Je m'aime tel que je suis," il dit: "Je suis tel 
,e m'aune." u 

Orphic and Narcissistic Eros engulfs the reality in li· 
-wcu relations which transform the individual and his 
IM'iirorlm(!nt; but this transformation is the isolated deed 

unique individuals, and, as such, it generates death. 
if sublimation does not proceed against the instincts 

as their affirmation, it must be a supra-individual process 
common ground. As an isolated individual phenome· 

the reactivation of narcissistic libido is not culture
~lin~ but neurotic: 

'l'he ?ifference between a neurosis and a sublimation is evidently 
IOCial ~ect of the phenomenon. A neurosis isolates· a sub

umtes. In. a sublimation something new is created - a 
. or a commumty, or a tool- and it is created in a group or 

die use of a group.11 

can take the road of self-sublimation only as a social 
: as an unrepressed force, it can promote the 

-a.nCJ1n of culture only under conditions which relate 

~~siu~ 17Q D. 
Sublimation lS not always the negation of a desire; it does not 
bke the fo~ of sublimation against the instincts. It could be 

f~r an 1deal. 
1 

Thus Narcissus no longer says: 1 I love myself 
• I ani. He says: I am such that I love myself.' " Gaston Bache
L"Eau.et les Rh~ .(Paris: Jose Corti, 1942 ), pp. 34_35• 
ll6hcim, The Origm and Function of Culture, p. 24· 
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associated individuals to each other in the cultivation of the 
environment for their developing needs and faculties. Re
activation of polymorphous and narcissistic sexuality ceases 
to be a threat to culture and can itself lead to culture-build
ing if the organism exists not as an instrument of alienated 
labor but as a subject of self-realization- in other words, if 
socially useful work is at the same time the transparent satis
faction of an individual need. In primitive society, this or
ganization of work may be immediate and "natural"; in 
mature civilization, it can be envisaged only as the result of 
liberation. Under such conditions, the impulse to" obtain 
pleasure from the zones of the body " may extend to seek 
its objective in lasting and expanding libidinal relations be
cause this expansion increases and intensifies the instinct's 
gratification. Moreover, nothing in the nature of Eros justi
fies the notion that the " extension " of the impulse is con
fined to the corporeal sphere. If the antagonistic separation 
of the physical from the spiritual part of the organism is it
self the historical result of repression, the overcoming of 
this antagonism would open the spiritual sphere to the · 
pulse. The aesthetic idea of a sensuous reason ~u""""""' .. l 
such a tendency. It is essentially different from su 
tion in so far as the spiritual sphere becomes the " direct 
object of Eros and remains a libidinal object: there is 
change neither in energy nor in aim. 

The notion that Eros and Agape may after all be 
and the same- not that Eros is Agape but that Agape 
Eros - may sound strange after almost two thousand 
of theology. Nor does it seem justifiable to refer to 
as a defender of this identification- Plato who himself 
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traduced the repressive definition of Eros into the house
hold of Western culture. Still, the Symposium contains 
the clearest celebration of the sexual origin and substance 
of the spiritual relations. According to Diotirna, Eros 
drives the desire for one beautiful body to another and 
finally to all beautiful bodies, for " the beauty of one body 
is akin to the beauty of another," and it would be foolish 
• not to recognize that the beauty in every body is one and 
the same." 18 Out of this truly polymorphous sexuality 
arises the desire for that which animates the desired body: 
the psyc_he and its various manifestations. There is an un
broken ascent in erotic fulfillment from the corporeal love 
ol one to that of the others, to the love of beautiful work 
and play ( ~7rLfJf1oEvp.aTa), and ultimately to the love of 
l»eautiful knowledge (KaXd. p.afJ~p.aTa). The road to 
• higher culture " leads through the true love of boys ( op

liin ?raWEpacrTELP). 20 Spiritual " procreation " is just as 
much the work of Eros as is corporeal procreation, and the 
Jigbt and true order of the Polis is just as much an erotic 
Clle as is the right and true order of love. The culture
lluilding power of Eros is non-repressive sublimation: sex

is neither deflected from nor blocked in its objective; 
ather, in attaining its objective, it transcends it to others, 
DI'Ching for fuller gratification. 

In the light of the idea of non-repressive sublimation, 
s definition of Eros as striving to " form living sub
into ever greater unities, so that life may be pro
and brought to higher development " 11 takes on 

u 210 B. Jowett translates, not "body," but "form." 
• 211 B. Jowett translates: " .•. under the influence of true love." 
• Freud, Colkcted Papers, V, 13S· 
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added significance. The biological drive becomes a cul
tural drive. The pleasure principle reveals its own dialecti~. 
The erotic aim of sustaining the entire body as subject
object of pleasure calls for the continual refinement of the 
organism, the intensification of its receptivity, the growth 
of its sensuousness. The aim generates its own projects of 
realization: the abolition of toil, the amelioration of the 
environment, the conquest of disease and decay, the crea
tion of luxury. All these activities flow directly from the 
pleasure principle, and, at the same time, they constitute 
work which associates individuals to " greater unities "; no 
longer confined within the mutilating dominion of the per
formance principle, they modify the impulse without de
flecti~g it from its aim. There is sublimation and, conse
quently, culture; but this sublimation proceeds in a system 
of expanding and enduring libidinal relations, which are in 
themselves work relations. 

The idea of an erotic. tendency toward work is not for
eign to psychoanalysis. Freud himself remarked that work 
provides an opportunity for a" very considerable discharge 
of libidinal component impulses, narcissistic, aggressive and 
even erotic." 22 We have questioned this statement 28 be
cause it makes no distinction between alienated and non
alienated labor (between labor and work) : the former is 
by its very nature repressive of human potentialities and 
therefore also repressive of the "libidinal component im· 
pulses " which may enter into work. But the statement 
assumes a different significance if it is seen in the context of 

aa Civilization cmd Its Discontents (London: Hogarth Press, 1949), 
p. 34 note. 

aa See Chapter 4 above. 

THE TRANSFORMATION OF SEXUALITY INTO EROS 213 

social psychology which Freud proposes in Group Psy
t-.uw~~ and the Analysis of the Ego. He suggests that 
• the libido props itself upon the satisfaction of the great 
· needs, and chooses as its first objects the people who 

a share in that process." 26 This proposition, if on
in its implications, comes close to vitiating Freud's 

assumption that the "struggle for existence" (that 
for the "satisfaction of the great vital needs") is per se 

-~.~-uulullu\Ju:s in so far as it necessitates the regimentation 
the instinct by a constraining reality principle. It must 
noted that Freud links the libido not merely to the satis

of the great vital needs but to the joint human 
to obtain satisfaction, i.e., to the work process: 

••• experience has shown that in cases of collaboration libidinal 
are regularly formed between the fellow-workers which pro
and solidify the relations between them to a point beyond 
is merely profitable.23 

this is true, then Ananke is not a sufficient cause for the 
110nct:uaJ constraints of civilization - and not a sufficient 

for denying the possibility of a non-repressive li
-...J""''" culture. Freud's suggestions in Group Psychology 

the Analysis of the Ego do more than reformulate his 
of Eros as the builder of culture; culture here rather 

as the builder of Eros - that is to say, as the " nat
, fulfillment of the innermost trend of Eros. Freud's 

of civilization was based on the inexorable con
between Ananke and free instinctual development. 
if Ananke itself becomes the primary field of libidinal 

the contradiction evaporates. Not only 

" Page 57· u Ibid. 
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would the struggle for existence not necessarily cancel the 
possibility of instinctual freedom (as we suggested in Chap
ter 6); but it would even constitute a " prop " for instinc
tual gratificaiton. The work relations which form the 
base of civilization, and thus civilization itself, would be 
" propped " by non-desexualized instinctual energy. The 
whole concept of sublimation is at stake. 

The problem of work, of socially useful activity, without 
(repressive) sublimation can now be restated. It emerged 
as the problem of a change in the character of work by vir
tue of which the latter would l?e assimilated to play
free play of human faculties. What are the instinctual 
conditions for such a transformation? The most ...... -.. ""'"· .. 
ing attempt to answer this question is made by J.ln·rh ... -

Lantos in her article" Work and the Instincts." 28 

fines work and play in terms of the instinctual stages 
volved in these activities. Play is entirely subject to 
pleasure principle: pleasure is in the movement itself in 
far as it activates erotogenic zones. " The 
feature of play is, that it is gratifying in itself, without 
ing any other purpose than that of instinctual gratification. 
The impulses that determine play are the pregenital 
play expresses objectless autoeroticism and gratifies 
component instincts which are already directed toward 
objective world. Work, on the other hand, serves ends 
side itself- namely, the ends of self-preservation. " 
work is the active effort of the ego . . . to get from the 
side world whatever is needed for self-preservation." 

' 8 In International Journal of Psychoanalysis, Vol. XXIV (1943), 
3 and 4> PP· u.pf. 
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contras~ es~ablishes a parallelism between the organization 
of the mstmcts and that of human activity: 

Play is an. ai~ in itself, work is the agent of self-preservation. 
Compo~ent mstincts and auto-erotic activities seek pleasure with 
DO ulten~r consequ.enc~s; genital activity is the agent of procreation. 
The gemtal or?an~zahon of the sexual instincts has a parallel in 
the work-orgamzahon of the ego-instincts.H 

Thus it is the purpose and not the content which marks an 
activity as play or work.28 A transformation in the instinc
tual structure (such a~ that from the pregenital to the geni
tal stage) would entail a change in the instinctual value of 
~e human activity regardless of its content. For example, 
if work were accompanied by a reactivation of pregenital 
~l~orph~us eroticism, it would tend to become gratifying 
~ Itself Without losing its work content. Now it is pre
cisely such a reactivation of polymorphous eroticism which 
~ear~d as the consequence of the conquest of scarcity and 
alienation. The altered societal conditions would there

create an instinctual basis for the transformation of 
into play. In Freud's terms, the less the efforts to ob

tain satisfaction are impeded and directed by the intereSt 
domination, the more freely the libido could prop itself 

the satisfaction of the great vital needs. Sublimation 
domination hang together. And the dissolution of the 

..,mP?' would, with the transformation of the instinctual 
also transform the basic attitude toward man and 

which has been characteristic of Western civiliza-

In psychoanalytic literature, the development of libidinal 

H Ibid., p. 117· as Ibid., p. uS. 
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work relations is usually attributed to a "general maternal 
attitude as the dominant trend of a culture." 28 Conse
quently, it is considered as a feature of primitive societies 
rather than as a possibility of mature civilization. Mar
garet Mead's interpretation of Arapesh culture is entirely 

focused on this attitude: 

To the Arapesh, the world is a garden that must be tilled, not for 
one's self, not in pride and boasting, not for hoarding and usury, 
but that the yams and the dogs and the pigs and most of all the 
children may grow. From this whole attitude flow many of the 
other Arapesh traits, the lack of conflict between the old and 
young, the lack of any expectation of jealousy or envy, the emphasis 
upon co-operation.ao 

Foremost in this description appears the fundamentally 
different experience of the world: nature is taken, not as an 
object of do~ination and exploitation, but as a " garden " 
which can grow while making human beings grow. It is the 
attitude that experiences man and nature as joined in a 
non-repressive and still functioning order. We have seen 
how the otherwise most divergent traditions of thought con
verged on this idea: the philosophical opposition against 
the pedormance principle; the Orphic and Narcissistic 
archetypes; the aesthetic conception. But while the psycho
analytical and anthropological concepts of such an order 
have been oriented on the prehistorical and precivilized 
past, our discussion of the concept is oriented on the fu· 
ture, on the conditions of fully mature civilization. The 
transformation of sexuality into Eros, and its extension to 
lasting libidinal work relations, here presuppose the ra-

ae R6heim, The Origin and Function of Culture, p. 75· 
so Sex and Temperament in Three Primitive Societies 

New American Library, 1952), p. 100. 
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tional reorganization of a huge industrial apparatus, a 
highly specialized societal division of labor, the use of fan
tastically destructive energies, and the co-operation of vast 
masses. 

The idea of libidinal work relations in a developed in
dustrial society finds little support in the tradition of 
thought, and where such support is forthcoming it seems 
fi a dangerous nature. . The transformation of labor into 
pleasure is the central idea in Fourier's giant socialist 
.topia. If 

••• l'industrie est la destination qui nous est assignee par lc 
cR:lteur, co~m~~t penser qu'il veuille nous y amener par Ia vio
lence, ~t qu 1l n a1t pas su mettre en jeu quelque ressort plus noble, 
plqu amorce capable de transformer Ies travaux en plaisirs.u 

Fourier insists that this transformation requires a complete 
change in the social institutions: distribution of the social 
poduct according to need, assignment of functions accord

to individual faculties and inclinations, constant mota
of functions, short work periods, and so on. But the 

of " attractive labor" (travail attrayant) derives 
all from the release of libidinal forces. Fourier as
the existence of an attraction industrielle which 
for pleasurable co-operation. It is based on the 

...,.,,.,..,.;.., .... passionnee in the nature of man, which persists 

the opposition of reason, duty, prejudice. This 
IUJ:'Cletzon passionnee tends toward three principal objec

: the creation of " luxury, or the pleasure of the five 
11 If "industry is the fat-e assigned to us by the Creator how can one 

that he WIShes to force us into it- that he does not know how to 
~o bear some .~abler means, some enticement capable of transforming 
mto ~l~sure .. F. Armand and R. Maublanc, Fourier: Textes Choisil 

Editions Sociales Intemationales, 1937), III, 154. 
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senses"; the formation of libidinal groups (of friendship 
and love); and the establishment of a harmonious order, 
organizing these groups for work in accordance with the 
development of the individual " passions " (internal and 
external "play" of faculties) .82 Fourier comes closer than 
any other utopian socialist to elucidating the dependence 
of freedom on non-repressive sublimation. However, in 
his detailed blueprint for the realization of this idea, he 
hands it over to a giant organization and administration 

. and thus retains the repressive elements. The working 
communities of the phalanstere anticipate " strength 
through joy " rather than freedom, the beautification of 
mass culture rather than its abolition. Work as free play 
cannot be subject to administration; only alienated labor 
can be organized and administered by rational routine. 
It is beyond this sphere, but on its basis, that non-repressive 
sublimation creates its o\vn cultural order. 

Once more, we emphasize that non-repressive sublima
tion is utterly incompatible with the institutions of the per
formance principle and implies the negation of this prin
ciple. This contradiction is the more important since 
post-Freudian psychoanalytic theory itself shows a marked 
tendency to obliterate it and to glorify repressive produc
tivity as human self-realization. A striking example is pro
vided by Ives Hendrick in his paper" Work and the Pleas
ure Principle." •• He suggests that the "energy and the 
need to exercise the physiological organs available for 
work" are not provided by the libido but rather by a spe-

•• Ibid., II, 24off. 
aa P6)1choanalytic Qtuzrterly, Vol. XII, No. 3 (1943). 
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cial instinct, the "mastery instinct." Its aim is "to con
trol, or alter a piece of the environment . . . by the skiiiful 
use of perceptual, inteiiectual, and motor techniques." 
This drive for " integration and skillful performance " is 
" mentaiiy and emotionaiiy experienced as the need to per
form work efficiently."" Since work is thus supposed to 
be itself the gratification of an instinct rather than the 
• temporary negation " of an instinct, work "yields pleas
me " in efficient performance. Work pleasure results from 
the satisfaction of the mastery instinct, but " work pleas. 
me " and libidinal pleasure usuaiiy coincide, since the ego 
organizations which function as work are " generally, and 
perhaps always, utilized concurrently for the discharge of 
surplus libidinal tension." 811 

As usual, the revision of Freudian theory means a retro
pession. The assumption of any special instinct begs the 
question, but the assumption of a special " mastery in
stinct" does even more: it destroys the entire structure and 
dynamic of the " mental apparatus " which Freud has 
&Ult. Moreover, it obliterates the most repressive features 
ef the performance principle by interpreting them as gratifi
ation of an instinctual need. Work pure and simple is the 
dUe£ social manifestation of the reality principle. In so far 
• work is conditional upon delay and diversion of instinc
taal gratification (and according to Freud it is), it contra

the pleasure principle. If work pleasure and libidinal 
tJIIea51Ure " usuaiiy coincide," then the very concept of the 

principle becomes meaningless and superfluous, and 
vicissitudes of the instincts as described by Freud would 

" Ibid., p. 31-f. u Ibid., p. 317· 
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at best be an abnormal development. Nor can the reality 

principle be saved by stipulating ( ~s Hen~ri~k does) ~ work 
principle different from the reahty pnnciple; for If the 
latter does not govern work it has practically nothing to gov-

ern in the reality. 
To be sure, there is work that yields pleasure in skillful 

performance of the bodily organs "available for work." 
But what kind of work, and what kind of pleasure? If 
pleasure is indeed in the act of working and not extraneous 
to it, such pleasure must be derived from the acting orga~. 
of the body and the body itself, activating the erotogenic 
zones or eroticizing the body as a whole; in other words, it 
must be libidinal pleasure. In a reality governed by the 
performance principle, such " libidinal " work is a. rare ex
ception and can occur only outside or at _the margi~ of_ the 
work world- as" hobby," play, or in a duectly erotic situa
tion. The normal kind of work (socially useful occupa· 
tional activity) in the prevailing division of labor is such 
that the individual, in working, does not satisfy his own im· 
pulses, needs, and faculties but performs a ~re-established 
function. Hendrick, however, takes no notice of the fact 
of alienated labor, which is the predominant mode of work 
under the given reality principle. Certainly there can be 
"pleasure" in alienated labor too. The typist who hands 
in a perfect transcript, the tailor who delivers a perfectly 

fitting suit, the beauty-parlor attendant who fixes the 
hairdo the laborer who fulfills his quota- all may 
pleasu~e in a " job well done." However, ei~er_ this 
ure is extraneous (anticipation of reward), or It lS the 
faction (itself a token of repression) of being well 

THE TRANSFORMATION OF SEXUALITY INTO EROS 221 

pied, in the right place, of contributing one's part to the 
functioning of the apparatus. In either case, such pleasure 
bas nothing to do with primary instinctual gratification. 
To link performances on assembly lines, in offices and shops 
with imtinctual needs is to glorify dehumanization as pleas
me. It is no wonder that Hendrick considers as the " sub
lime test of men's will to perform their work effectively " 
the efficient functioning of an army which has no longer 
any " fantasies of victory and a pleasant future," which 
heps on fighting for no other reason than because it is the 
soldier's job to fight, and " to do the job was the only mo
tivation that was still meaningful." as To say that the job 
must be done because it is a " job " is truly the apex of 
.Jienation, the total loss of instinctual and intellectual free

- repression which has become, not the second, but 
first nature of man. 

In contrast to such aberratiom, the true spirit of psycho
theory lives in the uncompromising efforts to re

the anti-humanistic forces behind the philosophy of 

Of all things, hard work has become a virtue instead of the curse 
was always advertised to be by our remote ancestors. • • • Our 

should be prepared to bring their children up so they won't 
to work as a neurotic necessity. The necessity to work is a 

symptom. It is a crutch. It is an attempt to make one
feel valuable even though there is no particular need for one's 

87 

• Ibid., p. 324· 
er C. B. Chisholm in the panel discussion "The Psychiatry of Endur· 
Peace and Social Progress," in Psychiatry, Vol. IX, No. 1 (1946), 



CHAPTER ELEVEN 

Eros and Thanatos 

Under non-repressive conditions, sexuality 
"grow into" Eros -that is to say, toward self-sublimation 
in lasting and expanding relations (including work rela
tions) which serve to intensify and enlarge instinctual grati
fication. Eros strives for 41 eternalizing" itself in a perma
nent order. This striving finds its first resistance in the 
realm of necessity. To be sure, the scarcity and poverty 
prevalent in the world could be sufficiently mastered to per· 
mit the ascendancy of universal freedom, but this mastery 
seems to be self-propelling- perpetual labor. All the tech
nological progress, the conquest of nature, the rationaliza. 
tion of man and society have not eliminated and cannot 
eliminate the necessity of alienated labor, the necessity of 
working mechanically, unpleasurably, in a manner that does 
not represent individual self-realization. 

However, progressive alienation itself increases the poten
tial of freedom: the more external to the individual the 
necessary labor becomes, the less does it involve him in the 
realm of necessity. Relieved from the requirements of 
domination, the quantitative reduction in labor time and 
energy leads to a qualitative change in the human exist
ence: the free rather than the labor time determines its 
content. The expanding realm of freedom becomes truly 
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a realm of play- of the free play of individual faculties. 
Thus liberated, they will generate new forms of realization 
and of discovering the world, which in tum will reshape 
the realm of necessity, the struggle for existence. The al
tered relation between the two realms of the human reality 
alters the relation between what is desirable and what is 
reasonable, between instinct and reason. With the trans
formation from sexuality into Eros, the life instincts evolve 
their sensuous order, while reason becomes sensuous to the 
degree to which it comprehends and organizes necessity in 
terms of protecting and enriching the life instincts. The 
roots of the aesthetic experience re-emerge - not merely 
in an artistic culture but in the struggle for existence it
self. It assumes a new rationality. The repressiveness of 
reason that characterizes the rule of the performance prin
ciple does not belong to the realm of necessity per se. 
Under the performance principle, the gratification of the 
sex instinct depends largely on the " suspension " of reason 
and even of consciousness: on the brief (legitimate or fur
tive) oblivion of the private and the universal unhappiness, 
Cll the interruption of the reasonable routine of life, of the 
duty and dignity of status and office. Happiness is almost 
by definition unreasonable if it is unrepressed and uncon
trolled. In contrast, beyond the performance principle, 
the gratification of the instinct requires the more conscious 
dfort of free rationality, the less it is the by-product of the 
lllpCrimposed rationality of oppression. The more freely 
the instinct develops, the more freely will its 41 conservative 
sture " assert itself. The striving for lasting gratification 
makes not only for an enlarged order of libidinal relations 
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("community") but also for the perpetuation of this order 
on a higher scale. The pleasure principle extends to con
sciousness. Eros redefines reason in his own terms. Rea
sonable is what sustains the order of gratification. 

To the degree to which the struggle for existence be
comes co-operation for the free development and fulfillment 
of individual needs, repressive reason gives way to a new 
rationality of gratification in which reason and happiness 
converge. It creates its own division of labor, its own pri
orities, its own hierarchy. The historical heritage of the 
performance principle is administration, not of men, but of 
things: mature civilization depends for its functioning on 
a multitude of co-ordinated arrangements. These arrange
ments in tum must carry recognized and recognizable au
thority. Hierarchical relationships are not unfree per se; 
civilization relies to a great extent on rational authority, 
based on knowledge and necessity, and aiming at the pro
tection and preservation of life. Such is the authority of 
the engineer, of the traffic policeman, of the airplane pilot 
in flight. Once again, the distinction between repression 
and surplus-repression must be recalled. If a child feels 
the " need " to cross the street any time at its will, repres
sion of this " need " is not repressive of human potentiali
ties. It may be the opposite. The need to " relax" in the 
entertainments furnished by the culture industry is itself 
repressive, and its repression is a step toward freedom. 
Where repression has become so effective that, for the 
repressed, it assumes the (illusory) form of freedom, the 
abolition of such freedom readily appears as a totalitarian 
act Here, the old conflict arises again: human freedom is 
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DOt only a private affair- but it is nothing at all unless it 
is also a private affair. Once privacy must no longer be 
maintained apart from and against the public existence, the 
liberty of the individual and that of the whole may perhaps 
lie reconciled by a "general will " taking shape in institu
tions which are directed toward the individual needs. The 
JeDunciations and delays demanded by the general will 

not be opaque and inhuman; nor must their reason 
authoritarian. However, the question remains: how 
civilization freely generate freedom, when unfreedom 
become part and parcel of the mental apparatus? And 

not, who is entitled to establish and enforce the objec
standards? 

From Plato to Rousseau, the only honest answer is the 
of an educational dictatorship, exercised by those who 

supposed to have acquired knowledge of the real Good. 
answer has since become obsolete: knowledge of the 

_.uU&Uil\;; means for creating a humane existence for all is 
longer confined to a privileged elite. The facts are all 
open, and the individual consciousness would safely 

at them if it were not methodically arrested and di
The distinction between rational and irrational 

...,..,vuLv, between repression and surplus-repression, can 
made and verified by the individuals themselves. That 

cannot make this distinction now does not mean that 
cannot learn to make it once they are given the oppor

to do so. Then the course of trial and error becomes 
IM&.&u.ucu course in freedom. Utopias are susceptible to on

blueprints; the conditions for a free society are not 
are a matter of reason. 
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It is not the conflict between instinct and reason that pro
vides the strongest argument against the idea of a free civili
zation, but rather the conflict which instinct creates in it
self. Even if the destructive forms of its polymorphous 
perversity and license are due to surplus-repression and be
come susceptible to libidinal order once surplus-repression 
is removed, instinct itself is beyond good and evil, and no 
free civilization can dispense with this distinction. The 
mere fact that, in the choice of its objects, the sex instinct 
is not guided by reciprocity constitutes a source of un
avoidable conflict among individuals - and a strong argu
ment against the possibility of its self-sublimation. But is 
there perhaps in the instinct itself an inner barrier which 
" contains " its driving power? Is there perhaps a 44 nat
ural" self-restraint in Eros so that its genuine gratification 
would call for delay, detour, and arrest? Then there would 
be obstructions and limitations imposed not from 
by a repressive reality principle, but set and accepted by 
instinct itself because the) have inherent libidinal 
Freud indeed suggested this notion. He thought that " 
restrained sexual liberty from the beginning " results in 
of full satisfaction: 

It is easy to show that the value the mind sets on erotic 
instantly sinks as soon as satisfaction becomes readily ooiam;aou:. 
Some obstacle is necessary to swell the tide of the libido to 
height.l 

Moreover, he considered the " strange " possibility 
44 something in the nature of the sexual instinct is uuJLi:lVIJJI'O 

able to the achievement of absolute gratification." 1 

1 "The Most Prevalent Form of Degradation in Erotic Life," in 
lected Papers (London: Hogarth Press, 1950), IV, ~13. 

I Ibid., P· ~~+ 
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idea is ambiguous and lends itself easily to ideological justi
fications: the unfavorable consequences of readily available 
satisfaction have probably been one of the strongest props 
for repressive morality. Still, in the context of Freud's 
theory, it would follow that the " natural obstacles " in the 
instinct, far from denying pleasure, may function as a pre
mium on pleasure if they are divorced from archaic taboos 
and exogenous constraints. Pleasure contains an element 
of self-determination which is the token of human triumph 
over blind necessity: 

Nature doe$ not know real pleasure but only satisfaction of 
want. All pleasure is societal- in the unsublimated no less than 
ill the sublimated impulses. Pleasure originates in alienation. 1 

What distinguishes pleasure from the blind satisfaction of 
want is the instinct's refusal to exhaust itself in immediate 
satisfaction, its ability to build up and use barriers for in
tensifying fulfillment. Though this instinctual refusal has 
done the work of domination, it can also serve the opposite 
function: eroticize non-libidinal relations, transform bio
logical tension and relief into free happiness. No longer 
employed as instruments for retaining men in alienated per
lormances, the barriers against absolute gratification would 
kcome elements of human freedom; they would protect 
that other alienation in which pleasure originates -man's 
81ienation not from himself but from mere nature: his free 
ldf-realization. Men would really exist as individuals, each 
_ . .., ....... his own life; they would face each other with truly 

I "Natur kennt nicht eigentlich Genuss: sie bringt es nicht weiter als 
Stillung des Bediirfnisses. Alle Lust ist gesellschaftlich in den unsub

Affckten nicht weniger als in den sublimierten." Max Hork
Theodor W. Adorno, Dialektik der Aufkliirun& (A,msterdam: 

Verlag, 1947), p. 127. 



228 EROS AND CIVILIZATION 

different needs and truly different modes of satisfaction
with their own refusals and their own selections. The 
ascendancy of the pleasure principle would thus engender 
antagonisms, pains, and frustrations -individual conflicts 
in the striving for gratification. But these conflicts would 
themselves have libidinal value: they would be permeated 
with the rationality of gratification. This sensuous ration

ality contains its own moral laws. 
The idea of a libidinal morality is suggested not only by 

Freud's notion of instinctual barriers to absolute gratifica
tion, but also by psychoanalytic interpretations of the super
ego. It has been pointed out that the superego, as the men
tal representative of morality, is not unambiguously the 
representative of the reality principle, espedally of the for
bidding and punishing father. In many cases, the superego 
seems to be in secret alliance with the id, defending the 
claims of the id against the ego and the external world. 
Charles Odier therefore proposed that a part of the super
ego is " in the last analysis the representative of a primitive 
phase, during which morality had not yet freed itself from 
the pleasure principle." ' He speaks of a pregenital, pre
historic, pre-oedipal " pseudo-morality " prior to the ac
ceptance of the reality principle, and calls the mental rep
resentative of this " pseudo-morality " the superid. The 
psychical phenomenon which, in the individual, suggests 
such a pregenital morality is an identification with the 
mother, expressing itself in a castration-wish rather 
castration-threat. It might be the survival of a regressive 

' "Vom Ueber-Ich," in Intemationale Zeitschrift filr Psyc~hoanalysr. 
XII (192.6), :zSo-2.81. 
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tendency: remembrance of the primal Mother-Right, and 
at the same time a" symbolic means against losing the then 
prevailing privileges of the woman." According to Odier, 
the pregenital and prehistorical morality of the superid is 
incompatible with the reality principle and therefore a neu
rotic factor. 

One more step in the interpretation, and the strange 
traces of the " superid " appear as traces of a different, lost 
reality, or lost relation between ego and reality. The no
tion of reality which is predominant in Freud and which is 
condensed in the reality principle is " bound up with the 
father." It confronts the id and the ego as a hostile, ex
ternal force, and, accordingly, the father is chiefly a hostile 
figure, whose power is symbolized in the castration-threat, 
• directed against the gratification of libidinal urges toward 
the mother." The growing ego attains maturity by com
plying with this hostile force: " submission to the castration 
threat" is the "decisive step in the establishment of the 
ego as based on the reality principle." 11 However~ this real
ly which the ego faces as an outside antagonistic power is 

,.-au11;;J the only nor the primary reality. The development 
the ego is development " away from primary narcis

"; at this early stage, reality" is not outside, but is con
in the pre-ego of primary narcissism." It is not hostile 

alien to the ego, but " intimately connected with, origi
not even distinguished from it." 1 This reality is first 
last?) experienced in the child's libidinal relation to 

mother- a relation which is at the beginning within 
• Hans W. Loewald, " Ego and Reality," in International Journal of 

llldloan1alysis, Vol. XXXII (1951), Part I, p. u. 
• Ibid. 
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the " pre-ego " and only subsequently divorced from it 
And with this division of the original unity, an "urge to
wards re-establishing the original unity" develops: a "li
bidinal flow between infant and mother." 7 At this primary 
stage of the relation between "pre-ego" and reality, the 
Narcissistic and the maternal Eros seem to be one, and the 
primary experience of reality is that of a libidinous union. 
The Narcissistic phase of individual pre-genitality" recalls" 
the maternal phase of the history of the human race. Both 
constitute a reality to which the ego responds with an afu. 
tude, not of defense and submission, but of integral identj. 
fication with the " environment." But in the light of the 
paternal reality principle, the " maternal concept " of reality 
here emerging is immediately turned into something nega
tive, dreadful. The impulse to re-establish the lost Narciso 
sistic-maternal unity is interpreted as a " threat," namely, 
the threat of " maternal engulfment " by the overpowering 
womb.• The hostile father is exonerated and reappears as 
savior who, in punishing the incest wish, protects the ego 
from its annihilation in the mother. The question 
not arise whether the Narcissistic-maternal attitude to~rard 
reality cannot " return " in less primordial, less 
forms under the power of the mature ego and in a lllClLWIIii 

civilization. Instead, the necessity of suppressing this 
tude once and for all is taken for granted. The 
reality principle holds sway over the psychoanalytic 
pretation. It is only beyond this reality principle that 
" maternal " images of the super ego convey promises 

' Ibid., p. u. I Ibid., P· 1 S· 
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than memory traces - images of a free future rather than 
of a dark past 

However, even if a maternal libidinal morality is trace
able in the instinctual structure, and even if a sensuous ra
tionality could make the Eros freely susceptible to order, 
one innermost obstacle seems to defy all project of a non
aepressive development- namely, the bond that binds Eros 
to the death instinct. The brute fact of death denies once 
and for all the reality of a non-repressive existence. For 
«<eath is the final negativity of time, but " joy wants eter
mty." Timelessness is the ideal of pleasure. Time has no 
power over the id, the original domain of the pleasure prin
ciple. But the ego, through which alone pleasure becomes 
al, is in its entirety subject to time. The mere anticipa
tion of the inevitable end, present in every instant, intro-
41aces a repressive element into all libidinal relations and 
~ao,ders pleasure itself painful. This primary frustration in 

instinctual structure of man becomes the inexhaustible 
of all other frustrations -and of their social effec

Man learns that " it cannot last anyway," that 
pleasure is short, that for all finite things the hour of 
birth is the hour of their death -that it couldn't be 

He is resigned before society forces him to prac
resignation methodically. The flux of time is society's 
natural ally in maintaining law and order, conformity, 

the institutions that relegate freedom to a perpetual 
the flux of time helps men to forget what was and 

can be: it makes them oblivious to the better past 
the better future. 
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This ability to forget - itself the result of a long and 
terrible education by experience- is an indispensable re
quirement of mental and physical hygiene without which 
civilized life would be unbearable; but it is also the mental 
faculty which sustains submissiveness and renunciation. 
To forget is also to forgive what should not be forgiven if 
justice and freedom are to prevail. Such forgiveness re
produces the conditions which reproduce injustice and en
slavement: to forget past suffering is to forgive the forces 
that caused it -without defeating these forces. The 
wounds that heal in time are also the wounds that con
tain the poison. Against this surrender to time, the restora
tion of remembrance to its rights, as a vehicle of liberation, 
is one of the noblest tasks of thought. In this function, re
membrance {Erinnerung) appears at the conclusion of 
Hegel's Phenomenology of the Spirit; in this function, it 
appears in Freud's theory.• Like the ability to forget, the 
ability to remember is a product of civilization - perhaps 
its oldest and most fundamental psychological achievement 
Nietzsche saw in the training of memory the beginning 
civilized morality -especially the memory of · 
contracts, dues.10 This context reveals the one-sidedness 
memory-training in civilization: the faculty was chiefly 
rected toward remembering duties rather than ole::ISUr1ell 

memory was linked with bad conscience, guilt, and 
Unhappiness and the threat of punishment, not ........ ,·,n-
and the promise of freedom, linger in memory. 

Without release of the repressed content of u•.-u•u·•• 
without release of its liberating power, non-repressive 
limation is unimaginable. From the myth of Orpheus 

• See Chapter 1 above. 10 Genealogy af Mordll, Part II, 
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the novel of Proust, happiness and freedom have been 
linked with the idea of the recapture of time: the temps 
rwtrouve. Remembrance retrieves the temps perdu, which 
was the time of gratification and fulfillment. Eros, penetrat
iog into consciousness, is moved by remembrance; with it 
lie protests against the order of renunciation; he uses mem
frj in his effort to defeat time in a world dominated by 
time. But in so far as time retains its power over Eros, 
lrappiness is essentially a thing of the past. The terrible 
Dten1ce which states that only the lost paradises are the 

ones judges and at the same time rescues the temps 
The lost paradises are the only true ones not be

in retrospect, the past joy seems more beautiful than 
reaiiy was, but because remembrance alone provides the 

without the anxiety over its passing and thus gives it an 
· impossible duration. Time loses its power when 

redeems the past. 
Still, this defeat of time is artistic and spurious; remem

is no real weapon unless it is translated into histori
action. Then, the struggle against time becomes a de

moment in the struggle against domination: 

conscious wish to break the continuum of history belongs 
the revolution:uy classes in the moment of action. This con

asserted itself during the July Revolution. In the eve
of the first day of the struggle, simultaneously but independ
at several places, shots were fired at the time pieces on the 
of Paris.11 

the aiiiance between time and the order of repression 
motivates the efforts to halt the flux of time, and it 

alliance that makes time the deadly enemy of Eros. 

Walter Benjamin, " Ueber den Begrift der Ceschichte," in IN N..
(1950), p. s6s. 
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To be sure, the threat of time, the passing of the moment 
of fullness, the anxiety over the end, may themselves 1» 
come erotogenic- obstacles that "swell the tide of the 
libido." However, the wish of Faust which conjures the 
pleasure principle demands, not the beautiful moment, but 
eternity. With its striving for eternity, Eros offends against 
the decisive taboo that sanctions libidinal pleasure only as a 
temporal and controlled condition, not as a permanent 
fountainhead of the human existence. Indeed, if the alli
ance between time and the established order dissolved, 
" natural " private unhappiness would no longer support 
organized societal unhappiness. The relegation of human 
fulfillment to utopia would no longer find adequate re
sponse in the instincts of man, and the drive for liberation 
would assume that terrifying force which actually it never 
had. Every sound reason is on the side of law and order in 
their insistence that the eternity of joy be reserved for the 
hereafter, and in their endeavor to subordinate the struggle 
against death and disease to the never-ceasing requirements 
of national and international security. 

The striving for the preservation of time in time, for 
arrest of time, for conquest of death, seems um:easonatble: 
by any standard, and outright impossible under the 
pothesis of the death instinct that we have accepted. 
does this very hypothesis make it more reasonable? 
death instinct operates under the Nirvana principle: it 
toward that state of " constant gratification " where no 
sion is felt - a state without want. This trend of the 
stinct implies that its destructive manifestations would 
minimized as it approached such a state. If the wlluu'"'' 
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basic objective is not the termination of life but of pain
the absence of tension- then paradoxically, in terms of the 
instinct, the conflict between life and death is the more re
duced, the closer life approximates the state of gratification. 
Pleasure principle and Nirvana principle then converge. 
At the same time, Eros, freed from surplus-repression, 
would be strengthened, and the strengthened Eros would, 
as it were, absorb the objective of the death instinct. The 
instinctual value of death would have changed: if the in
stincts pursued and attained their fulfillment in a non
tepressive order, the regressive compulsion would lose much 
of its biological rationale. As suffering and want recede, 
the Nirvana principle may become reconciled with the 
reality principle. The unconscious attraction that draws 
the instincts back to an" earlier state" would be effectively 
counteracted by the desirability of the attained state of life .. 
The" conservative nature" of the instincts would come to 
at in a fulfilled present. Death would cease to be an in
stinctual goal. It remains a fact, perhaps even an ultimate 
.:cessity - but a necessity against which the unrepressed 
cnergy of mankind will protest, against which it will wage 
is greatest struggle. 

In this struggle, reason and instinct could unite. Under 
CDDditions of a truly human existence, the difference be
tween succumbing to disease at the age of ten, thirty, fifty, 

seventy, and dying a " natural " death after a fulfilled 
may well be a difference worth fighting for with all in

llil!lcbll31 energy. Not those who die, but those who die 
they must and want to die, those who die in agony 

pain, are the great indictment against civilization. 
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They also testify to the unredeemable guilt of mankind. 
Their death arouses the painful awareness that it was un
necessary, that it could be otherwise. It takes all the in
stitutions and values of a repressive order to pacify the bad 
conscience of this guilt. Once again, the deep connection 
between the death instinct and the sense of guilt becomes 
apparent. The silent " professional agreement " with the 
fact of death and disease is perhaps one of the most wide
spread expressions of the death instinct - or, rather, of its 
social usefulness. In a repressive civilization, death itself 
becomes an instrument of repression. Whether death is 
feared as constant threat, or glorified as supreme sacrifice, 
or accepted as fate, the education for consent to death i.q,· 
traduces an element of surrender into life from the begin· 
ning- surrender and submission. It stifles " utopian " ef
forts. The powers that be have a deep affinity to death; 
death is a token of unfreedom, of defeat Theology and 
philosophy today compete with each other in celebrating 
death as an existential category: perverting a biological 
f~ct into an ontological essence, they bestow transcendental 
blessing on the guilt of mankind which they help to per
petuate - they betray the promise of utopia. In contrast, a 
philosophy that does not work as the handmaiden of repres
sion responds to the fact of death with the Great Refusal 
-the refusal of Orpheus the liberator. Death can become 
a token of freedom. The necessity of death does not refute 
the possibility of final h"beration. Like the other necessities, 
it can be made rational- painless. Men can die without 
anxiety if they know that what they love is protected from 
misery and oblivion. After a fulfilled life, they may take 
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it upon themselves to die - at a moment of their own 
choosing. But even the ultimate advent of freedom cannot 
redeem those who died in pain. It is .the remembrance of 
them, and the accumulated guilt of mankind against its 
victims, that darken the prospect of a civilization without 



EPILOGUE 

Critique of Neo-Freudian 
Revisionism 

Psychoanalysis has changed its function in the culture of 
our time, in accordance with fundamental social changes 
that occurred during the first half of the century. The col
lapse of the liberal era and of its promises, the spreading 
totalitarian trend and the efforts to counteract this trend, 
are reflected in the position of psychoanalysis. During the 
twenty years of its development prior to the First World 
War, psychoanalysis elaborated the concepts for the psych~ 
logical critique of the most highly praised achievement ~ 
the modem era: the individual. Freud demonstrated that 
constraint, repression, and renunciation are the stuff 
which the " free personality " is made; he recognized 
''general unhappiness" of society as the unsurpassable 
of cure and normality. Psychoanalysis was a radically 
cal theory. Later, when Central and Eastern Europe 
in revolutionary upheaval, it became clear to what 
psychoanalysis was still committed to the society 
secrets it revealed. The psychoanalytic conception of 
with its belief in the basic unchangeability of human 
ture, appeared as "reactionary"; Freudian theory seeJmfllll 
to imply that the humanitarian ideals of socialism were 
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manly unattainable. Then the revisions of psychoanalysis 
began to gain momentum. 

It might be tempting to speak of a split into a left and 
right wing. The most serious attempt to develop the criti· 
cal social theory implicit in Freud was made in Wilhelm 
Reich's earlier writings. In his Einbruch der Sexualmoral 
(1931 ), Reich oriented psychoanalysis on the relation be
tween the social and instinctual structures. He empha· 
sized the extent to which sexual repression is enforced by 
the interests of domination and exploitation, and the ex
tent to which these interests are in tum reinforced and re
produced by sexual repression. However, Reich's notion of 
sexual repression remains undifferentiated; he neglects the 
historical dynamic of the sex instincts and of their fusion 
with the destructive impulses. (Reich rejects Freud's hy· 
pothesis of the death instinct and the whole depth dimen· 
sion revealed in Freud's late meta psychology.) Conse· 
quently, sexual liberation per se becomes for Reich a 
panacea for individual and social ills. The problem of sub
limation is minimized; no essential distinction is made be· 
tween repressive and non-repressive sublimation, and prog· 
RSS in freedom appears as a mere release of sexuality. The 
aitical sociological insights contained in Reich's earlier writ· 
iags are thus arrested; a sweeping primitivism becomes prev· 
llent, foreshadowing the wild and fantastic hobbies of 
Reich's later years. 

On the" right wing,, of psychoanalysis, Carl Jung's psy· 
c:hology soon became an obscurantist pseudo-mythology.• 

' See Edward Clover, Freud or Jung? (New York: W. W. Norton, 
1950)· 
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The " center " of revisionism took shape in the cultural 
and interpersonal schools - the most popular trend of psy
choanalysis today. We shall try to show that, in these 
schools, psychoanalytic theory turns into ideology: the " per
sonality" and its creative potentialities are resurrected in the 
face of a reality which has all but eliminated the conditions 
for the personality and its fulfillment. Freud recognized 
the work of repression in the highest values of West
em civilization -which presuppose and perpetuate unfree
dam and suffering. The Nee-Freudian schools promote the 
very same values as cure against unfreedom and suffering
as the triumph over repression. This intellectual feat is 
accomplished by expurgating the instinctual dynamic and 
reducing its part in the mental life. Thus purified, the 
psyche can again be redeemed by idealistic ethics and reli
gion; and the psychoanalytic theory of the mental apparatus 
can be rewritten as a philosophy of the soul. In doing so, 
the revisionists have discarded those of Freud's psychologi
cal tools that are incompatible with the anachronistic re
vival of philosophical idealism - the very tools with 
Freud uncovered the explosive instinctual cznd social roots 
the personality. Moreover, secondary factors and .~.~ .... •uu • ..

ships (of the mature person and its cultural en'riro1amcmt) 
are given the dignity of primary processes -a switch 
orientation designed to emphasize the influence of the 
cia1 reality on the formation of the personality. 
we believe that the exact opposite happens - that the 
pact of society on the psyche is weakened. Whereas 
focusing on the vicissitudes of the primary instincts, 
ered society in the most concealed layer of the genus 
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individual man, the revisionists, aiming at the reified, ready
made form rather than at the origin of the societal institu
tions and relations, fail to comprehend what these institu
tions and relations have done to the personality that they 
are supposed to fulfill. Confronted with the revisionist 
schools, Freud's theory now assumes a new significance: it 
JeVeals more than ever before the depth of its criticism, and 
-perhaps for the first time -those of its elements that 
banscend the prevailing order and link the theory of repres
sion with that of its abolition. 

The strengthening of this link was the initial impulse be
Wnd the revisionism of the cultural school. Erich Fromm's 
early articles attempt to free Freud's theory from its identifi
cation with present-day society; to sharpen tlie psychoana
J,tic notions that reveal the connection between instinctual 

economic structure; and at the same time to indicate 
possibility of progress beyond the " patricentric-acquisi
, culture. Fromm stresses the sociological substance 

Freud's theory: psychoanalysis underStands the socio
,__,,,uv.•v~·· ...... phenomena as 

•• processes of active and passive adjustment of the instinctual 
-..1rntn~ to the socio-economic situation. The instinctual appara

itself is - in certain of its foundations - a biological datum, 
to a high degree modifiable; the economic conditions are the 

modifying factors.• 

the societal organization of the human existence 
basic libidinal wants and needs; highly plastic and pli

they are shaped and utilized to " cement " the given 
Thus, in what Fromm calls the "patricentric

•., Ueber Methode und Aufgabe einer analytischen Sozialpsychologie," 
aZ.itlcllrift fUr Scnialforrchung. I (1932), 39-40. 
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acquisitive " society (which, in this study, is defined in 
terms of the rule of the performance principle), the libidi
nal impulses and their satisfaction (and deflection) are co
ordinated with the interests of domination and thereby be
come a stabilizing force which binds the majority to the 
ruling minority. Anxiety, love, confidence, even the will to 
freedom and solidarity with the group to which one be
longs 1 - all come to serve the economically structured re
lationships of domination and subordination. By the same 
token, however, fundamental changes in the social structure 
will entail corresponding changes in the instinctual struc
ture. With the historical obsolescence of an established so
ciety, with the growth of its inner antagonisms, the tradi
tional mental ties are loosening: 

Libidinal forces become free for new . forms of uhlization ana 
thus change their social function. Now they no longer 
to the preservation of society but lead to the building of new social 
formations; they cease, as it were, to be cement and instead become 
dynamite.• 

Fromm followed up this conception in his article 
" The Socio-psychological Significance of the Theory 
Matriarchy." 1 Freud's own insights into the 
character of the modifications of the impulses vitiate 
equation of the r.::ality principle with the norms of ..... ~.,.,,.. .. __ 
me-acquisitive culture. Fromm emphasizes that the 
of a matricentric culture- regardless of its an1tnriOP<>lo~~CII 
merit - envisions a reality principle geared not to the 
est of domination, but to gratified libidinal relations 

I Ibid., PP· S•· 47· 
6 Ibid., J?· 53· 
1 lu Zatlchrift filr Scni41/or1Chun& Vol. Ill (1934). 
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men. The instinctual structure demands rather than pre
cludes the rise of a free civilization on the basis of the 
achievements of patricentric culture, but through the trans
formation of its institutions: 

•. Sexuality ?ffer~ one of the most elemental and strongest possibil
ities of gratification and happiness. If these possibilities were al
lowed within the lim.its set by the need for the productive develop
ment of the personality rather than by the need for the domination 
of th~ masses, the fulfillme?t of this one fundamental possibility of 
llappmess would of necessity lead to an increase in the claim for 
ptification and happiness in other spheres of the human existence. 
~e fulfillment of this claim requires the availability of the mate
Dal means for its satisfaction and must therefore entail the explo
lion of the prevailing social order. • 

The social content of Freudian theory becomes manifest: 
sharpening the psychoanalytical concepts means sharpen
mg their critical function, their opposition to the prevail
mg form of society. And this critical sociological function 
el :psychoanalysis derives from the fundamental role of sex
.tity as a "productive force"; the libidinal claims propel 
pogress toward freedom and universal gratification of hu

needs beyond the patricentric-acquisitive stage. Con
, the weakening of the psychoanalytic conception, 

especially of the theory of sexuality, must lead to a 
~-•-- -- · of the sociological critique and to a reduction of 

social substance of psychoanalysis. Contrary to ap
~:aranc:e. this is what has happened in the cultural schools. 
m,doxicaJlv (but only apparently paradoxically), such de-
IIIOoment was the consequence of the improvements in 

Fromm has devoted an admirable paper to " The 
Conditions of Psychoanalytic Therapy," in which be 

• Ibid., p. 215. 
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shows that the psychoanalytic situation (between analyst 
and patient) is a specific expression of liberalist toleration 
and as such dependent on the existence of such toleration 
in the society. But behind the tolerant attitude of the 
"neutral" analyst is concealed'' respect for the social taboos 
of the bourgeoisie."' Fromm traces the effectiveness of 
these taboos at the very core of Freudian theory, in Freud's 
position toward sexual morality. With this attitude, 
Fromm contrasts another conception of therapy, first per
haps formulated by Ferenczi, according to which the analyst 
rejects patricentric-authoritarian taboos and enters into a 
positive rather than neutral relation with the patient The 
new conception is characterized chiefly by an " uncondi
tional affirmation of the patient's claim for happiness " and 
the "liberation of morality from its tabooistic features."' 

However, with these demands, psychoanalysis faces a 
fate£~ dilemma. The " claim for happiness," if truly 
affinned, aggravates the conflict with a society which allows 
only controlled happiness, and the exposure of the moral 
taboos extends this conflict to an attack on the vital protec
tive layers of society. This may still be _practicable in a so
cial environment where toleration is a constitutive element 
of personal, economic, and political relationships; but it 
must endanger the very idea of " cure " and even the very 
existence of psychoanalysis when society can no longer 
afford such toleration. The affirmative attitude toward the 
claim for happiness then becomes practicable only if hap
piness and the " productive development of the personality • 

' Ztitlchrift filr Scnialforschung. IV (1935), 374-375· 
1 Ibid., P· 395· 
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are redefined so that they become compatible with the 
prevailing values, that is to say, if they are internalized and 
idealized. And this redefinition must in tum entail a weak
ening of the explosive content of psychoanalytic theory as 
well as of its explosive social criticism. If this is indeed (as 
I think) the course that revisionism has taken, then it is 
because of the objective social dynamic of the period: in a 
repressive society, individual happiness and productive de
velopment are in contradiction to society; if they are defined 
IS values to be realized within this society, they become 
themselves repreSsive. 

The subsequent discussion is concerned only with the 
later stages of Neo-Freudian psychology, where the regres
live features of the movement appear as predominant. The 
ttiscussion has no other purpose than to throw into relief, 
J.y contrast, the critical implications of psychoanalytic the
_, emphasized in this study; the therapeutic merits ·of the 
:JeVJisiOlDist schools are entirely outside the scope of this dis

This limitation is enforced not only by my own 
of competence but also by a discrepancy between the
and therapy inherent in psychoanalysis itself. Freud 
fully aware of this discrepancy, which may be formu

(much oversimplified) as follows: while psychoanaly-
theory recognizes that the sickness of the individual is 

caused and sustained by the sickness of his civili
psychoanalytic therapy aims at curing the individual 

that he can continue to function as part of a sick civiliza
without surrendering to it altogether. The acceptance 

the reality principle, with which psychoanalytic therapy 
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ends, means the individual's acceptance of the civilized regi· 
mentation of his instinctual needs, especially sexuality. In 
Freud's theory, civilization appears as established in contra· 
diction to the primary instincts and to the pleasure prin· 
ciple. But the latter survives in the id, and the civilized 
ego must permanently fight its own timeless past and for
bidden future. Theoretically, the difference betw~en men
tal health and neurosis lies only in the degree and effective
ness of resignation: mental health is successful, efficient 
resignation -normally so efficient that it shows forth as 
moderately happy satisfaction. Normality is a precarious 
condition. cc Neurosis and psychosis are both of them an 
expression of the rebellion of the id against the outer 
world, of its ' pain,' unwillingness to adapt itself to neces
sity- to ananke, or, if one prefers, of its incapacity to do 
so." • This rebellion, although originating in the instino
tual " nature" of man, is a disease that bas to be cured
not only because it is struggling against a hopelessly superic. 
power, but because it is struggling against" necessity." Re
pression and unhappiness must be if civilization is to pte
vail. The " goal " of the pleasure principle - namely, to 
happy- cc is not attainable," 10 although the effort to 
it shall not and cannot be abandoned. In the long run, 
question is only how much resignation the individual 
bear without breaking up. In this sense, therapy is 
course in resignation: a great deal will be gained if we 
ceed in " transforming your hysterical misery into 

t " The Loss of Reality in Neurosis and Psychosis," in 
Pdf'm (London: Hogarth Press, 1950), II, '-79· 

10 CiYilization tmd Itl Discontintl (London: Hogarth Press, 
p. 39· 
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day unhappiness," which is the usual lot of mankind. n This 
aim certainly does not (or should not) imply that the pa· 
tient becomes capable of adjusting completely to an en
vironment repressive of his mature aspirations and abilities. 
Still, the analyst, as a physician, must accept the social 
framework of facts in which the patient has to live and 
which he cannot alter.11 This irreducible core of conform
ity is further strengthened by Freud's conviction that the 
repressive basis of civilization cannot be changed anyway 
- not even on the supra-individual, societal scale. Con
sequently, the critical insights of psychoanalysis gain their 
full force only in the field of theory, and perhaps particu
larly where theory is farthest removed from therapy - in 
Freud's" metapsychology." 

The revisionist schools obliterated this discrepancy be
tween theory and therapy by assimilating the former to the 
latter. This assimilation took place in two ways. First, the 
most speculative and cc metaphysical " concepts not subject 
to any clinical verification (such as the death instinct, the 
hypothesis of the primal horde, the killing of the primal 
father and its consequences) were minimized or discarded 
altogether. Moreover, in this process some of Freud's most 
decisive concepts (the relation between id and ego, the 
function of the unconscious, the scope and significance of 
auality) were redefined in such a way that their explosive 
tCIOJmo'tations were all but eliminated. The depth dimen-

u Breuer and Freud, Studies in Hysteria (New York: Nervous and 
Disease Monograph No. 61, 1936), p. '-3'-· See also A General 

~tduction to Psychoanalysis (New Yoxk: Garden City Publishing Co., 
PP· 397-398. 

New Introductory Lecturu (New York: W. W. Norton, 1933), 
ao6. 
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sion of the conflict between the individual and his society, 
between the instinctual structure and the realm of con· 
sciousness, was flattened out Psychoanalysis was reoriented 
on the traditional consciousness psychology of pre· Freudian 
texture. The right to such reorientations in the interest of 
successful therapy and practice is not questioned here; but 
the revisionists have converted the weakening of Freudian 
theory into a new theory, and the significance of this theory 
alone will be discussed presently. The discussion will neg
lect the differences among the various revisionist groups 
and concentrate on the theoretical attitude common to all 
of them. It is distilled from the representative works of 
Erich Fromm, Karen Homey, and Harry Stack Sullivan. 
Clara Thompson 11 is taken as a representative historian of 

the revisionists. 

The chief objections of the revisionists to Freud may be 
summed up as follows: Freud grossly underrated the ex· 
tent to which the individual and his neurosis are determined 
by conflicts with his environment Freud's "biological 
orientation " led him to concentrate on the phylogenetic 
and ontogenetic past of the individual: he considered the 
character as essentially fixed with the fifth or sixth year (if 
not earlier), and he interpreted the fate of the individual 
in terms of primary instincts and their vicissitudes, esl» 
cially sexuality. In contrast, the revisionists shift the em· 
phasis " from the past to the present," 16 from the biologi
cal to the cultural level, from the " constitution " of the 

n Psychoanalysis: Evolution and Development (New York: Her;mitap 
House, 1951). 

1• Thompson, Psychoanalysis, pp. 1 S• 182. 
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individual to his environment.111 "One can understand the 
biological development better if one discards the concept 
of libido altogether" and instead interprets the different 
stages " in terms of growth and of human relations." :~:e 
Then the subject of psychoanalysis becomes the " total per· 
sonality" in its "relatedness to the world"; and the "con· 
structive aspects of the individual," his " productive and 
positive potentialities," receive the attention they deserve. 
Freud was cold, hard, destructive, and pessimistic. He did 
110t see that sickness, treatment, and cure are a matter of 
• interpersonal relationships" in which total personalities 
are engaged on both sides. Freud's conception was pre. 
tlominantly relativistic: he assumed that psychology can 
• help us to understand the motivation of value judgments 

cannot help in establishing the validity of the value 
themselves." 11 Consequently, his psychology 

no ethics or only his personal ethics. Moreover, 
saw society as " static " and thought that society de· 

lleloped as a "mechanism for controlling man's instincts," 
111e1reas the revisionists know " from the study of compara· 

cultures " that " man is not biologically endowed with 
fixed animal drives and that the only function of 

is to control these." They insist that society " is 
a static set of laws instituted in the past at the time of 
murder of the primal father, but is rather a growing, 

~~'>ulh, developing network of interpersonal experiences 
behavior." To this, the following insights are added: 

Ibid., pp. 9· 13, 26-27, 155. 
Ibid., p. 42. 
Erich Fromm, Man for Himself (New York and Toronto: Rinehart, 

P· 34· 
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One cannot become a human being except through cultural 
experience. Society creates new needs in people. Some of the new 
needs lead in a constructive direction and stimulate further develop
ment. Of such a nature are the ideas of justice, equality and coop
eration. Some of the new needs lead in a destructive direction 
and are not good for man. Wholesale competitiveness and the 
ruthless exploitation of the helpless are examples of destructive 
products of culture. When the destructive elements predominate, 
we have a situation which fosters war.u 

This passage may serve as a starting point to show the dt> 
cline of theory in the revisionist schools. There is first the 
laboring of the obvious, of everyday wisdom. Then there 
is the adduction of sociological aspects. In Freud they are 
included in and developed by the basic concepts themselves; 
here they appear as incomprehended, external factors. 
There is furthermore the distinction between good and bad, 
constructive and destructive (according to Fromm: pro due> 
tive and unproductive, positive and negative), which is not 
derived from any theoretical principle but simply takea 
from the prevalent ideology. For this reason, the distine> 
tion is merely eclectic, extraneous to theory, and 
tamount to the conformist slogan " Accentuate the 
tive." Freud was right; life is bad, repressive, nP<~rn·•f'Tt• 

-but it isn't so bad, repressive, destructive. There are 
the constructive, productive aspects. Society is not 
this, but also that; man is not only against himself but 
for himself. 

These distinctions are meaningless and - as we shall 
to show even wrong unless the task (which Freud 
upon himself) is fulfilled: to demonstrate how, under 
impact of civilization, the two " aspects " are i"1 IteJrrelatai 

u Thompson, Psychoanalysil, p. 14J· 
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in the instinctual dynamic itself, and how the one inevita
bly turns into the other by virtue of this dynamic. Short 
of such demonstration, the revisionist " improvement " of 
Freud's "one-sidedness" constitutes a blank discarding of 
his fundamental theoretical conception. However, the 
term eclecticism does not adequately express the substance 
of the revisionist philosophy. Its consequences for psycho
analytic theory are much graver: the revisionist "supple
mentation " of Freudian theory, especially the adduction of 
cultural and environmental factors, consecrates a false pic
ture of civilization and particularly of present-day society. 
In minimizing the extent and the depth of the conflict, the 
revisionists proclaim a false but easy solution. We shall 
give here only a brief illustration. 

One of the most cherished demands of the revisionists is 
that the " total personality " of the individual- rather than 
his early childhood, or his biological structure, or his psycho
somatic condition -must be made the subject of psycho
analysis: 

The infinite diversity of personalities is in itself characteristic 
If human existence. By personality I understand the totality of 
ilberited and acquired psychic qualities which are characteristic of 
eoe individual and which make the individual unique.111 

I think it is clear that Freud's conception of counter-transference 
fl to ~e distinguished from the present-day conception of analysis 
• ~ mterpersonal process. In the interpersonal situation, the ana

IS seen as relating to his patient not only with his distorted 
but with his healthy personality also. That is, the analytic 

•lib~ati<>n is essentially a human relationship.2o 

n Erich Fromm, Man for Himself, p. so. 
ao Clara Thompson, Psychoanalysis, p. 108. 
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The preconception to which I am leading is this: personality 
tends toward the state that we call mental health or interpersonal 
adjustive success, handicaps by way of acculturation notwithstand· 
ing. The basic direction of the organism is forward.21 

Again, the obvious ("diversity of personalities"; analysis as 
an "interpersonal process"), because it is not compre
hended but merely stated and used, becomes a half-truth 
which is false since the missing half changes the content of 

the obvious fact. 
The quoted passages testify to the confusion between 

ideology and reality prevalent in the revisionist schools. It 
is true that man appears as an individual who " integrates" 
a diversity of inherited and acquired qualities into a total 
personality, and that the latter develops in relating itself to 
the world (things and people) under manifold and varying 
conditions. But this personality and its development are 
pre-formed down to the deepest instinctual structure, and 
this pre-formation, the work of accumulated civilization, 
means that the diversities and the autonomy of individual 
" growth " are secondary phenomena. How much reality 
there is behind individuality depends on the scope, fonn, 
and effectiveness of the repressive controls prevalent at the 
given stage of civilization. The autonomous personality, in 
the sense of creative" uniqueness" and fullness of its exist· 
ence, has always been the privilege of a very few. At the 
present stage, the personality tends toward a standardized 
reaction pattern established by the hierarchy of power and 
functions and by its technical, intellectual, and cultural 

apparatus. 

n Harry Stack Sullivan, Conceptions of Modern Psychiatry (Washiut
ton: William Alanson White Psychiatric Foundation, 1947), p. 48. 
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The analyst and his patient share this alienation, and 
since it does not usually manifest itself in any neurotic 
symptom but rather as the hallmark of "mental health," it 
does not appear in the revisionist consciousness. When the 
process of alienation is discussed, it is usually treated, not 
as the whole that it is, but as a negative aspect of the 
whole.22 To be sure, personality has not disappeared: it 
continues to flower and is even fostered and educated
but in such a way that the expressions of personality fit and 
sustain perfectly the socially desired pattern of behavior and 
thought. They thus tend to cancel individuality. This 
process, which has been completed in the "mass culture" 
of late industrial civilization, vitiates the concept of inter
personal relations if it is to denote more than the undeni
able fact that all relations in which the human being finds 
itself are either relations to other persons or abstractions 
&om them. If, beyond this truism, the concept implies 
more- namely, that " two or more persons come to de
fine an integrated situation " which is made up of " indi
Yiduals" 28

- then the implication is fallacious. For the 
individual situations are the derivatives and appearances of 
the general fate, and, as Freud has shown, it is the latter 
which contains the clue to the fate of the individual. The 
peral repressiveness shapes the individual and universal
izes even his most personal features. Accordingly, Freud's 
theory is consistently oriented on early infancy- the forma-

11 Compare Erich Fromm's discussion of the " marketing orientation " 
Man for Himself, pp. 67ff. ' 
11 Ernest. Beaglehole, "Interpe~sonal Theory and Social Psychology," 
A Study m Interpersonal Relatzons, ed. Patrick Mullahy (New York: 

r8crllllita,ge Press, 1950), p. 51· 
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tive period of the universal fate in the individual. The sulr 
sequent mature relations " re-create " the formative ones. 
The decisive relations are thus those which are the least 
interpersonal. In an alienated world, specimens of the 
genus ·confront each other: parent and child, male and fe
male, then master and servant, '(Joss and employee; they 
are interrelated at first in specific modes of the universal 
alienation. If and when they cease to be so and grow into 
truly personal relations, they still retain the universal re
pressiveness which they surmount as their mastered and 
comprehended negative. Then, they do not require treat
ment. 

Psychoanalysis elucidates the universal in the individual 
experience. To that extent, and only to that extent, can 
psychoanalysis break the reification in which human rela
tions are petrified. The revisionists fail to recognize (or 
fail to draw the consequences from) the actual state of 
alienation which makes the person into an exchangeable 
function and the personality into an ideology. In contrast, 
Freud's basic " biologistic " concepts reach beyond the 
ideology and its reflexes: his refusal to treat a reified society 
as a" developing network of interpersonal experiences and 
behavior" and an alienated individual as a" total personal
ity " corresponds to the reality and contains its true notion. 
If he refrains from regarding the inhuman existence as a 
passing negative aspect of forward-moving humanity, h~ is 
more humane than the good-natured, tolerant critics who 
brand his " inhuman " coldness. Freud does not readily 
believe that the " basic direction of the organism is for
ward." Even without the hypothesis of the death instinct 
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and of the conservative nature of the instincts, Sullivan's 
proposition is shallow and questionable. The "basic" di
rection of the organism appears as a quite different one in 
the persistent impulses toward relief of tension, toward ful
fillment, rest, passivity - the struggle against the progress 
of time is intrinsic not only to the Narcissistic Eros. The 
sadomasochistic tendencies can hardly be associated with a 
forward direction in mental health, unless " forward " and 
" mental health " are redefined to mean almost the opposite 
of what they are in our social order-" a social order which 
is in some ways grossly inadequate for the development of 
healthy and happy human beings." 26 Sullivan refrains 
from such a redefinition; he makes his conc-epts conform 
with conformity: 

The person who believes that he voluntarily cut loose from his 
earlier moorings and by choice accepted new dogmata, in which he 
has diligently indoctrinated himself, is quite certain to be a per· 
son who has suffered great insecurity. He is often a person whose 
self-organization is derogatory and hateful. The new movement 
has given him group support for the expression of ancient personal 
hostilities that are now directed against the group from which he 
has come. The new ideology rationalizes destructive activity to 
such effect that it seems almost, if not quite, constructive. The 
new ideology is especially palliative of conflict in its promise of a 
better world that is to rise from the debris to which the present 
order must first. be reduced. In this Utopia, he and his fellows 
will be good and kind- for them will be no more injustice, and 
10 forth. If his is one of the more radical groups, the activity of 
more remote memory in the synthesis of decisions and choice may 
be suppressed almost completely, and the activity of prospective 
zevery channelled rigidly in the dogmatic pattern. In this case, 
ucept for his dealings with his fellow radicals, the man may act as 
i he had acquired the psychopathic type of personality discussed 

" Patrick Mullahy, introduction to A Study of Interpmon4l ReLttionl, 
pgez:vii. 
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in the third lecture. He shows no durable grasp of his own reality 
or that of others, and his actions are controlled by the most im
mediate opportunism, without consideration of the probable fu. 
ture.11 

The passage illuminates the eXtent to which the inter
personal theory is fashioned by the values of the status quo. 
If a person has " cut loose from his earlier moorings " and 
" accepted new dogmata," the presumption is that he has 
"suffered great insecurity," that his "sell-organization is 
hateful and derogatory," that his new creed "rationalizes 
destructive activity " -in short, that.he is the psychopathic 
type. There is no suggestion that his insecurity is rational 
and reasonable, that not his sell-organization but the others' 
is derogatory and hateful, that the destructiveness involved 
in the new dogma might indeed be constructive in so far 
as it aims at a higher stage of realization. This psycltology 
bas no other objective standards of value than the prevail
ing ones: health, maturity, achievement are taken as they 
are defined by the given society- in spite of Sullivan's 
awareness that, in our culture, maturity is 44 often no particu
lar reflection on anything more than one's socioeconomic 
status and J:he like." 11 Deep conformity holds sway over 
this psychology, which suspects all those who " cut loose 
from their earlier moorings " and become " radicals " as 
neurotic (the description fits all of them, from Jesus to 
Lenin, from Socrates to Giordano Bruno), and which al· 
most automatically identifies the " promise of a better 
world" with " Utopia," its substance with " revery," and 

u Sullivan, Conceptiom of Modem Psychiatry, p. 96. See Hcleo 
Metrel Lynd's review in Tits Nation, January 15, 1949· 

ae Tits Interpersonal Thsory of Psychiatry (New York: W. W. NortoD, 
1953), p. ae8-
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mankind's sacred dream of justice for all with the personal 
resentment (no more injustice" for them ") of maladjusted 
types. This 44 operational " identification of mental health 
with 44 adjustive success " and progress eliminates all the 
reservabons with which Freud hedged the therapeutic ob
jective of adjustment to an inhuman society 27 and thus 
commits psychoanalysis to this society far more than Freud 
ever did. 

Behind all the differences among the historical forms of 
society, Freud saw the basic inhumanity common to all of 
them, and the repressive controls which perpetuate, in the 
instinctual structure itsell, the domination of man by man. 
By virtue of this insight Freud's 44 static concept of society" 
is closer to the truth than the dynamic sociological con
cepts supplied by the revisionists. The notion that " civili
zation and its discontent " had their roots in the biological 
constitution of man profoundly influenced his concept of 
the function and goal of therapy. The personality which 
the individual is to develop, the potentialities which he is to 
realize, the happiness which he is to attain - they are regi
mented from the very beginning, and their content can be 
clefi.ned only in terms of this regimentation. Freud destroys 
the illusions of idealistic ethics: the 44 personality" is but a 
"broken " individual who has internalized and successfully 
utilized repression and aggression. Considering what civili
zation has made of man, the difference in the development 
of personalities is chiefly that between an unproportional 
and a proportional share of that 44 everyday unhappiness" 

IT See Freud's statement in A General Introduction to PsychoanalyD6, 
IP· 332-333. 
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which is the common lot of mankind. The latter is all that 
therapy can achieve. 

Over and against such a " minimum program," Fromm 
and the other revisionists proclaim a higher goal of therapy: 
"optimal development of a person's potentialities and the 
realization of his individuality." Now it is precisely this 
goal which is essentially unattainable- not because of limi
tations in the psychoanalytic techniques but because the 
established ciVIlization itself, in its very structure, denies it 
Either one defines " personality " and " individuality " in 
terms of their possibilities within the established form of 
civilization, in which case their realization is for the vast 
majority tantamount to successful adjustment. Or one 
defines them in terms of their transcending content, includ
ing their socially denied potentialities beyond (and be
neath) their actual existence; in this case, their realization 
would imply transgression, beyond the established form of 
civilization, to radically new modes of " personality " and 
" individuality " incompatible with the prevailing ones. 
Today, this would mean " curing" the patient to become a 
rebel or (which is saying the same thing) a martyr. The 
revisionist concept vacillates between the two definitions. 
Fromm revives all the time-honored values of idealistic 
ethics as if nobody had ever demonstrated their conformist 
and repressive features. He speaks of the productive realiza
tion of the personality, of care, responsibility, and respect 
for one's fellow men, of productive love and happiness- as 
if man could actually practice all this and still remain sane 
and full of " well-being" in a society which Fromm himself 
describes as one of total alienation, dominated by the com-
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modity relations of the "market." In such a society, the 
self-realization of the "personality" can proceed only on 
the basis of a double repression: first, the" purification" of 
the pleasure principle and the internalization of happiness 
and freedom; second, their reasonable restriction until they 
become compatible with the prevailing unfreedom and un
happiness. As a result, productiveness, love, responsibility 
become "values " only in so far as they contain manageable 
resignation and are practiced within the framework of so
cially useful activities (in other words, after repressive sub
limation); and then they involve the effective denial of free 
productiveness and responsibility- the renunciation of 
happiness. 

For example, productiveness, proclaimed as the goal of 
the healthy individual under the performance principle, 
must normally (that is, outside the creative, "neurotic," 
and " eccentric " exceptions) show forth in good business, 
administration, service, with the reasonable expectation of 
recognized success. Love must be semi-sublimated and 
even inhibited libido, staying in line with the sanctioned 
conditions imposed on sexuality. This is the accepted, 
"realistic " meaning of productiveness and love. But the 
very same terms also denote the free realization of man, or 
the idea of such realization. The revisionist usage of these 
terms plays on this ambiguity, which designates both the 
unfree and the free, both the mutilated and the integral fac
ulties of man, thus vesting the established reality principle 
with the grandeur of promises that can be redeemed only 
beyond this reality principle. This ambiguity makes the 
revisionist philosophy appear to be critical where it is con-
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formist, political where it is moralistic. Often, the style 
alone betrays the attitudC?. It would be revealing to make a 
comparative analysis of the Freudian and Neo-Freudian 
styles. The latter, in the more philosophical writings, fre
quently co~es close to that of the sermon, or of the social 
worker; it is elevated and yet clear, permeated with good· 
will and tolerance and yet moved by an esprit de serieux 
which makes transcendental values into facts of everyday 
life. What has become a sham is taken as real. In con· 
trast, there is a strong undertone of irony in Freud's usage 
of "freedom," "happiness," "personality"; either these 
terms seem to have invisible quotation marks, or their nega .. 
tive content is explicitly stated. Freud refrains from calling 
repression by any other name than its own; the Neo
Freudians sometimes sublimate it into its opposite. 

But the revisionist combination of psychoanalysis with 
idealistic ethics is not simply a glorification of adjustment 
The Neo-Freudian sociological or cultural orientation pro
vides the other side of the picture - the " not only but also." 
The therapy of adjustment is rejected in the strongest 
terms; 211 the" deification" of success is denounced.u Pres
ent-day society and culture are accused of greatly impeding 
the realization of the healthy and mature person; the prin· 
ciple of " competitiveness, and the potential hostility that 
accompanies it, pervades all human relationships." 10 The 
revisionists claim that their psychoanalysis is in itself a 
critique of society: 

2a Fromm, Psychocmalysis and Religion (New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 19 50), pp. 73ff. 

u Ibid., p. 119. 
10 Karen Homey, The Neurotic Persoruzlity of Our Time (New York: 

W. W. Norton, 1937), p. 284. 
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The aim of the " cultural school " goes beyond merely enabling 
man to submit to the restrictions of his society; in so far as it is 
possible it seeks to free him from its irrational demands and make 
him more able to develop his potentialities and to assume leader· 
ship in building a more constructive society.11 

The tension between health and knowledge, normality and 
freedom, which animated Freud's entire work, here disap
pears; a qualifying "in so far as it is possible" is the only 
trace left of the explosive contradiction in the aim. " Lead· 
ership in building a more constructive society " is to be 
combined with normal functioning in the established so
ciety. 

This philosophy is achieved by directing the criticism 
against surface phenomena, while accepting the basic prem· 
ises of the criticized society. Fromm devotes a large part 
of his writing to the critique of the " market economy '' 
and its ideology, which place strong barriers in the way of 
productive development.82 But here the matters rests. The 
critical insights do not lead to a transvaluation of the values 
of productiveness and the "higher self"- which are ex· 
actly the values of the criticized culture. The character of 
the revisionist philosophy shows forth in the assimilation 
of the positive and the negative, the promise and its betrayal. 
The affirmation absorbs the critique. The reader may be 
left with the conviction that the " higher values " can and 
should be practiced within the very conditions which be
bay them; and they can be practiced because the revisionist 
philosopher accepts them in their adjusted and idealized 
form -on the terms of the established reality principle. 

11 Clara Thompson, Psychocmalysis,_ J!: 152. 
u Fromm, Man for Himself, especially pp. 67ff, 1.2.7-1.2.8. 
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Fromm, who has demonstrated the repressive features of 
internalization as few other analysts have done, revives the 
ideology ·of internalization. The " adjusted " person is 
blamed because he has betrayed the "higher self," the 
"human values"; therefore he is haunted by" inner empti
ness and insecurity" in spite of his triumph in the " battle 
for success." Far better off is the person who has attained 
"inner strength and integrity"; though he may be less suc
cessful than his " unscrupulous neighbor," 

• • • he will have security, judgment, and objectivity which wiD 
make him much less vulnerable to changing fortunes and opinions 
of others and will in many areas enhance his ability for construc
tive work.aa 

The style suggests the Power of Positive Thinking to which 
the revisionist critique succumbs. It is not the values that 
are spurious, but the context in which they are defined and 
proclaimed: " inner strength " has the connotation of that 
unconditional freedom which can be practiced even in 
chains and which Fromm himself once denounced in his 
analysis of the Reformation!& 

If the values of "inner strength and integrity" are sup
posed to be anything more than the character traits that the 
alienated society expects from any good citizen in his busi
ness (in which case they merely serve to sustain alienation), 
then they must pertain to a consciousness that has broken 
through the alienation as well as its values. But to such 
consciousness these values themselves become intolerable 
because it recognizes them as accessories to the enslavement 
of man. The " higher self " reigns over the domesticated 

aa Fromm, Psychoanalysis and Religion, p. 75· 
" Escape from Freedom (New York: Rinehart, 1941), pp. 7-Pf· 
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impulses and aspirations of the individual, who has sacrificed 
and renounced his " lower self " not only in so far as it is 
incompatible with civilization but in so far as it is incom
patible with repressive civilization. Such renunciation may 
indeed be an indispensable step on the road of human 
progress. However, Freud's question -whether the higher 
values of culture have not been achieved at too great a cost 
for the individual- should be taken seriously enough to 
enjoin the psychoanalytic philosopher from preaching these 
values without revealing their forbidden content, without 
showing what they have denied to the individual. What 
this omission does to psychoanalytic theory may be illus
trated by contrasting Fromm's idea of love with Freud's. 
Fromm writes: 

Genuine love is rooted in productiveness and may properly be 
called, therefore, "productive love." Its essence is the same 
whether it is the mother's love for the child, our love for man, or 
the erotic love between two individuals • • • certain basic ele
ments may be said to be characteristic of all forms of productive 
love. These are care, responsibility, respect, and knowledge.•• 

Compare with this ideological formulation Freud's analysis 
of the instinctual ground and underground of love, of the 
long and painful process in which sexuality with all its 
polymorphous perversity is tamed and inhibited until it 
ultimately becomes susceptible to fusion with tenderness 
and affection - a fusion which remains precarious and never 
quite overcomes its destructive elements. Compare with 
Fromm's sermon on love Freud's almost incidental remarks 
in "The Most Prevalent Form of Degradation in Erotic 
Life": 

u Man for Himself, p. 98. 
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• • • we shaD not be able to deny that the behavior in love of 
the men of present-day civilization bears in general the character 
of the psychically impotent type. In only very few people of cul
~e are the two strains of tenderness and sensuality duly fused 
mto one: the man almost always feels his sexual activity hampered 
by his respect for the woman and only develops full sexual potency 
when he finds himself in the presence of a lower type of sexual 
object ••• •• 

According to Freud, love, in our culture, can and must be 
practiced as "aim-inhibited sexuality," with all the taboos 
and constraints placed upon it by a monogamic-patriarchal 
society. Beyond its legitimate manifestations, love is destruc
tive and by no means conducive to productiveness and con
structive work. Love, taken seriously, is outlawed: " There 
is no longer any place in present-day civilized life for a 
simple natural love between two human beings." 11 But 
to the revisionists, productiveness, love, happiness, and 
health merge in grand harmony; civilization has not caused 
any conflicts between them which the mature person could 
not solve without serious damage. 

Once the human aspirations and their fulfillment are in
ternalized and sublimated to the "higher self," the social 
issues become prirnanly spiritual issues, and their solution 
becomes a moral task. The sociological concreteness of 
the revisionists reveals itself as sudace: the decisive struggles 
are fought out in the" soul" of man. Present-day authori
tarianism and the " deification of the machine and of suc
cess" threaten the" most precious spiritual possessions" of. 
man. •• The revisionist minimization of the biological 

as Collected PafXm, IV, :no. 
" Civilization and Its Discontents, p. 77 note. 
II Fromm, Psychoanalysis and &ligion, p. 119. 
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sphere, and especially of the role of sexuality, shifts the 
emphasis not only from the unconscious to consciousness, 
from the id to the ego, but also from the presublimated to 
the sublimated expressions of the human existence. As the 
repression of instinctual gratification recedes into the back
ground and loses its decisive importance for the realization 
of man, the depth of societal repression is reduced. Con
sequently, the revisionist emphasis on the influence of 
" social conditions " in the development of the neurotic 
personality is sociologically and psychologically far more· 
inconsequential than Freud's "neglect" of these condi
tions. The revisionist mutilation of the instinct theory 
leads to the traditional devaluation of the sphere of ma
terial needs in favor of spiritual needs. Society's part in 
the regimentation of man is thus played down; and in spite 
of the outspoken critique of some social institutions, the 
revisionist sociology accepts the foundation on which these 
institutions rest. 

Neurosis, too, appears as an essentially moral problem, 
and the individual is held responsible for the failure of his 
self-realization. Society, to be sure, receives a share of the 
blame, but, in the long run, it is man himself who is at 
fault: 

Looking at his creation, he can say, truly, it is good. But looking 
at himself what can he say? • • • While we have created wonder
ful things we have failed to make of ourselves beings for whom 
this tremendous effort would seem worthwhile. Ours is a life not 
of brotherliness, happiness, contentment but of spiritual chaos and 
bewilderment.•e 

ae Fromm, Psychoanalysis and &ligion, p. 1. 



266 EROS AND CIVILIZATION 

The disharmony between society and the individual is 
stated and left alone. Whatever society may do to the 
individual, it prevents neither him nor the analyst from 
concentrating on the" total personality" and its productive 
development. According to Homey, society creates certain 
typical difficulties which, " accumulated, may lead to the 
formation of neuroses." 40 According to Fromm, the nega
tive impact of society upon the individual is more serious, 
but this is only a challenge to practice productive love and 
productive thinking. The decision rests with man's" ability 
to take himself, his life and happiness seriously; on his will
ingness to face his and his society's moral problem. It rests 
upon his courage to be himself and to be for himself." 41 In 
a period of totalitarianism, when the individual has so en
tirely become the subject-object of manipulation that, for 
the " healthy and normal " person, even the idea of a dis
tinction between being " for himself " and " for others " has 
become meaningless, in a period when the omnipotent ap
paratus punishes real non-conformity with ridicule and de
feat- in such a situation the Nee-Freudian philosopher 
tells the individual to be himself and for himself. To the 
revisionist, the brute fact of societal repression has trans
formed itself into a "moral problem "-as it has done in 
the conformist philosophy of all ages. And as the clinical 
fact of neurosis becomes, "in the last analysis, a symptom 
of moral failure,'' 42 the" psychoanalytic cure of the soul" 
becomes education in the attainment of a " religious " at

titude.'• 
40 The Neurotic Persorudity, p. :z.84. 
' 1 Man for Himself, p. 2.50. 
42 Man for Himself, page viii. 
'a Psychoanalysis and Religion, p. 76. 
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The escape from psychoanalysis to internalized ethics and 
r~ligion is the consequence of this revision of psychoanaly
tic theory. If the " wound " in the human existence is not 
operative in the biological constitution of man, and if it is 
not caused and sustained by the very structure of civiliza
tion, ~en the depth dimension is removed from psycho
analysis, and the (ontogenetic and phylogenetic) conflict 
between pre-individual and supra-individual forces appears 
as a problem of the rational or irrational, the moral or im
moral behavior of conscious individuals. The substance of 
psychoanalytic theory lies not simply in the discovery of the 
~ole. of the unconscious but in the description of its specific 
mstmctual dynamic, of the vicissitudes of the two basic 
instincts. Only the history of these vicissitudes reveals the 
full depth of the oppression which civilization imposes upon 
man. If sexuality does not play the constitutional role 
which Freud attributed to it, then there is no fundamental 
conflict between the pleasure principle and the reality prin
ciple; man's instinctual nature is "purified" and qualified 
to attain, without mutilation, socially useful and recognized 
happiness. It was precisely because he saw in sexuality the 
representative of the integral pleasure principle that Freud· 
was able to discover the common roots of the " general " 
as well as neurotic unhappiness in a depth far below all in· 
dividual experience, and to recognize a primary " constitu
tional " repression underlying all consciously experienced 
an~ administered repression. He took this discovery very 
senously- much too seriously to identify happiness with 
its efficient sublimation in productive love and other pro
ductive activities. Therefore he considered a civilization 
oriented on the realization of happiness as a catastrophe, as 
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the end of all civilization. For Freud, an enormous gulf 
separated real freedom and happiness from the pseudo free
dom and happiness that are practiced and preached in a re
pressive civilization. The revisionists see no such difficulty. 
Since they have spiritualized freedom and happiness, they 
can say that" the problem of production has been virtually 

solved":" 

Never before has man come so close to the fulfillment of his most 
cherished hopes as today. Our scientific discoveries and technical 
achievements enable us to visualize the day when the table will be 
set for all who want to eat ••. ' 5 

These statements are true - but only in the light of their 
contradiction: . precisely because man has never come so 
close to the fulfillment of his hopes, he has never been so 
strictly restrained from fulfilling them; precisely because we 
can visualize. the universal satisfaction of individual needs, 
the strongest obstacles are placed in the way of such satis
faction. Only if the sociological analysis elucidates this 
connection does it go beyond Freud; otherwise it is merely 
an inconsequential adornment, purchased at the expense of 
mutilating Freud's theory of instincts. 

Freud had established a substantive link between human 
freedom and happiness on the one hand and sexuality on 
the other: the latter provided the primary source for the 
former and at the same time the ground for their necessary 
restriction in civilization. The revisionist solution of the 
conflict through the spiritualization of freedom and hap
piness demanded the weakening of this link. Therapeutic 
findings may have motivated the theoretical reduction in 

" Fromm, Man for Himself, p. 140. 
" Fromm, Psychoa714lysi8 and Relif)Wn, p. 1. 
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the role of sexuality; but such a reduction was in any case 
indispensable for the revisionist philosophy. 

Sexual problems, although they may sometimes prevail in the 
symptomatic picture, are no longer considered to be in the dynamic 
center of neuroses. Sexual difficulties are the effect rather than 
the cause of the neurotic character structure. Moral problems on 
the other hand gain in importance." 

This conception does far more than minimize the role of 
the libido; it reverses the inner direction of Freudian theory. 
Nowhere does this become clearer than in Fromm's reinter
pretation of the Oedipus complex, which tries to " translate 
it from the sphere of sex into that of interpersonal rela
tions."" The gist of this" translation" is that the essence 
of the incest wish is not " sexual craving " but the desire to 
remain protected, secure - a child. " The foetus lives with 
and from the mother, and the act of birth is only one step 
in the direction of freedom and independence." True -
but the freedom and independence to be gained are (if at 
all) afflicted with want, resignation, and pain; and the act 
of birth is the first and most terrifying step in the direction 
away from satisfaction and security. Fromm's ideological 
interpretation of the Oedipus complex implies acceptance 
of the unhappiness of freedom, of its separation from satis
faction; Freud's theory implies that the Oedipus wish is the 
eternal infantile protest against this separation- protest 
not against freedom but against painful, repressive freedom. 
Conversely, the Oedipus wish is the eternal infantile desire 

.a Homey, New Wayr in Psychoanalysir (New York: W. W. Norton, 
1939), p. 10. 

67 Psychoanalysir and Religion, pp. 79ff. See also Fromm's more 
10phisticated interpretation in TM Forgotten Language (New Yolk: Rino
lllrt, 1951), PP· 231-235· 



EROS AND CIVILIZATION 

for the archetype of freedom: freedom from want. And 
since the (unrepressed) sex instinct is the biological carrier 
of this archetype of freedom, the Oedipus wish is essentially 
"sexual craving." Its natural object is, not simply the 
mother qua mother, but the mother qua woman- female 
principle of gratification. Here the Eros of receptivity, rest, 
painless and integral satisfaction is nearest to the death in
stinct (return to the worn b), the pleasure principle nearest 
to the Nirvana principle. Eros here fights its first battle 
against everything the reality principle stands for: against 
the father, against domination, sublimation, resignation. 
Gradually then, freedom and fulfillment are being associated 
with these paternal principles; freedom from want is sacri
ficed to moral and spiritual independence. It is first the 
" sexual craving" for the mother-woman that threatens 
the psychical basis of civilization; it is the " sexual craving" 
that makes the Oedipus conflict the prototype of the in
stinctual conflicts between the individual and his society. 
If the Oedipus wish were in essence nothing more than the 
wish for protection and security('' escape from freedom"), 
if the child desired only impermissible security and not im
permissible pleasure, then the Oedipus complex would in
deed present an essentially educational problem. As such, 
it can be treated without exposing the instinctual danger 
zones of society. 

The same beneficial result is obtained by the rejection of 
the death instinct. Freud's hypothesis of the death instinct 
and its role in civilized aggression shed light on one of the 
neglected enigmas of civilization; it revealed the hidden un
conscious tie which binds the oppressed to their oppressors. 
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the soldiers to their generals, the individuals to their mas
ters. The wholesale destruction marking the progress of 
civilization within the framework of domination has been 
perpetuated, in the face of its possible abolition, by the 
instinctual agreement with their executioners on the part of 
the human instruments and victims. Freud wrote, during 
the First World War: 

Think of the colossal brutality, cruelty and mendacity which is 
now aiiowed to spread itself over the civilized world. Do you really 
believe that a handful of unprincipled placehunters and corrupters 
of men would have succeeded in letting loose ali this latent evil, 
if the millions of their followers were not also guilty? •a 
But the impulses which this hypothesis assumes are incom
patible with the moralistic philosophy of progress espoused 
by the revisionists. Karen Homey states succinctly the 
revisionist position: 

Freud's assumption [of a Death Instinct] implies that the ulti
mate motivation for hostility or destructiveness lies in the impulse 
to destroy. Thus he turns into its opposite our belief that we de
stroy in order to live: we live in order to destroy.'9 

This rendering of Freud's conception is incorrect. He did 
not assume that we live in order to destroy; the destruction 
instinct operates either against the life instincts or in their 
service; moreover, the objective of the death instinct is not 
destruction per se but the elimination of the need for 
destruction. According to Homey, we wish to destroy be
cause we " are or feel endangered, humiliated, abused," be
cause we want to defend "our s2fety or our happiness or 
what appears to us as such." No psychoanalytic theory 

•a A General Introduction to Psychoanalysis, pp. 13o-131. 
" New Ways in Psychoanalysis, pp. 13o-131. 
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was necessary to arrive at these conclusions, with which in· 
dividual and national aggression has been justified since 
times immemorial. Either our safety is really threatened, 
in which case our wish to destroy is a sensible and rational 
reaction; or we only" feel" it is threatened, in which case 
the individual and supra-individual reasons for this feeling 
have to be explored. 

The revisionist rejection of the death instinct is accom
panied by an argument that indeed seems to point up the 
" reactionary "implications of Freudian theory as contrasted 
with the progressive sociological orientation of the revision
ists. Freud's assumption of a death instinct 

• • • paralyzes any effort to search in the specific cultural concJi.. 
tions for reasons which make for destructiveness. It must also 
paralyze efforts to change anything in these conditions. If man 
is inherently destructive and consequently unhappy, why strive for 
a better future? GO 

The revisionist argument minimizes the degree to which, 
in Freudian theory, impulses are modifiable, subject to the 
"vicissitudes " of history. The death instinct and its de
rivatives are no exception. We have suggested that the 
energy of the death instinct does not necessarily " paralyze " 
the efforts to obtain a "better future"; on the contrary, 
such efforts are paralyzed by the systematic constraints which 
civilization places on the life instincts, and. by their con
sequent inability to " bind " aggression effectively. The 
realization of a " better future " involves far more than the 
elimination of the bad features of the " market," of the 
" ruthlessness " of competition, and so on; it involves a 
fundamental change in the instinctual as well as cultural 

GO New Ways in Psychoanalysis, p. 132. 
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structure. The striving for a better future is " paralyzed " 
not by Freud's awareness of these implications but by the 
revisionist "spiritualization" of them, which conceals the 
gap that separates the present from the future. Freud did 
not believe in prospective social changes that would alter 
human nature sufficiently to free man from external and in
ternal oppression; however, his " fatalism " was not without 
qualification. 

The mutilation of the instinct theory completes the 
reversal of Freudian theory. The inner direction of the lat
ter was (in apparent contrast to the " therapeutic program " 
from id to ego) that from consciousness to the uncon
scious, from personality to childhood, from the individual to 
the generic processes. Theory moved from the sudace 
to the depth, from the " finished " and conditioned person 
to its sources and resources. This movement was essential 
for Freud's critique of civilization: only by means of the 
"regression" behind the mystifying forms of the mature 
individual and his private and public existence did he dis
cover their basic negativity in the foundations on which 
they rest. Moreover, only by pushing his critical regression 
back to the deepest biological layer could Freud elucidate 
the explosive content of the mystifying forms and, at the 
same time, the full scope of civilized repression. Identify
ing the energy of the life instincts as libido meant defining 
their gratification in contradiction to spiritual transcenden
talism: Freud's notion of happiness and freedo~ is em
inently critical in so far as it is materialistic- protesting 
against the spiritualization of want. 

The Neo-Freudians reverse this inner direction of Freud's 
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theory, shifting the emphasis from the organism to the 
personality, from the material foundations to the ideal 
values. Their various revisions are logically consistent: one 
entails the next. The whole may be summed up as follows: 
The " cultural orientation " encounters the societal institu
tions and relationships as finished products, in the form of 
objective entities -given rather than made facts. Their 
acceptance in this form demands the shift in psychological 
emphasis from infancy to maturity, for only at the level of 
developed consciousness does the cultural environment be
come definable as determining character and personality 
over and above the biological level. Conversely, only with 
the playing down of biological factors, the mutilation of 
the instinct theory, is the personality definable in terms of 
objective cultural values divorced from the repressive ground 
which denies their realization. In order to present these 
values as freedom and fulfillment, they have to be purged 
of the material of which they are made, and the struggle 
for their realization has to be turned into a spiritual and 
moral struggle. The revisionists do not insist, as Freud did, 
on the enduring truth value of the instinctual needs which 
must be "broken " so that the human being can function 
in interpersonal relations. In abandoning this insistence, 
from which psychoanalytic theory drew all its critical in
sights, the revisionists yield to the negative features of the 
very reality principle which they so eloquently criticize. 
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