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Freud	and	the	Poetic	Sublime:	A	Catastrophe	Theory	of
Creativity[1]

By	Harold	Bloom

Jacques	 Lacan	 argues	 that	 Freud	 “derived	 his	 inspiration,	 his	ways	 of

thinking	and	his	technical	weapons”	from	imaginative	literature	rather	than

from	the	sciences.	On	such	a	view,	the	precursors	of	Freud	are	not	so	much

Charcot	 and	 Janet,	Brücke	and	Helmholtz,	Breuer	 and	Fliess,	 but	 the	 rather

more	 exalted	 company	 of	 Empedocles	 and	 Heraclitus,	 Plato	 and	 Goethe,

Shakespeare	 and	 Schopenhauer.	 Lacan	 is	 the	 foremost	 advocate	 of	 a

dialectical	 reading	 of	 Freud’s	 text,	 a	 reading	 that	 takes	 into	 account	 those

problematics	 of	 textual	 interpretation	 that	 stem	 from	 the	 philosophies	 of

Hegel,	 Nietzsche	 and	 Heidegger,	 and	 from	 developments	 in	 differential

linguistics.	 Such	 a	 reading,	 though	 it	 has	 attracted	 many	 intellectuals	 in

English-speaking	countries,	 is	 likely	to	remain	rather	alien	to	us,	because	of

the	strong	empirical	tradition	in	Anglo-American	thought.	Rather	like	Freud

himself,	 whose	 distaste	 for	 and	 ignorance	 of	 the	 United	 States	 were	 quite

invincible,	Lacan	and	his	 followers	distrust	American	pragmatism,	which	 to

them	 is	 merely	 irritability	 with	 theory.	 Attacks	 by	 French	 Freudians	 upon

American	psychoanalysis	tend	to	stress	issues	of	societal	adjustment	or	else

of	a	supposed	American	optimism	concerning	human	nature.	But	I	think	that

Lacan	is	wiser	in	his	cultural	vision	of	Freud	than	he	is	in	his	polemic	against
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ego	psychology,	interpersonal	psychoanalysis,	or	any	other	American	school.

Freud’s	power	as	 a	writer	made	 him	 the	 contemporary	 not	 so	much	 of	 his

rivals	and	disciples	as	of	the	strongest	literary	minds	of	our	century.	We	read

Freud	 not	 as	 we	 read	 Jung	 or	 Rank,	 Abraham	 or	 Ferenczi,	 but	 as	 we	 read

Proust	or	Joyce,	Valery	or	Rilke	or	Stevens.	A	writer	who	achieves	what	once

was	 called	 the	 Sublime	 will	 be	 susceptible	 to	 explication	 either	 upon	 an

empirical	or	dialectical	basis.

The	best	 brief	 account	 of	 Freud	 that	 I	 have	 read	 is	Sigmund	Freud	 by

Richard	Wollheim	(1971),	and	Wollheim	is	an	analytical	philosopher,	working

in	 the	 tradition	 of	 Hume	 and	 of	 Wittgenstein.	 The	 Freud	 who	 emerges	 in

Wollheim’s	pages	bears	very	little	resemblance	to	Lacan’s	Freud,	yet	I	would

hesitate	to	prefer	either	Wollheim’s	or	Lacan’s	Freud,	one	to	the	other.	There

is	no	“true”	or	“correct”	reading	of	Freud	because	Freud	is	so	strong	a	writer

that	he	contains	every	available	mode	of	interpretation.	In	tribute	to	Lacan,	I

add	that	Lacan	in	particular	has	uncovered	Freud	as	the	greatest	theorist	we

have	 of	 what	 I	 would	 call	 the	 necessity	 of	 misreading.	 Freud’s	 text	 both

exemplifies	 and	 explores	 certain	 limits	 of	 language,	 and	 therefore	 of

literature,	 insofar	 as	 literature	 is	 a	 linguistic	 as	 well	 as	 a	 discursive	mode.

Freud	 is	 therefore	 as	 much	 the	 concern	 of	 literary	 criticism	 as	 he	 is	 of

psychoanalysis.	His	intention	was	to	found	a	science;	instead	he	left	as	legacy

a	literary	canon	and	a	discipline	of	healing.
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It	 remains	 one	 of	 the	 sorrows	 of	 both	 psychoanalysis	 and	 literary

criticism	 that	as	modes	of	 interpretation	 they	continue	 to	be	antithetical	 to

one	 another.	 The	 classical	 essay	 on	 this	 antithesis	 is	 still	 Lionel	 Trilling’s

“Freud	and	Literature,”	first	published	back	in	1940	and	subsequently	revised

in	The	Liberal	Imagination	(1950).	Trilling	demonstrated	that	neither	Freud’s

notion	 of	 art’s	 status	 nor	 Freud’s	 use	 of	 analysis	 upon	 works-of-art	 was

acceptable	to	a	 literary	critic,	but	Trilling	nevertheless	praised	the	Freudian

psychology	as	being	truly	parallel	to	the	workings	of	poetry.	The	sentence	of

Trilling’s	eloquent	essay	 that	always	has	 lingered	 in	my	memory	 is	 the	one

that	 presents	 Freud	 as	 a	 second	 Vico,	 as	 another	 great	 rhetorician	 of	 the

psyche’s	twistings	and	turnings:

In	 the	 eighteenth	 century	 Vico	 spoke	 of	 the	 metaphorical,	 imagistic
language	of	the	early	stages	of	culture;	it	was	left	to	Freud	to	discover	how,
in	 a	 scientific	 age,	we	 still	 feel	 and	 think	 in	 figurative	 formations,	 and	 to
create,	 what	 psychoanalysis	 is,	 a	 science	 of	 tropes,	 of	 metaphor	 and	 its
variants,	synecdoche	and	metonymy.

That	 psychoanalysis	 is	 a	 science	 of	 tropes	 is	 now	 an	 accepted

commonplace	 in	France,	and	even	 in	America,	but	we	do	well	 to	remember

how	prophetic	Trilling	was,	since	the	Discours	de	Rome	of	Jacques	Lacan	dates

from	 1953.	 Current	 American	 thinkers	 in	 psychoanalysis	 like	 Marshall

Edelson	 and	 Roy	 Schafer	 describe	 psychic	 defenses	 as	 fantasies,	 not

mechanisms,	 and	 fantasies	 are	 always	 tropes,	 in	 which	 so-called	 “deep

structures,”	 like	 desires,	 become	 transformed	 into	 “surface	 structures,”	 like

symptoms.	A	fantasy	of	defense	is	thus,	in	language,	the	recursive	process	that
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traditional	 rhetoric	 named	 a	 trope	 or	 “turning,”	 or	 even	 a	 “color,”	 to	 use

another	old	name	for	it.	A	psychoanalyst,	interpreting	a	symptom,	dream,	or

verbal	slip,	and	a	literary	critic	interpreting	a	poem,	thus	share	the	burden	of

having	to	become	conceptual	rhetoricians.	But	a	common	burden	is	proving

to	 be	 no	 more	 of	 an	 authentic	 unifying	 link	 between	 psychoanalysts	 and

critics	 than	 common	 burdens	 prove	 to	 be	 among	 common	 people,	 and	 the

languages	of	psychoanalysis	and	of	criticism	continue	to	diverge	and	clash.

Partly	 this	 is	 due	 to	 a	 certain	 overconfidence	 on	 the	 part	 of	 writing

psychoanalysts	when	they	confront	a	literary	text,	as	well	as	to	a	certain	over-

deference	 to	 psychoanalysis	 on	 the	 part	 of	 various	 critics.	 Psychoanalytic

overconfidence,	 or	 courageous	 lack-of-wariness,	 is	 hardly	 untypical	 of	 the

profession,	as	any	critic	can	learn	by	conducting	a	seminar	for	any	group	of

psychoanalysts.	 Since	 we	 can	 all	 agree	 that	 the	 interpretation	 of

schizophrenia	 is	 a	 rather	 more	 desperately	 urgent	 matter	 than	 the

interpretation	of	poetry,	 I	am	in	no	way	 inclined	to	sneer	at	psychoanalysts

for	their	instinctive	privileging	of	their	own	kinds	of	interpretation.	A	critical

self-confidence,	or	what	Nietzsche	might	have	called	a	will-to-power	over	the

text-of-life,	is	a	working	necessity	for	a	psychoanalyst,	who	otherwise	would

cease	to	function.	Like	the	shaman,	the	psychoanalyst	cannot	heal	unless	he

himself	 is	 persuaded	 by	 his	 own	 rhetoric.	 But	 the	 writing	 psychoanalyst

adopts,	whether	he	knows	it	or	not,	a	very	different	stance.	As	a	writer	he	is

neither	more	nor	less	privileged	than	any	other	writer.	He	cannot	invoke	the
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trope	 of	 the	Unconscious	 as	 though	he	were	 doing	more	 (or	 less)	 than	 the

poet	 or	 critic	 does	 by	 invoking	 the	 trope	 of	 the	 Imagination,	 or	 than	 the

theologian	 does	 by	 invoking	 the	 trope	 of	 the	 Divine.	 Most	 writing

psychoanalysts	 privilege	 the	 realm	 of	 what	 Freud	 named	 as	 “the	 primary

process.”	 Since	 this	 privileging,	 or	 valorization,	 is	 at	 the	 center	 of	 any

psychoanalytic	 account	 of	 creativity,	 I	 turn	 now	 to	 examine	 “primary

process,”	which	is	Freud’s	most	vital	trope	or	fiction	in	his	theory	of	the	mind.

Freud	 formulated	 his	 distinction	 between	 the	 primary	 and	 secondary

processes	of	 the	psyche	 in	1895,	 in	his	 “Project	 for	a	Scientific	Psychology,”

best	 available	 in	 English	 since	 1964	 in	 The	 Origins	 of	 Psychoanalysis	 (ed.

Bonaparte,	A.	Freud,	and	Kris).	In	Freud’s	mapping	of	the	mind,	the	primary

process	 goes	 on	 in	 the	 system	 of	 the	 unconscious,	 while	 the	 secondary

process	characterizes	the	preconscious-conscious	system.	In	the	unconscious,

energy	 is	 conceived	 as	 moving	 easily	 and	 without	 check	 from	 one	 idea	 to

another,	 sometimes	 by	 displacement	 (dislocating)	 and	 sometimes	 by

condensation	 (compression).	 This	 hypothesized	 energy	 of	 the	 psyche	 is

supposed	 continually	 to	 reinvest	 all	 ideas	 associated	with	 the	 fulfillment	 of

unconscious	desire,	which	is	defined	as	a	kind	of	primitive	hallucination	that

totally	satisfies,	that	gives	a	complete	pleasure.	Freud	speaks	of	the	primary

process	 as	 being	 marked	 by	 a	 wandering-of-meaning,	 with	 meaning

sometimes	dislocated	onto	what	ought	 to	be	an	 insignificant	 idea	or	 image,

and	sometimes	compressed	upon	a	 single	 idea	or	 image	at	a	 crossing	point
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between	 a	 number	 of	 ideas	 or	 images.	 In	 this	 constant	 condition	 of

wandering,	 meaning	 becomes	 multiformly	 determined,	 or	 even	 over-

determined,	interestingly	explained	by	Lacan	as	being	like	a	palimpsest,	with

one	 meaning	 always	 written	 over	 another	 one.	 Dreaming	 is	 of	 course	 the

principal	Freudian	evidence	 for	the	primary	process,	but	wishing	construed

as	a	primitive	phase	of	desiring	may	be	closer	to	the	link	between	the	primary

process	and	what	could	be	called	poetic	thinking.

Wollheim	calls	the	primary	process	“a	primitive	but	perfectly	coherent

form	 of	 mental	 functioning.”	 Freud	 expounded	 a	 version	 of	 the	 primary

process	 in	 Chapter	 VII	 of	 his	 masterwork,	 The	 Interpretation	 of	 Dreams

(1900),	but	his	classic	account	of	it	is	in	the	essay	of	1911,	“Formulations	on

the	 Two	 Principles	 of	 Mental	 Functioning.”	 There	 the	 primary	 process	 is

spoken	of	as	yielding	to	the	secondary	process	when	the	person	abandons	the

pleasure	 principle	 and	 yields	 to	 the	 reality	 principle,	 a	 surrender	 that

postpones	pleasure	only	in	order	to	render	its	eventuality	more	certain.

The	 secondary	 process	 thus	 begins	with	 a	 binding	 of	 psychic	 energy,

which	subsequently	moves	in	a	more	systematic	fashion.	Investments	in	ideas

and	images	are	stabilized,	with	pleasure	deferred,	in	order	to	make	possible

trial	 runs	 of	 thought	 as	 so	 many	 path-breakings	 towards	 a	 more	 constant

pleasure.	 So	 described,	 the	 secondary	 process	 also	 has	 its	 links	 to	 the

cognitive	 workings	 of	 poetry,	 as	 to	 all	 other	 cognitions	 whatsoever.	 The
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French	 Freudians,	 followers	 of	 Lacan,	 speak	 of	 the	 primary	 and	 secondary

processes	 as	 each	 having	 different	 laws	 of	 syntax,	which	 is	 another	way	 of

describing	these	processes	as	two	kinds	of	poetry	or	figuration,	or	two	ways

of	“creativity,”	if	one	would	have	it	so.

Anthony	 Wilden	 observes	 in	 his	 System	 and	 Structure	 (1972):	 “The

concept	 of	 a	 primary	process	 or	 system	applies	 in	both	 a	 synchronic	 and	 a

diachronic	 sense	 to	 all	 systemic	 or	 structural	 theories”	 (pp.	 50-51).	 In

Freudian	theory,	the	necessity	of	postulating	a	primary	process	precludes	any

possibility	 of	 regarding	 the	 forms	 of	 that	 process	 as	 being	 other	 than

abnormal	 or	 unconscious	 phenomena.	 The	 Lacanian	 psychoanalyst	 O.

Mannoni	 concludes	 his	 study,	 Freud	 (English	 translation	 1971),	 by

emphasizing	 the	 ultimate	 gap	 between	 primary	 process	 and	 secondary

process	 as	 being	 the	 tragic,	 unalterable	 truth	 of	 the	 Freudian	 vision,	 since:

“what	 it	 reveals	profoundly	 is	 a	 kind	of	 original	 fracture	 in	 the	way	man	 is

constituted,	a	split	that	opposes	him	to	himself	(and	not	to	reality	or	society)

and	exposes	him	to	the	attacks	of	his	unconscious”	(pp.	192-93).

In	his	book	On	Art	and	the	Mind	 (1973),	Wollheim	usefully	reminds	us

that	 the	higher	reaches	of	art	“did	not	 for	Freud	connect	up	with	that	other

and	 far	broader	 route	by	which	wish	and	 impulse	assert	 themselves	 in	our

lives:	Neurosis”	(p.	218).	Wollheim	goes	on	to	say	that,	in	Freudian	terms,	we

thus	 have	 no	 reason	 to	 think	 of	 art	 as	 showing	 any	 single	 or	 unitary
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motivation.	 Freud	 first	 had	developed	 the	 trope	or	 conceptual	 image	of	 the

unconscious	 in	 order	 to	 explain	 repression,	 but	 then	 had	 equated	 the

unconscious	 with	 the	 primary	 process.	 In	 his	 final	 phase,	 Freud	 came	 to

believe	that	the	primary	process	played	a	positive	role	in	the	strengthening	of

the	 ego,	 by	way	 of	 the	 fantasies	 or	 defenses	 of	 introjection	 and	 projection.

Wollheim	hints	that	Freud,	if	he	had	lived,	might	have	investigated	the	role	of

art	through	such	figures	of	identification,	so	as	to	equate	art	“with	recovery	or

reparation	or	the	path	back	to	reality”	(p.	219).	Whether	or	not	this	surmise	is

correct,	it	is	certainly	very	suggestive.	We	can	join	Wollheim’s	surmise	to	Jack

Spector’s	careful	conclusion	in	his	The	Aesthetics	of	Freud	(1972)	that	Freud’s

contribution	to	the	study	of	art	is	principally:	“his	dramatic	view	of	the	mind

in	 which	 a	 war,	 not	 of	 good	 and	 evil,	 but	 of	 ego,	 super-ego,	 and	 id	 forces

occurs	 as	 a	 secular	 psychomachia.	 ”	 Identification,	 through	 art,	 is	 clearly	 a

crucial	weapon	in	such	a	civil	war	of	the	psyche.

Yet	it	remains	true,	as	Philip	Rieff	once	noted,	that	Freud	suggests	very

little	that	is	positive	about	creativity	as	an	intellectual	process,	and	therefore

explicit	 Freudian	 thought	 is	 necessarily	 antithetical	 to	 nearly	 any	 theory	 of

the	imagination.	To	quarry	Freud	for	theories-of-creativity,	we	need	to	study

Freud	where	he	himself	is	most	imaginative,	as	in	his	great	phase	that	beings

with	 Beyond	 the	 Pleasure	 Principle	 (1920),	 continues	 with	 the	 essay

“Negation”	 (1925),	 and	 then	with	 Inhibitions,	 Symptoms,	 Anxiety	 (1926,	 but

called	The	Problem	of	Anxiety	in	its	American	edition),	and	that	can	be	said	to
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attain	a	climax	in	the	essay	“Analysis	Terminable	and	Interminable”	(1937).

This	is	the	Freud	who	establishes	the	priority	of	anxiety	over	its	stimuli,	and

who	 both	 imagines	 the	 origins	 of	 consciousness	 as	 a	 catastrophe	 and	 then

relates	that	catastrophe	to	repetition-compulsion,	to	the	drive-towards-death,

and	to	the	defense	of	life	as	a	drive	towards	agonistic	achievement,	an	agon

directed	not	only	against	death	but	against	the	achievements	of	anteriority,	of

others,	and	even	of	one’s	own	earlier	self.

Freud,	 as	 Rieff	 also	 has	 observed,	 held	 a	 catastrophe	 theory	 of	 the

genealogy	of	drives,	but	not	of	the	drive-towards-creativity.	Nevertheless,	the

Freudian	 conceptual	 image	 of	 a	 catastrophe-creation	 of	 our	 instincts	 is

perfectly	 applicable	 to	 our	will-to-creativity,	 and	 both	Otto	 Rank	 and	more

indirectly	Sandor	Ferenczi	made	many	suggestions	 (largely	unacceptable	 to

Freud	himself)	that	can	help	us	to	see	what	might	serve	as	a	Freudian	theory

of	 the	 imagination-as-catastrophe,	 and	 of	 art	 as	 an	 achieved	 anxiety	 in	 the

agonistic	struggle	both	to	repeat	and	to	defer	the	repetition	of	the	catastrophe

of	creative	origins.

Prior	 to	 any	 pleasure,	 including	 that	 of	 creativity,	 Freud	 posits	 the

“narcissistic	 scar,”	 accurately	 described	 by	 a	 British	 Freudian	 critic,	 Ann

Wordsworth,	as	“the	infant’s	tragic	and	inevitable	first	failure	in	sexual	love.”

Parallel	to	this	notion	of	the	narcissistic	scar	is	Freud’s	speculative	discovery

that	 there	 are	 early	 dreams	 whose	 purpose	 is	 not	 hallucinatory	 wish-
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fulfillment.	 Rather	 they	 are	 attempts	 to	master	 a	 stimulus	 retroactively	 by

first	 developing	 the	 anxiety.	 This	 is	 certainly	 a	 creation,	 though	 it	 is	 the

creation	of	an	anxiety,	and	so	cannot	be	considered	a	sublimation	of	any	kind.

Freud’s	own	circuitous	path-breaking	of	thought	connects	this	creation-of-an-

anxiety	 to	 the	 function	 of	 repetition-compulsion,	 which	 turns	 out,	 in	 the

boldest	of	all	Freud’s	tropes,	to	be	a	regressive	return	to	a	death-instinct.

Freud	would	have	rejected,	I	think,	an	attempt	to	relate	this	strain	in	his

most	 speculative	 thinking	 to	 any	 theory	 of	 creativity,	 because	 for	 Freud	 a

successful	repression	is	a	contradiction	in	terms.	What	I	am	suggesting	is	that

any	theory	of	artistic	creation	that	wishes	to	use	Freud	must	depart	from	the

Freudian	letter	in	order	to	develop	the	Freudian	spirit,	which	in	some	sense	is

already	 the	 achievement	 of	 Lacan	 and	his	 school,	 though	 they	have	had	no

conspicuous	success	in	speculating	upon	art.	What	the	Lacanians	have	seen	is

that	Freud’s	system,	like	Heidegger’s,	is	a	science	of	anxiety,	which	is	what	I

suspect	 the	 art	 of	 belatedness,	 of	 the	 last	 several	 centuries,	mostly	 is	 also.

Freud,	unlike	Nietzsche,	shared	in	the	Romantics’	legacy	of	over-idealizing	art,

of	accepting	an	ill-defined	trope	of	“the	Imagination”	as	a	kind	of	mythology	of

creation.	 But	 Freud,	 as	 much	 as	 Nietzsche	 (or	 Vico	 before	 them	 both),

provides	the	rational	materials	for	demythologizing	our	pieties	about	artistic

creation.	 Reading	 the	 later	 Freud	 teaches	 us	 that	 our	 instinctual	 life	 is

agonistic	 and	 ultimately	 self-destructive	 and	 that	 our	 most	 authentic

moments	 tend	 to	 be	 those	 of	 negation,	 contraction,	 and	 repression.	 Is	 it	 so
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unlikely	that	our	creative	drives	are	deeply	contaminated	by	our	instinctual

origins?

Psychoanalytic	explanations	of	“creativity”	 tend	to	discount	or	repress

two	particular	aspects	of	the	genealogy	of	aesthetics:	first,	that	the	creative	or

Sublime	“moment”	is	a	negative	moment;	second,	that	this	moment	tends	to

rise	out	of	an	encounter	with	someone	else’s	prior	moment	of	negation,	which

in	 turn	 goes	 back	 to	 an	 anterior	 moment,	 and	 so	 on.	 “Creativity”	 is	 thus

always	a	mode	of	repetition	and	of	memory	and	also	of	what	Nietzsche	called

the	will’s	revenge	against	time	and	against	time’s	statement	of:	“It	was.”	What

links	 repetition	 and	 revenge	 is	 the	 psychic	 operation	 that	 Freud	 named

“defense,”	and	that	he	identified	first	with	repression	but	later	with	a	whole

range	of	figurations,	including	identification.	Freud’s	rhetoric	of	the	psyche,	as

codified	by	Anna	Freud	in	The	Ego	and	the	Mechanisms	of	Defense	(1946),	is	as

comprehensive	a	system	of	tropes	as	Western	theory	has	devised.	We	can	see

now,	because	of	Freud,	that	rhetoric	always	was	more	the	art	of	defense	than

it	 was	 the	 art	 of	 persuasion,	 or	 rather	 that	 defense	 is	 always	 prior	 to

persuasion.	Trilling’s	pioneering	observation	that	Freud’s	science	shared	with

literature	a	reliance	upon	trope	has	proved	to	be	wholly	accurate.	To	clarify

my	argument,	I	need	to	return	to	Freud’s	trope	of	the	unconscious	and	then	to

proceed	from	it	to	his	concern	with	catastrophe	as	the	origin	of	drive	in	his

later	works.
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“Consciousness,”	as	a	word,	goes	back	to	a	root	meaning	“to	cut	or	split,”

and	 so	 to	 know	 something	 by	 separating	 out	 one	 thing	 from	 another.	 The

unconscious	 (Freud’s	 das	 Unbewusste)	 is	 a	 purely	 inferred	 division	 of	 the

psyche,	 an	 inference	necessarily	based	only	upon	 the	 supposed	effects	 that

the	unconscious	has	upon	ways	we	think	and	act	that	can	be	known,	that	are

available	 to	 consciousness.	 Because	 there	 are	 gaps	 or	 disjunctions	 to	 be

accounted	 for	 in	our	 thoughts	 and	acts,	 various	 explanatory	 concepts	of	 an

unconscious	have	been	available	since	ancient	times,	but	the	actual	term	first

appears	 as	 the	 German	 Unbewusste	 in	 the	 later	 eighteenth	 century,	 to	 be

popularized	 by	 Goethe	 and	 by	 Schelling.	 The	 English	 “unconscious”	 was

popularized	 by	 Coleridge,	whose	 theory	 of	 a	 poem	 as	 reconciling	 a	 natural

outside	with	a	human	inside	relied	upon	a	formula	that:	“the	consciousness	is

so	 impressed	 on	 the	 unconscious	 as	 to	 appear	 in	 it.”	 Freud	 acknowledged

often	 that	 the	 poets	 had	 been	 there	 before	 him,	 as	 discoverers	 of	 the

unconscious,	but	asserted	his	own	discovery	as	being	 the	scientific	use	of	a

concept	 of	 the	 unconscious.	 What	 he	 did	 not	 assert	 was	 his	 intense

narrowing-down	 of	 the	 traditional	 concept,	 for	 he	 separated	 out	 and	 away

from	 it	 the	 attributes	 of	 creativity	 that	 poets	 and	 other	 speculators	 always

had	 ascribed	 to	 it.	 Originality	 or	 invention	 are	 not	mentioned	 by	 Freud	 as

rising	out	of	the	unconscious.

There	 is	 no	 single	 concept	 of	 the	 unconscious	 in	 Freud,	 as	 any

responsible	 reading	 of	 his	 work	 shows.	 This	 is	 because	 there	 are	 two
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Freudian	 topographies	 or	maps	 of	 the	mind,	 earlier	 and	 later	 (after	 1920),

and	also	because	the	unconscious	is	a	dynamic	concept.	Freud	distinguished

his	 concept	 of	 the	 unconscious	 from	 that	 of	 his	 closest	 psychological

precursor,	Pierre	 Janet,	 by	emphasizing	his	own	vision	of	 a	 civil	war	 in	 the

psyche,	 a	 dynamic	 conflict	 of	 opposing	 mental	 forces,	 conscious	 against

unconscious.	Not	only	 the	 conflict	was	 seen	 thus	as	being	dynamic,	 but	 the

unconscious	 peculiarly	 was	 characterized	 as	 dynamic	 in	 itself,	 requiring

always	 a	 contending	 force	 to	 keep	 it	 from	 breaking	 through	 into

consciousness.

In	the	first	Freudian	topography,	the	psyche	is	divided	into	Unconscious,

Preconscious,	and	Conscious,	while	in	the	second	the	divisions	are	the	rather

different	 triad	 of	 id,	 ego,	 and	 super-ego.	 The	 Preconscious,	 descriptively

considered,	 is	 unconscious,	 but	 can	 be	made	 conscious,	 and	 so	 is	 severely

divided	 from	 the	 Unconscious	 proper,	 in	 the	 perspective	 given	 either	 by	 a

topographical	or	a	dynamic	view.	But	this	earlier	system	proved	simplistic	to

Freud	himself,	mostly	because	he	came	to	believe	that	our	lives	began	with	all

of	 the	 mind’s	 contents	 in	 the	 unconscious.	 This	 finally	 eliminated	 Janet’s

conception	 that	 the	 unconscious	 was	 a	 wholly	 separate	 mode	 of

consciousness,	 which	 was	 a	 survival	 of	 the	 ancient	 belief	 in	 a	 creative	 or

inaugurating	unconscious.	Freud’s	new	topology	insisted	upon	the	dynamics

of	 relationship	 between	 an	 unknowable	 unconscious	 and	 consciousness	 by

predicating	three	agencies	or	instances	of	personality:	id,	ego,	super-ego.	The
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effect	 of	 this	 new	 system	was	 to	 devaluate	 the	 unconscious,	 or	 at	 least	 to

demystify	it	still	further.

In	 the	 second	 Freudian	 topography,	 “unconscious”	 tends	 to	 become

merely	a	modifier,	since	all	of	the	id	and	very	significant	parts	of	the	ego	and

super-ego	 are	 viewed	 as	 being	 unconscious.	 Indeed,	 the	 second	 Freudian

concept	of	the	ego	gives	us	an	ego	that	is	mostly	unconscious,	and	so	“behaves

exactly	like	the	repressed	—	that	is,	which	produces	powerful	effects	without

itself	being	conscious	and	which	requires	special	work	before	it	can	be	made

conscious,”	as	Freud	remarks	in	The	Ego	and	the	Id.	Lacan	has	emphasized	the

unconscious	element	in	the	ego	to	such	a	degree	that	the	Lacanian	ego	must

be	considered,	despite	 its	creator’s	protests,	much	more	a	revision	of	Freud

than	what	 ordinarily	 would	 be	 accounted	 an	 interpretation.	With	mordant

eloquence,	 Lacan	 keeps	 assuring	 us	 that	 the	 ego,	 every	 ego,	 is	 essentially

paranoid,	which	as	Lacan	knows	sounds	rather	more	like	Pascal	than	it	does

like	 Freud.	 I	 think	 that	 this	 insistence	 is	 at	 once	 Lacan’s	 strength	 and	 his

weakness,	 for	my	knowledge	of	 imaginative	 literature	 tells	me	 that	 Lacan’s

conviction	is	certainly	true	if	by	the	ego	we	mean	the	literary	“I”	as	it	appears

in	much	 of	 the	most	 vital	 lyric	 poetry	 of	 the	 last	 three	 hundred	 years,	 and

indeed	in	all	literature	that	achieves	the	Sublime.	But	with	the	literary	idea	of

“the	 Sublime”	 I	 come	at	 last	 to	 the	 sequence	 of	 Freud’s	 texts	 that	 I	wish	 to

examine,	since	the	first	of	them	is	Freud’s	theory	of	the	Sublime,	his	essay	on

“The	‘Uncanny’”	of	1919.
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The	 text	 of	 “The	 ‘Uncanny’”	 is	 the	 threshold	 to	 the	 major	 phase	 of

Freud’s	canon,	which	begins	the	next	year	with	Beyond	the	Pleasure	Principle.

But	 quite	 aside	 from	 its	 crucial	 place	 in	 Freud’s	 writings,	 the	 essay	 is	 of

enormous	 importance	 to	 literary	 criticism	 because	 it	 is	 the	 only	 major

contribution	 that	 the	 twentieth	 century	 has	 made	 to	 the	 aesthetics	 of	 the

Sublime.	It	may	seem	curious	to	regard	Freud	as	the	culmination	of	a	literary

and	 philosophical	 tradition	 that	 held	 no	 particular	 interest	 for	 him,	 but	 I

would	 correct	my	own	statement	by	 the	modification,	no	conscious	 interest

for	him.	The	Sublime,	as	I	read	Freud,	is	one	of	his	major	repressed	concerns,

and	this	literary	repression	on	his	part	is	a	clue	to	what	I	take	to	be	a	gap	in

his	theory	of	repression.

I	 come	 now,	 belatedly,	 to	 the	 definition	 of	 “the	 Sublime,”	 before

considering	Freud	as	 the	 last	great	 theorist	of	 that	mode.	As	a	 literary	 idea,

the	Sublime	originally	meant	a	style	of	“loftiness,”	that	is,	of	verbal	power,	of

greatness	 or	 strength	 conceived	 agonistically,	 which	 is	 to	 say	 against	 all

possible	 competition.	But	 in	 the	European	Enlightenment,	 this	 literary	 idea

was	strangely	transformed	into	a	vision	of	the	terror	that	could	be	perceived

both	in	nature	and	in	art,	a	terror	uneasily	allied	with	pleasurable	sensations

of	augmented	power,	and	even	of	narcissistic	freedom,	freedom	in	the	shape

of	 that	 wildness	 that	 Freud	 dubbed	 “the	 omnipotence	 of	 thought,”	 the

greatest	of	all	narcissistic	illusions.
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Freud’s	 essay	 begins	 with	 a	 curiously	 weak	 defensive	 attempt	 to

separate	his	subject	from	the	aesthetics	of	the	Sublime,	which	he	insists	deals

only	 “with	 feelings	 of	 a	 positive	 nature.”	 This	 is	 so	 flatly	 untrue,	 and	 so

blandly	ignores	the	long	philosophical	tradition	of	the	negative	Sublime,	that

an	 alert	 reader	 ought	 to	 become	 very	 wary.	 A	 year	 later,	 in	 the	 opening

paragraphs	of	Beyond	the	Pleasure	Principle,	Freud	slyly	assures	his	readers

that:	 “Priority	 and	 originality	 are	 not	 among	 the	 aims	 that	 psycho-analytic

work	 sets	 itself.”	 One	 sentence	 later,	 he	 charmingly	 adds	 that	 he	would	 be

glad	to	accept	any	philosophical	help	he	can	get,	but	that	none	is	available	for

a	 consideration	 of	 the	 meaning	 of	 pleasure	 and	 unpleasure.	 With	 evident

generosity,	he	then	acknowledges	G.	T.	Fechner,	and	later	makes	a	bow	to	the

safely	 distant	 Plato	 as	 author	 of	 The	 Symposium.	 Very	 close	 to	 the	 end	 of

Beyond	 the	 Pleasure	 Principle,	 there	 is	 a	 rather	 displaced	 reference	 to

Schopenhauer	when	 Freud	 remarks	 that	 “we	 have	 unwittingly	 steered	 our

course	 into	 the	 harbor	 of	 Schopenhauer’s	 philosophy.”	 The	 apogee	 of	 this

evasiveness	in	regard	to	precursors	comes	where	it	should,	in	the	marvelous

essay	of	1937	“Analysis	Terminable	and	Interminable,”	which	we	may	learn

to	 read	 as	 being	Freud’s	 elegiac	apologia	 for	his	 life’s	work.	There	 the	 true

precursor	 is	 unveiled	 as	 Empedocles,	 very	 safely	 remote	 at	 two	 and	 a	 half

millennia.	 Perhaps	 psychoanalysis	 does	 not	 set	 priority	 and	 originality	 as

aims	in	its	praxis,	but	the	first	and	most	original	of	psychoanalysts	certainly

shared	the	influence-anxieties	and	defensive	misprisions	of	all	strong	writers
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throughout	history,	but	particularly	in	the	last	three	centuries.

Anxieties	 when	 confronted	 with	 anterior	 powers	 are	 overtly	 the

concerns	of	the	essay	on	the	“uncanny.”	E.	T.	A.	Hoffmann’s	“The	Sand-Man”

provides	Freud	with	his	text,	and	for	once	Freud	allows	himself	to	be	a	very

useful	 practical	 critic	 of	 an	 imaginative	 story.	 The	 repetition-compulsion,

possibly	imported	backwards	from	Beyond	the	Pleasure	Principle	as	work-in-

progress,	 brilliantly	 is	 invoked	 to	 open	 up	 what	 is	 hidden	 in	 the	 story.

Uncanniness	 is	 traced	 back	 to	 the	 narcissistic	 belief	 in	 “omnipotence	 of

thoughts,”	which	in	aesthetic	terms	is	necessarily	the	High	Romantic	faith	in

the	 power	 of	 the	 mind	 over	 the	 universe	 of	 the	 senses	 and	 of	 death.	Das

Heimliche,	 the	 homely	 or	 canny,	 is	 thus	 extended	 to	 its	 only	 apparent

opposite,	 das	 Unheimliche,	 “for	 this	 uncanny	 is	 in	 reality	 nothing	 new	 or

foreign,	but	something	familiar	and	old-established	in	the	mind	that	has	been

estranged	only	by	the	process	of	repression.”

Freud	weakens	his	extraordinary	literary	insight	by	the	latter	part	of	his

essay,	 where	 he	 seeks	 to	 reduce	 the	 “uncanny”	 to	 either	 an	 infantile	 or	 a

primitive	 survival	 in	 our	 psyche.	 His	 essay	 knows	 better,	 in	 its	 wonderful

dialectical	play	on	the	Unheimlich	as	being	subsumed	by	the	larger	or	parental

category	 of	 the	 Heimlich.	 Philip	 Rieff	 finely	 catches	 this	 interplay	 in	 his

comment	that	the	effect	of	Freud’s	writing	is	itself	rather	uncanny,	and	surely

never	 more	 so	 than	 in	 this	 essay.	 Rieff	 sounds	 like	 Emerson	 or	 even	 like
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Longinus	on	the	Sublime	when	he	considers	the	condition	of	Freud’s	reader:

The	 reader	 comes	 to	 a	work	with	 ambivalent	motives,	 learning	what	 he
does	not	wish	to	know,	or,	what	amounts	to	the	same	thing,	believing	he
already	knows	and	 can	accept	 as	his	own	 intellectual	property	what	 the
author	merely	“articulates”	or	“expresses”	for	him.	Of	course,	in	this	sense,
everybody	knows	everything	—or	nobody	could	learn	anything.

Longinus	had	said	that	reading	a	sublime	poet	“we	come	to	believe	we

have	created	what	we	have	only	heard.”	Milton,	strongest	poet	of	the	modern

Sublime,	stated	this	version	of	the	reader’s	Sublime	with	an	ultimate	power,

thus	setting	forth	the	principle	upon	which	he	himself	read,	in	Book	IV	of	his

Paradise	Regained,	where	his	Christ	tells	Satan:

...	who	reads
Incessantly,	and	to	his	reading	brings	not
A	spirit	and	judgment	equal	or	superior
(And	what	he	brings,	what	needs	he	elsewhere	seek?),
Uncertain	and	unsettled	still	remains...	.

Pope	 followed	 Boileau	 in	 saying	 that	 Longinus	 “is	 himself	 the	 great

Sublime	he	draws.”	Emerson,	in	his	seminal	essay	“Self-Reliance,”	culminated

this	theme	of	the	reader’s	Sublime	when	he	asserted	that:	“In	every	work	of

genius	we	recognize	our	own	rejected	thoughts;	they	come	back	to	us	with	a

certain	alienated	majesty.”	That	“majesty”	is	the	true,	high	breaking	light,	aura

or	 lustre,	 of	 the	 Sublime,	 and	 this	 realization	 is	 at	 the	 repressed	 center	 of

Freud’s	essay	on	the	“uncanny.”	What	Freud	declined	to	see,	at	that	moment,

was	the	mode	of	conversion	that	alienated	the	“canny”	into	the	“uncanny.”	His

next	major	text,	Beyond	the	Pleasure	Principle,	 clearly	exposes	 that	mode	as
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being	catastrophe.

Lacan	 and	 his	 followers	 have	 centered	 upon	 Beyond	 the	 Pleasure

Principle	because	 the	book	has	not	 lost	 the	 force	of	 its	 shock	value,	even	 to

Freudian	analysts.	My	contention	would	be	that	this	shock	is	itself	the	stigma

of	the	Sublime,	stemming	from	Freud’s	literary	achievement	here.	The	text’s

origin	is	itself	shock	or	trauma,	the	trauma	that	a	neurotic’s	dreams	attempt

to	master	after	the	event.	 “Drive”	or	 “instinct”	 is	 suddenly	 seen	by	Freud	as

being	catastrophic	in	its	origins,	and	as	being	aimed,	not	at	satisfaction,	but	at

death.	For	 the	 first	 time	 in	his	writing,	Freud	overtly	assigns	priority	 to	 the

psyche’s	 fantasizings	 over	 mere	 biology,	 though	 this	 valorization	 makes

Freud	 uneasy.	 The	 pleasure	 principle	 produces	 the	 biological	 principle	 of

constancy,	and	then	is	converted,	through	this	principle,	into	a	drive	back	to

the	constancy	of	death.	Drive	or	 instinct	thus	becomes	a	kind	of	defense,	all

but	identified	with	repression.	This	troping	of	biology	is	so	extreme,	really	so

literary,	 that	 I	 find	 it	more	 instructive	 to	 seek	 the	 aid	 of	 commentary	 here

from	a	Humean	empiricist	like	Wollheim	than	from	Continental	dialecticians

like	 Lacan	 and	 Laplanche.	 Wollheim	 imperturbably	 finds	 no	 violation	 of

empiricism	or	biology	in	the	death-drive.	He	even	reads	“beyond,”	jenseits,	as

meaning	only	“inconsistent	with”	the	pleasure	principle,	which	is	to	remove

from	 the	word	 the	 transcendental	 or	 Sublime	 emphasis	 that	 Freud’s	 usage

gave	to	it.	For	Wollheim,	the	book	is	nothing	more	than	the	working	through

of	 the	 full	 implication	 of	 the	 major	 essay	 of	 1914,	 “On	 Narcissism:	 An

Freud: A Collection of Critical Essays 25



Introduction.”	 If	 we	 follow	Wollheim’s	 lead	 quite	 thoroughly	 here,	 we	 will

emerge	with	conclusions	 that	differ	 from	his	rather	guarded	remarks	about

the	book	in	which	Freud	seems	to	have	shocked	himself	rather	more	than	he

shocks	Wollheim.

The	greatest	shock	of	Beyond	the	Pleasure	Principle	is	that	it	assigns	the

origin	 of	 all	 human	 drives	 to	 a	 catastrophe	 theory	 of	 creation	 (to	 which	 I

would	add:	“and	of	creativity”).	This	catastrophe	theory	is	developed	in	The

Ego	and	the	 Id,	where	 the	 two	major	 catastrophes,	 the	drying-up	of	 oceans

that	cast	life	onto	land,	and	the	Ice	Age,	are	repeated	psychosomatically	in	the

way	the	latency	period	(roughly	from	the	age	of	five	until	twelve)	cuts	a	gap

into	sexual	development.	Rieff	again	is	very	useful	when	he	says	that	the	basis

of	 catastrophe	 theory,	 whether	 in	 Freud	 or	 in	 Ferenczi’s	 more	 drastic	 and

even	apocalyptic	Thalassa	(1921),	“remains	Freud’s	Todestrieb,	the	tendency

of	all	organisms	to	strive	toward	a	state	of	absence	of	irritability	and	finally

‘the	 deathlike	 repose	 of	 the	 inorganic	 world.’”	 I	 find	 it	 fascinating	 from	 a

literary	critical	standpoint	to	note	what	I	think	has	not	been	noted,	that	the

essay	 on	 narcissism	 turns	 upon	 catastrophe	 theory	 also.	 Freud	 turns	 to

poetry,	here	to	Heine,	in	order	to	illustrate	the	psychogenesis	of	eros,	but	the

lines	he	quotes	actually	state	a	psychogenesis	of	creativity	rather	than	of	love:

...whence	 does	 that	 necessity	 arise	 that	 urges	 our	mental	 life	 to	 pass	 on
beyond	 the	 limits	 of	 narcissism	 and	 to	 attach	 the	 libido	 to	 objects?	 The
answer	which	would	follow	from	our	line	of	thought	would	once	more	be
that	we	are	so	impelled	when	the	cathexis	of	the	ego	with	libido	exceeds	a
certain	degree.	A	strong	egoism	is	a	protection	against	disease,	but	in	the
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last	resort	we	must	begin	to	love	in	order	that	we	may	not	fall	ill,	and	must
fall	ill	if,	in	consequence	of	frustration,	we	cannot	love.	Somewhat	after	this
fashion	does	Heine	conceive	of	the	psychogenesis	of	the	creation:

Krankheil	ist	wohl	der	letzte	Grund
Des	ganzen	Schdpferdrangs	gewesen;
Erschaffend	konnle	ich	genesen,
Erschaffend	wurde	ich	gesund.

To	paraphrase	Heine	loosely,	illness	is	the	ultimate	ground	of	the	drive

to	create,	and	so	while	creating	the	poet	sustains	relief,	and	by	creating	the

poet	becomes	healthy.	Freud	transposes	from	the	catastrophe	of	creativity	to

the	catastrophe	of	falling	in	love,	a	transposition	to	which	I	will	return	in	the

final	pages	of	this	essay.

Beyond	the	Pleasure	Principle,	like	the	essay	on	narcissism,	is	a	discourse

haunted	 by	 images	 (some	 of	 them	 repressed)	 of	 catastrophe.	 Indeed,	what

Freud	verges	upon	showing	 is	 that	 to	be	human	is	a	catastrophic	condition.

The	 coloring	 of	 this	 catastrophe,	 in	 Freud,	 is	 precisely	 Schopenhauerian

rather	 than,	 say,	 Augustinian	 or	 Pascalian.	 It	 is	 as	 though,	 for	 Freud,	 the

Creation	 and	 the	 Fall	 had	 been	 one	 and	 the	 same	 event.	 Freud	 holds	 back

from	this	abyss	of	Gnosticism	by	reducing	mythology	to	psychology,	but	since

psychology	and	 cosmology	have	been	 intimately	 related	 throughout	human

history,	this	reduction	is	not	altogether	persuasive.	Though	he	wants	to	show

us	that	the	daemonic	is	“really”	the	compulsion	to	repeat,	Freud	tends	rather

to	the	“uncanny”	demonstration	that	repetition-compulsion	reveals	many	of

us	 to	 be	 daemonic	 or	 else	makes	 us	 daemonic.	 Again,	 Freud	 resorts	 to	 the
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poets	 for	 illustration,	 and	 again	 the	 example	 goes	 beyond	 the	 Freudian

interpretation.	 Towards	 the	 close	 of	 section	 III	 of	 Beyond	 the	 Pleasure

Principle,	Freud	looks	for	a	supreme	instance	of	“people	all	of	whose	human

relationships	have	the	same	outcome”	and	he	finds	it	in	Tasso:

The	most	moving	poetic	picture	of	a	fate	such	as	this	is	given	by	Tasso	in
his	 romantic	 epic	 Gerusalemme	 Liberala.	 Its	 hero,	 Tancred,	 unwittingly
kills	his	beloved	Clorinda	in	a	duel	while	she	is	disguised	in	the	armor	of
an	enemy	knight.	After	her	burial	he	makes	his	way	into	a	strange	magic
forest	which	strikes	 the	Crusaders’	army	with	terror.	He	slashes	with	his
sword	 at	 a	 tall	 tree;	 but	 blood	 streams	 from	 the	 cut,	 and	 the	 voice	 of
Clorinda,	whose	soul	 is	 imprisoned	in	the	tree,	 is	heard	complaining	that
he	has	wounded	his	beloved	once	again.

Freud	 cites	 this	 episode	 as	 evidence	 to	 support	 his	 assumption	 “that

there	really	does	exist	in	the	mind	a	compulsion	to	repeat	which	overrides	the

pleasure	 principle.”	 But	 the	 repetition	 in	 Tasso	 is	 not	 just	 incremental,	 but

rather	 is	 qualitative,	 in	 that	 the	 second	wounding	 is	 “uncanny”	 or	 Sublime,

and	 the	 first	 is	merely	 accidental.	 Freud’s	 citation	 is	 an	 allegory	 of	 Freud’s

own	passage	into	the	Sublime.	When	Freud	writes	(and	the	italics	are	his):	“It

seems,	then,	that	a	drive	is	an	urge	inherent	in	organic	life	to	restore	an	earlier

state	of	things,”	 then	he	slays	his	beloved	trope	of	“drive”	by	disguising	 it	 in

the	armor	of	his	enemy,	mythology.	But	when	he	writes	(and	again	the	italics

are	his):	“the	aim	of	all	life	is	death,	”	then	he	wounds	his	figuration	of	“drive”

in	a	truly	Sublime	or	“uncanny”	fashion.	In	the	qualitative	leap	from	the	drive

to	restore	pure	anteriority	to	the	apothegm	that	life’s	purpose	is	death,	Freud

himself	 has	 abandoned	 the	 empirical	 for	 the	 daemonic.	 It	 is	 the	 literary
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authority	of	 the	daemonic	 rather	 than	 the	analytical	which	makes	plausible

the	further	suggestion	that:

...sadism	 is	 in	 fact	 a	 death	 instinct	 which,	 under	 the	 influence	 of	 the
narcissistic	libido,	has	been	forced	away	from	the	ego....

This	language	is	impressive,	and	it	seems	to	me	equally	against	literary

tact	to	accept	it	or	reject	it	on	any	supposed	biological	basis.	Its	true	basis	is

that	of	an	implicit	catastrophe	theory	of	meaning	or	interpretation,	which	is

in	 no	 way	 weakened	 by	 being	 circular	 and	 therefore	 mythological.	 The

repressed	 rhetorical	 formula	 of	 Freud’s	 discourse	 in	 Beyond	 the	 Pleasure

Principle	 can	 be	 stated	 thus:	 Literal	 meaning	 equals	 anteriority	 equals	 an

earlier	 state	of	meaning	equals	an	earlier	 state	of	 things	equals	death	equals

literal	meaning.	Only	one	escape	 is	possible	 from	such	a	 formula,	and	 it	 is	a

simpler	 formula:	 Eros	 equals	 figurative	 meaning.	 This	 is	 the	 dialectic	 that

informs	 the	 proudest	 and	 most	 moving	 passage	 in	 Beyond	 the	 Pleasure

Principle,	which	comprises	two	triumphant	sentences	contra	 Jung	that	were

added	to	the	text	in	1921,	in	a	Sublime	afterthought:

Our	views	have	from	the	very	first	been	dualistic,	and	today	they	are	even
more	 definitely	 dualistic	 than	 before	 —now	 that	 we	 describe	 the
opposition	 as	 being,	 not	 between	 ego-instincts	 and	 sexual	 instincts,	 but
between	 life	 instincts	 and	 death	 instincts.	 Jung’s	 libido	 theory	 is	 on	 the
contrary	 monistic;	 the	 fact	 that	 he	 has	 called	 his	 one	 instinctual	 force
“libido”	is	bound	to	cause	confusion,	but	need	not	affect	us	otherwise.

I	would	suggest	 that	we	read	dualistic	 here	 as	 a	 trope	 for	 “figurative”

and	monistic	 as	a	 trope	 for	 “literal.”	The	opposition	between	 life	drives	and
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death	drives	 is	 not	 just	 a	 dialectic	 (though	 it	 is	 that)	 but	 is	 a	 great	writer’s

Sublime	 interplay	between	 figurative	 and	 literal	meanings,	whereas	 Jung	 is

exposed	 as	 being	 what	 he	 truly	 was,	 a	 mere	 literalizer	 of	 anterior

mythologies.	What	Freud	proclaims	here,	 in	 the	 accents	of	 sublimity,	 is	 the

power	of	his	own	mind	over	language,	which	in	this	context	is	the	power	that

Hegelians	or	Lacanians	legitimately	could	term	“negative	thinking.”

I	 am	 pursuing	 Freud	 as	 prose-poet	 of	 the	 Sublime,	 but	 I	 would	 not

concede	 that	 I	 am	 losing	 sight	 of	 Freud	 as	 analytical	 theorist.	 Certainly	 the

next	strong	Freudian	text	is	the	incomparable	Inhibitions,	Symptoms,	Anxiety

of	1926.	But	before	considering	that	elegant	and	somber	meditation,	certainly

the	most	 illuminating	analysis	of	anxiety	our	civilization	has	been	offered,	 I

turn	briefly	to	Freud’s	essay	on	his	dialectic,	“Negation”	(1925).

Freud’s	audacity	here	has	been	 little	noted,	perhaps	because	he	packs

into	fewer	than	five	pages	an	idea	that	cuts	a	considerable	gap	into	his	theory

of	repression.	The	gap	is	wide	enough	so	that	such	oxymorons	as	“a	successful

repression”	 and	 “an	 achieved	 anxiety,”	 which	 are	 not	 possible	 in

psychoanalysis,	are	made	available	to	us	as	literary	terms.	Repressed	images

or	 thoughts,	 by	 Freudian	 definition,	 cannot	 make	 their	 way	 into

consciousness,	 yet	 their	 content	 can,	 on	 condition	 that	 it	 is	 denied.	 Freud

cheerfully	splits	head	from	heart	in	the	apprehension	of	images:

Negation	 is	 a	 way	 of	 taking	 account	 of	 what	 is	 repressed;	 indeed,	 it	 is

http://www.freepsychotherapybooks.org 30



actually	a	removal	of	the	repression,	though	not,	of	course,	an	acceptance
of	what	is	repressed.	It	is	to	be	seen	how	the	intellectual	function	is	here
distinct	from	the	affective	process.	Negation	only	assists	in	undoing	one	of
the	consequences	of	repression	—namely,	the	fact	that	the	subject-matter
of	the	 image	in	question	 is	unable	to	enter	consciousness.	The	result	 is	a
kind	of	intellectual	acceptance	of	what	is	repressed,	though	in	all	essentials
the	repression	persists.

I	 would	 venture	 one	 definition	 of	 the	 literary	 Sublime	 (which	 to	 me

seems	always	a	negative	Sublime)	as	being	that	mode	in	which	the	poet,	while

expressing	 previously	 repressed	 thought,	 desire,	 or	 emotion,	 is	 able	 to

continue	to	defend	himself	against	his	own	created	image	by	disowning	it,	a

defense	 of	un-naming	 it	 rather	 than	 naming	 it.	 Freud’s	 word	 “Verneinung”

means	both	a	grammatical	negation	and	a	psychic	disavowal	or	denial,	and	so

the	linguistic	and	the	psychoanalytical	have	a	common	origin	here,	as	Lacan

and	his	school	have	insisted.	The	ego	and	the	poet-in-his-poem	both	proceed

by	 a	 kind	 of	 “misconstruction,”	 a	 defensive	 process	 that	 Lacan	 calls

meconnaissance	 in	psychoanalysis,	and	that	I	have	called	“misprision”	in	the

study	of	poetic	 influence	 (a	notion	 formulated	before	 I	had	 read	Lacan,	but

which	I	was	delighted	to	find	supported	in	him).	In	his	essay	“Aggressivity	in

Psychoanalysis”	Lacan	usefully	connects	Freud’s	notion	of	a	“negative”	libido

to	 the	 idea	 of	 Discord	 in	 Heraclitus.	 Freud	 himself	 brings	 his	 essay	 on

“Verneinung”	 to	 a	 fascinating	 double	 conclusion.	 First,	 the	 issue	 of	 truth	 or

falsehood	 in	 language	 is	directly	 related	 to	 the	defenses	of	 introjection	 and

projection;	a	true	image	thus	would	be	introjected	and	a	false	one	projected.

Second,	the	defense	of	introjection	is	aligned	to	the	Eros-drive	of	affirmation,
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“while	 negation,	 the	 derivative	 of	 expulsion,	 belongs	 to	 the	 instinct	 of

destruction,”	the	drive	to	death	beyond	the	pleasure	principle.	 I	submit	that

what	 Freud	 has	 done	 here	 should	 have	 freed	 literary	 discussion	 from	 its

persistent	over-literalization	of	his	idea	of	repression.	Freud	joins	himself	to

the	 tradition	 of	 the	 Sublime,	 that	 is,	 of	 the	 strongest	 Western	 poetry,	 by

showing	us	 that	negation	allows	poetry	 to	 free	 itself	 from	the	aphasias	and

hysterias	of	repression,	without	however	freeing	the	poets	themselves	from

the	 unhappier	 human	 consequences	 of	 repression.	 Negation	 is	 of	 no

therapeutic	value	for	the	individual,	but	it	can	liberate	him	into	the	linguistic

freedoms	of	poetry	and	thought.

I	think	that	of	all	Freud’s	books,	none	matches	the	work	on	inhibitions,

symptoms,	and	anxiety	in	its	potential	importance	for	students	of	literature,

for	this	is	where	the	concept	of	defense	is	ultimately	clarified.	Wollheim	says

that	Freud	confused	the	issue	of	defense	by	the	“overschematic”	restriction	of

repression	 to	 a	 single	 species	 of	 defense,	 but	 this	 is	 one	 of	 the	 very	 rare

instances	where	Wollheim	seems	to	me	misled	or	mistaken.	Freud’s	revised

account	of	anxiety	had	 to	distinguish	between	relatively	non-repressive	and

the	more	severely	repressive	defenses,	and	I	only	wish	that	both	Freud,	and

his	 daughter	 after	 him,	 had	 been	 more	 schematic	 in	 mapping	 out	 the

defenses.	We	need	a	rhetoric	of	the	psyche,	and	here	the	Lacanians	have	been

a	 kind	 of	 disaster,	 with	 their	 simplistic	 over-reliance	 upon	 the

metaphor/metonymy	 distinction.	 Freud’s	 revised	 account	 of	 anxiety	 is
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precisely	 at	 one	 with	 the	 poetic	 Sublime,	 for	 anxiety	 is	 finally	 seen	 as	 a

technique	for	mastering	anteriority	by	remembering	rather	than	repeating	the

past.	By	showing	us	that	anxiety	is	a	mode	of	expectation,	closely	resembling

desire,	 Freud	 allows	 us	 to	 understand	 why	 poetry,	 which	 loves	 love,	 also

seems	 to	 love	 anxiety.	 Literary	 and	 human	 romance	 both	 are	 exposed	 as

being	anxious	quests	that	could	not	bear	to	be	cured	of	their	anxieties,	even	if

such	cures	were	possible.	“An	increase	of	excitation	underlies	anxiety,”	Freud

tells	 us,	 and	 then	 he	 goes	 on	 to	 relate	 this	 increase	 to	 a	 repetition	 of	 the

catastrophe	of	human	birth,	with	its	attendant	trauma.	Arguing	against	Otto

Rank,	 who	 like	 Ferenczi	 had	 gone	 too	 far	 into	 the	 abysses	 of	 catastrophe

theory,	Freud	enunciated	a	principle	that	can	help	explain	why	the	terror	of

the	literary	Sublime	must	and	can	give	pleasure:

Anxiety	is	an	affective	state	which	can	of	course	be	experienced	only	by	the
ego.	The	id	cannot	be	afraid,	as	the	ego	can;	it	is	not	an	organization,	and
cannot	 estimate	 situations	 of	 danger.	 On	 the	 contrary,	 it	 is	 of	 extremely
frequent	 occurrence	 that	 processes	 are	 initiated	 or	 executed	 in	 the	 id
which	 give	 the	 ego	 occasion	 to	 develop	 anxiety;	 as	 a	matter	 of	 fact,	 the
repressions	 which	 are	 probably	 the	 earliest	 are	 motivated,	 like	 the
majority	of	all	later	ones,	by	such	fear	on	the	part	of	the	ego	of	this	or	that
process	in	the	id.

Freud’s	writing	career	was	to	conclude	with	the	polemical	assertion	that

“Mysticism	is	the	obscure	self-perception	of	the	realm	outside	the	ego,	of	the

id,”	which	is	a	splendid	farewell	thrust	at	Jung,	as	we	can	see	by	substituting

“Jung”	 for	 “the	 id”	at	 the	close	of	 the	sentence.	The	 id	perceiving	 the	 id	 is	a

parody	 of	 the	 Sublime,	 whereas	 the	 ego’s	 earliest	 defense,	 its	 primal
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repression,	 is	 the	 true	 origin	 of	 the	 Sublime.	 Freud	 knew	 that	 “primal

repression”	was	a	necessary	fiction,	because	without	some	initial	fixation	his

story	 of	 the	 psyche	 could	 not	 begin.	 Laplanche	 and	 Pontalis,	writing	 under

Lacan’s	 influence	 in	 their	The	Language	 of	 Psychoanalysis,	 find	 the	 basis	 of

fixation:

...	 in	 primal	 moments	 at	 which	 certain	 privileged	 ideas	 are	 indelibly
inscribed	 in	 the	 unconscious,	 and	 at	 which	 the	 instinct	 itself	 becomes
fixated	 to	 its	 psychical	 representative	 —perhaps	 by	 this	 very	 process
constituting	itself	qua	instinct.

If	we	withdrew	 that	 “perhaps,”	 then	we	would	 return	 to	 the	Freudian

catastrophe	 theory	 of	 the	 genesis	 of	 all	 drives,	 with	 fixation	 now	 being

regarded	 as	 another	 originating	 catastrophe.	 How	 much	 clearer	 these

hypotheses	become	if	we	transpose	them	into	the	realm	of	poetry!	If	fixation

becomes	the	inscription	in	the	unconscious	of	the	privileged	idea	of	a	Sublime

poet,	or	strong	precursor,	then	the	drive	towards	poetic	expression	originates

in	an	agonistic	repression,	where	the	agon	or	contest	is	set	against	the	pattern

of	 the	 precursor’s	 initial	 fixation	 upon	 an	 anterior	 figure.	 Freud’s	 mature

account	of	anxiety	thus	concludes	itself	upon	an	allegory	of	origins,	in	which

the	 creation	 of	 an	 unconscious	 implicitly	models	 itself	 upon	 poetic	 origins.

There	 was	 repression,	 Freud	 insists,	 before	 there	 was	 anything	 to	 be

repressed.	This	 insistence	is	neither	rational	nor	irrational;	 it	 is	a	figuration

that	knows	its	own	status	as	figuration,	without	embarrassment.

My	 final	 text	 in	Freud	 is	 “Analysis	Terminable	and	 Interminable.”	The
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German	 title,	 Die	 Endliche	 und	 die	 Unendliche	 Analyse,	 might	 better	 be

translated	as	“finite	or	indefinite	analysis,”	which	is	Lacan’s	suggestion.	Lacan

amusingly	violates	the	taboo	of	discussing	how	long	the	analytic	session	is	to

be,	when	he	asks:

...	 how	 is	 this	 time	 to	 be	 measured?	 Is	 its	 measure	 to	 be	 that	 of	 what
Alexander	Koyre’	calls	‘the	universe	of	precision’?	Obviously	we	live	in	this
universe,	 but	 its	 advent	 for	 man	 is	 relatively	 recent,	 since	 it	 goes	 back
precisely	to	Huyghens’	clock	—in	other	words,	to	1659	—and	the	malaise
of	modern	man	does	not	 exactly	 indicate	 that	 this	precision	 is	 in	 itself	 a
liberating	factor	for	him.	Are	we	to	say	that	this	time,	the	time	of	the	fall	of
heavy	bodies,	is	in	some	way	sacred	in	the	sense	that	it	corresponds	to	the
time	of	the	stars	as	they	were	fixed	in	eternity	by	God	who,	as	Lichtenberg
put	it,	winds	up	our	sundials?

I	reflect,	as	I	read	Lacan’s	remarks,	that	it	was	just	after	Huyghens’	clock

that	 Milton	 began	 to	 compose	 Paradise	 Lost,	 in	 the	 early	 1660s,	 and	 that

Milton’s	poem	is	the	instance	of	the	modern	Sublime.	It	is	in	Paradise	Lost	that

temporality	fully	becomes	identified	with	anxiety,	which	makes	Milton’s	epic

the	 most	 Freudian	 text	 ever	 written,	 far	 closer	 to	 the	 universe	 of

psychoanalysis	than	such	more	frequently	cited	works,	in	Freudian	contexts,

as	 Oedipus	 Tyrannus	 and	Hamlet.	 We	 should	 remember	 that	 before	 Freud

used	a	Virgilian	tag	as	epigraph	for	The	Interpretation	of	Dreams	 (1908),	he

had	selected	a	great	Satanic	utterance	for	his	motto:

Seest	thou	yon	dreary	plain,	forlorn	and	wild,
The	seat	of	desolation,	void	of	light,
Save	what	the	glimmering	of	these	livid	flames
Casts	pale	and	dreadful?	Thither	let	us	tend
From	off	the	tossing	of	these	fiery	waves,
There	rest,	if	any	rest	can	harbour	there,
And	reassembling	our	afflicted	powers.
Consult	how	we	may	henceforth	most	offend
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Our	enemy,	our	own	loss	how	repair,
How	overcome	this	dire	calamity,
What	reinforcement	we	may	gain	from	hope;
If	not,	what	resolution	from	despair.

This	Sublime	passage	provides	a	true	motto	for	all	psychoanalysis,	since

“afflicted	powers”	meant	 “cast	down	powers”	or,	as	Freud	would	have	said,

“repressed	drives.”	But	 it	would	be	an	even	apter	epigraph	for	the	essay	on

finite	 and	 indefinite	 analysis	 than	 it	 could	 have	 been	 for	 the	 much	 more

hopeful	The	 Interpretation	 of	 Dreams	 thirty	 years	 before.	 Freud	 begins	 his

somber	and	beautiful	late	essay	by	brooding	sardonically	on	the	heretic	Otto

Rank’s	scheme	for	speeding	up	analysis	in	America.	But	this	high	humor	gives

way	 to	 the	melancholy	 of	 considering	 every	 patient’s	 deepest	 resistance	 to

the	 analyst’s	 influence,	 that	 “negative	 transference”	 in	 which	 the	 subject’s

anxiety-of-influence	seeks	a	bulwark.	As	he	reviews	the	main	outlines	of	his

theory,	Freud	emphasizes	its	economic	aspects	rather	than	the	dynamic	and

topographical	points	of	view.	The	economic	modifies	any	notion	 that	drives

have	 an	 energy	 that	 can	 be	 measured.	 To	 estimate	 the	 magnitude	 of	 such

excitation	 is	 to	 ask	 the	 classical,	 agonistic	 question	 that	 is	 the	 Sublime,

because	the	Sublime	is	always	a	comparison	of	two	forces	or	beings,	in	which

the	agon	turns	on	the	answer	to	three	queries:	more?	equal	to?	or	less	than?

Satan	confronting	hell,	the	abyss,	the	new	world,	is	still	seeking	to	answer	the

questions	that	he	set	for	himself	in	heaven,	all	of	which	turn	upon	comparing

God’s	 force	and	his	own.	Oedipus	confronting	 the	Sphinx,	Hamlet	 facing	 the

mystery	of	the	dead	father,	and	Freud	meditating	upon	repression	are	all	 in

http://www.freepsychotherapybooks.org 36



the	 same	 economic	 stance.	 I	 would	 use	 this	 shared	 stance	 to	 redefine	 a

question	 that	psychoanalysis	by	 its	nature	cannot	answer.	Since	 there	 is	no

biological	warrant	for	the	Freudian	concept	of	libido,	what	is	the	energy	that

Freud	invokes	when	he	speaks	from	the	economic	point	of	view?	Wollheim,

always	 faithful	 to	 empiricism,	 has	 only	 one	 comment	 upon	 the	 economic

theory	of	mind,	and	it	is	a	very	damaging	observation:

...though	 an	 economic	 theory	 allows	 one	 to	 relate	 the	 damming	 up	 of
energy	or	frustration	at	one	place	in	the	psychic	apparatus	with	discharge
at	 another,	 it	 does	 not	 commit	 one	 to	 the	 view	 that,	 given	 frustration,
energy	 will	 seek	 discharge	 along	 all	 possible	 channels	 indifferently.
Indeed,	 if	 the	system	 is	of	any	complexity,	 an	economic	 theory	would	be
virtually	 un-informative	 unless	 some	measure	 of	 selectivity	 in	 discharge
was	postulated...	.

But	 since	 Freud	 applied	 the	 economic	 stance	 to	 sexual	 drives	 almost

entirely,	no	measure	of	selectivity	could	be	postulated.	This	still	leaves	us	with

Freud’s	 economic	 obsessions,	 and	 I	 suggest	 now	 that	 their	 true	model	was

literary,	and	not	sexual.	This	would	mean	that	 the	“mechanisms	of	defense”

are	dependent	 for	 their	 formulaic	coherence	upon	the	traditions	of	rhetoric

and	not	upon	biology,	which	 is	 almost	 too	easily	demonstrable.	 It	 is	hardly

accidental	that	Freud,	in	this	late	essay	which	is	so	much	his	summa,	 resorts

to	 the	 textual	 analogue	 when	 he	 seeks	 to	 distinguish	 repression	 from	 the

other	defenses:

Without	pressing	the	analogy	too	closely	we	may	say	that	repression	is	to
the	other	methods	of	defense	what	the	omission	of	words	or	passages	is	to
the	corruption	of	a	text.	...	For	quite	a	long	time	flight	and	an	avoidance	of	a
dangerous	 situation	 serve	 as	 expedients.	 ...	 But	 one	 cannot	 flee	 from
oneself	 and	 no	 flight	 avails	 against	 danger	 from	within;	 hence	 the	 ego’s
defensive	mechanisms	are	 condemned	 to	 falsify	 the	 inner	perception,	 so
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that	it	transmits	to	us	only	an	imperfect	and	travestied	picture	of	our	id.	In
its	relations	with	the	id	the	ego	is	paralysed	by	its	restrictions	or	blinded
by	its	errors.

What	 is	 Freud’s	 motive	 for	 this	 remarkably	 clear	 and	 eloquent

recapitulation	of	his	theory	of	repression	and	defense	(which	I	take	to	be	the

center	 of	 his	 greatness)?	 The	 hidden	 figuration	 in	 his	 discourse	 here	 is	 his

economics	of	the	psyche,	a	trope	which	is	allowed	an	overt	exposure	when	he

sadly	observes	that	the	energy	necessary	to	keep	such	defenses	going	“proves

a	 heavy	 burden	 on	 the	 psychical	 economy.”	 If	 I	were	 reading	 this	 essay	 on

finite	 and	 indefinite	 analysis	 as	 I	 have	 learned	 to	 read	 Romantic	 poems,	 I

would	be	on	the	watch	for	a	blocking-agent	in	the	poetic	ego,	a	shadow	that

Blake	called	the	Spectre	and	Shelley	a	daemon	or	Alastor.	This	shadow	would

be	an	anxiety	narcissistically	intoxicated	with	itself,	an	anxiety	determined	to

go	on	being	anxious,	a	drive	 towards	destruction,	 in	 love	with	 the	 image	of

self-destruction.	 Freud,	 like	 the	 great	 poets	 of	 quest,	 has	 given	 all	 the

premonitory	 signs	of	 this	Sublime	 terror	determined	 to	maintain	 itself,	 and

again	like	the	poets	he	suddenly	makes	the	pattern	quite	explicit:

The	crux	of	 the	matter	 is	 that	 the	mechanisms	of	defense	against	 former
dangers	recur	in	analysis	in	the	shape	of	resistances	to	cure.	It	follows	that
the	ego	treats	recovery	itself	as	a	new	danger.

Faced	 by	 the	 patient’s	 breaking	 of	 the	 psychoanalytic	 compact,	 Freud

broods	 darkly	 on	 the	war	 between	 his	 true	 Sublime	 and	 the	 patient’s	 false

Sublime:

http://www.freepsychotherapybooks.org 38



Once	more	we	realize	 the	 importance	of	 the	quantitative	 factor	and	once
more	we	are	reminded	that	analysis	has	only	certain	limited	quantities	of
energy	which	it	can	employ	to	match	against	the	hostile	forces.	And	it	does
seem	as	if	victory	were	really	for	the	most	part	with	the	big	battalions.

It	 is	 a	 true	 challenge	 to	 the	 interpreter	 of	 Freud’s	 text	 to	 identify	 the

economic	 stance	 here,	 for	 what	 is	 the	 source	 of	 the	 energy	 of	 analysis,

however	 limited	 in	quantity	 it	may	be?	Empiricism,	whether	 in	Hume	or	 in

Wittgenstein,	does	not	discourse	in	the	measurement	of	its	own	libido.	But	if

we	take	Freud	as	Sublime	poet	rather	than	empirical	reasoner,	if	we	see	him

as	 the	 peer	 of	 Milton	 rather	 than	 of	 Hume,	 of	 Proust	 rather	 than	 of	 the

biologists,	 then	 we	 can	 speculate	 rather	 precisely	 about	 the	 origins	 of	 the

psychoanalytical	drive,	about	the	nature	of	the	powers	made	available	by	the

discipline	 that	 one	 man	 was	 able	 to	 establish	 in	 so	 sublimely	 solitary	 a

fashion.	Vico	teaches	us	that	the	Sublime	or	severe	poet	discovers	the	origin

of	his	rhetorical	drive,	the	catastrophe	of	his	creative	vocation,	in	divination,

by	 which	 Vico	 meant	 both	 the	 process	 of	 foretelling	 dangers	 to	 the	 self’s

survival,	and	also	the	apotheosis	of	becoming	a	daemon	or	sort	of	god.	What

Vico	calls	“divination”	is	what	Freud	calls	the	primal	instinct	of	Eros,	or	that

“which	 strives	 to	 combine	 existing	 phenomena	 into	 ever	 greater	 unities.”

With	 moving	 simplicity,	 Freud	 then	 reduces	 this	 to	 the	 covenant	 between

patient	 and	 analyst,	 which	 he	 calls	 “a	 love	 of	 truth.”	 But,	 like	 all	 critical

idealisms	 about	 poetry,	 this	 idealization	 of	 psychoanalysis	 is	 an	 error.	 No

psychic	 economy	 (or	 indeed	 any	 economy)	 can	 be	 based	 upon	 “a	 love	 of

truth.”	Drives	depend	upon	fictions,	because	drives	are	fictions,	and	we	want
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to	know	more	about	Freud’s	enabling	fictions,	which	grant	to	him	his	Sublime

“energy	of	analysis.”

We	 can	 acquire	 this	 knowledge	 by	 a	 very	 close	 analysis	 of	 the	 final

section	 of	 Freud’s	 essay,	 a	 section	 not	 the	 less	 instructive	 for	 being	 so

unacceptable	 to	 our	 particular	 moment	 in	 social	 and	 cultural	 history.	 The

resistance	to	analytical	cure,	in	both	men	and	women,	is	identified	by	Freud

with	what	he	calls	the	“repudiation	of	feminity”	by	both	sexes,	 the	castration

complex	that	informs	the	fantasy-life	of	everyone	whatsoever:	“in	both	cases

it	 is	 the	 attitude	 belonging	 to	 the	 sex	 opposite	 to	 the	 subject’s	 own	which

succumbs	to	repression.”	This	is	followed	by	Freud’s	prophetic	lament,	with

its	allusion	to	the	burden	of	Hebraic	prophecy.	Freud	too	sees	himself	as	the

nabi	who	speaks	to	the	winds,	to	the	winds	only,	for	only	the	winds	will	listen:

At	 no	 point	 in	 one’s	 analytic	 work	 does	 one	 suffer	 more	 from	 the
oppressive	 feeling	 that	 all	 one’s	 efforts	 have	 been	 in	 vain	 and	 from	 the
suspicion	 that	 one	 is	 “talking	 to	 the	 winds”	 than	 when	 one	 is	 trying	 to
persuade	a	female	patient	to	abandon	her	wish	for	a	penis	on	the	ground
of	 its	 being	 unrealizable,	 or	 to	 convince	 a	 male	 patient	 that	 a	 passive
attitude	towards	another	man	does	not	always	signify	castration	and	that
in	 many	 relations	 in	 life	 it	 is	 indispensable.	 The	 rebellious	 over-
compensation	 of	 the	 male	 produces	 one	 of	 the	 strongest	 transference-
resistances.	A	man	will	 not	 be	 subject	 to	 a	 father-substitute	 or	 owe	him
anything	and	he	therefore	refuses	to	accept	his	cure	from	the	physician.

It	is	again	one	of	Lacan’s	services	to	have	shown	us	that	this	is	figurative

discourse,	 even	 if	 Lacan’s	 own	 figurative	 discourse	 becomes	 too	 baroque	 a

commentary	 upon	 Freud’s	 wisdom	 here.	 Freud	 prophesies	 to	 the	 winds

because	men	and	women	cannot	surrender	their	primal	fantasies,	which	are
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their	poor	but	desperately	prideful	myths	of	their	own	origins.	We	cannot	let

go	of	our	three	 fundamental	 fantasies:	 the	primal	scene,	which	accounts	 for

our	existence;	 the	seduction	fantasy,	which	 justifies	our	narcissism;	and	the

castration	complex,	which	explains	to	us	the	mystery	of	sexual	differentiation.

What	 the	 three	 fantasy-scenes	 share	 is	 the	 fiction	 of	 an	 originating

catastrophe,	and	so	a	very	close	relation	to	the	necessity	for	defense.	The	final

barrier	 to	 Freud’s	 heroic	 labor	 of	 healing,	 in	 Freud’s	 own	 judgment,	 is	 the

human	imagination.	The	original	wound	in	man	cannot	be	healed,	as	 it	 is	 in

Hegel,	by	the	same	force	that	makes	the	wound.

Freud	became	a	strong	poet	of	the	Sublime	because	he	made	the	solitary

crossing	from	a	realm	where	effect	is	always	traced	to	a	cause,	to	a	mode	of

discourse	 which	 asked	 instead	 the	 economic	 and	 agonistic	 questions	 of

comparison.	The	question	of	how	an	emptiness	came	about	was	replaced	by

the	 question	 that	 asks:	more,	 less,	 or	 equal	 to?,	which	 is	 the	 agonistic	 self-

questioning	of	the	Sublime.	The	attempt	to	give	truer	names	to	the	rhetoric	of

human	 defense	 was	 replaced	 by	 the	 increasing	 refusal	 to	 name	 the

vicissitudes	of	drive	except	by	un-namings	as	old	as	those	of	Empedocles	and

Heraclitus.	The	ambition	to	make	of	psychoanalysis	a	wholly	positive	praxis

yielded	 to	 a	 skeptical	 and	 ancient	 awareness	 of	 a	 rugged	 negativity	 that

informed	every	individual	fantasy.

Lacan	 and	his	 school	 justly	 insist	 that	 psychoanalysis	 has	 contributed
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nothing	to	biology,	despite	Freud’s	wistful	hopes	that	 it	could,	and	also	that

the	 life	 sciences	 inform	 psychoanalysis	 hardly	 at	 all,	 again	 in	 despite	 of

Freud’s	eager	scientism.	Psychoanalysis	is	a	varied	therapeutic	praxis,	but	it	is

a	“science”	only	in	the	peculiar	sense	that	literature,	philosophy,	and	religion

are	also	sciences	of	anxiety.	But	 this	means	 that	no	 single	 rhetoric	or	poetic

will	suffice	for	the	study	of	psychoanalysis,	any	more	than	a	particular	critical

method	will	unveil	all	that	needs	to	be	seen	in	literature.	The	“French	way”	of

reading	Freud,	in	Lacan,	Derrida,	Laplanche,	and	others,	is	no	more	a	“right”

reading	 than	 the	way	of	 the	ego-psychologists	Hartmann,	Kris,	Erikson,	and

others,	 which	 Lacan	 and	 his	 followers	 wrongly	 keep	 insisting	 is	 the	 only

“American	reading.”	 In	 this	conflict	of	 strong	misreadings,	partisans	of	both

ways	 evidently	 need	 to	 keep	 forgetting	 what	 the	 French	 at	 least	 ought	 to

remember:	 strong	 texts	 become	 strong	 by	 mistaking	 all	 texts	 anterior	 to

them.	 Freud	 has	 more	 in	 common	 with	 Proust	 and	 Montaigne	 than	 with

biological	 scientists,	 because	 his	 interpretations	 of	 life	 and	 death	 are

mediated	always	by	texts,	first	by	the	literary	texts	of	others,	and	then	by	his

own	earlier	texts,	until	at	last	the	Sublime	mediation	of	otherness	begins	to	be

performed	by	his	text-in-process.	In	the	Essays	of	Montaigne	or	Proust’s	vast

novel,	this	ongoing	mediation	is	clearer	than	it	is	in	Freud’s	almost	perpetual

self-revision,	because	Freud	wrote	no	definitive,	single	text,	but	the	canon	of

Freud’s	writings	shows	an	increasingly	uneasy	sense	that	he	had	become	his

own	precursor,	and	 that	he	had	begun	to	defend	himself	against	himself	by
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deliberately	audacious	arrivals	at	final	positions.

Notes

[1]	“Freud	and	the	Poetic	Sublime:	A	Catastrophe	Theory	of	Creativity,”	by	Harold	Bloom.	Copyright	©
1978	by	Harold	Bloom.	Reprinted	by	permission	of	the	author.	The	essay	first	appeared
in	Antaeus	 (Spring	 1978),	 355-77;	 originally	 delivered	 as	 an	 address	 to	 The	 William
Alanson	White	Psychoanalytic	Society	on	September	23,	1977.
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Chronology	of	Important	Dates

1856 Freud	born	in	Freiberg,	Moravia	(now	Pribor,	Czechoslovakia),	on	May	6.

1860 Freud	family	moves	to	Vienna.

1865 Enters	Gymnasium.

1873 Enters	University	of	Vienna	as	medical	student.

1876-
82

Works	as	assistant	in	Brucke’s	Institute	of	Physiology;	meets	Josef	Breuer.

1877 First	medical	research	articles	published.

1880 Translates	four	essays	by	John	Stuart	Mill	for	a	German	edition	of	Mill’s	works.

1881 Takes	medical	degree.

1882 Engagement	to	Martha	Bernays;	begins	work	at	Vienna	General	Hospital.

1885 Appointed	Privatdozent	(lecturer)	in	neuropathology	at	University	of	Vienna.

1885-
86

Attends	Charcot’s	lectures	at	the	Salpetriere	in	Paris,	October	to	February.
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1886 Marries	Martha	Bernays;	begins	private	medical	practice	as	specialist	in	nervous
diseases.

1887 Meets	Berlin	physician	and	medical	theorist	Wilhelm	Fliess;	begins	use	of	hypnotism	in
private	practice.

1889 Visits	Bernheim	in	Nancy	for	further	researches	into	hypnosis.

1893 “Preliminary	Communication”	(with	Breuer).

1894 “The	Neuro-Psychoses	of	Defense.”

1895 Studies	on	Hysteria	(with	Breuer,	although	cases	and	discussions	written	and	signed
separately);	writes	Project	for	a	Scientific	Psychology	and	mails	it	to	Fliess	(first	published
in	1950).

1896 Death	of	Freud’s	father,	Jakob	Freud;	first	use	of	term	“psychoanalysis.”

1897 Abandons	seduction	theory;	begins	self-analysis.

1899 “Screen	Memories.”

1900 The	Interpretation	of	Dreams	(published	in	December	1899,	but	postdated	for	the	new
century).

1901 The	Psychopathology	of	Everyday	Life.
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1902 Appointed	Professor	Extraordinarius	(associate	professor)	at	University	of	Vienna;
Wednesday	evening	meetings	begin	at	Freud’s	house	of	the	group	that	will	become	the
Vienna	Psychoanalytic	Society;	end	of	friendship	with	Fliess.

1905 Three	Essays	on	the	Theory	of	Sexuality;	Jokes	and	their	Relation	to	the	Unconscious;	Case
of	Dora	(“Fragment	of	an	Analysis	of	a	Case	of	Flysteria”).

1906 Jung	makes	contact	with	Freud.

1907 Jensen’s	‘Gradiva.’

1908 First	international	meeting	of	psychoanalysts	at	Salzburg;
“Creative	Writers	and	Day-Dreaming”;	“‘Civilized’	Sexual	Morality	and	Modern	Nervous
Illness.”

1909 Visits	America	with	Jung	and	Sandor	Ferenczi;	receives	honorary	degree	from	Clark
University	and	delivers	Five	Lectures	on	Psychoanalysis;	A.	A.	Brill’s	first	English
translations	begin	to	appear;	Case	of	Little	Hans	(“Analysis	of	a	Phobia	in	a	Five-Year-Old
Boy”);	Case	of	the	Rat	Man	(“Notes	upon	a	Case	of	Obsessional	Neurosis”).

1910 Leonardo	da	Vinci	and	a	Memory	of	his	Childhood;	“‘The	Antithetical	Sense	of	Primal
Words.’	”

1911 The	Case	of	Schreber	(“Psychoanalytic	Notes	on	an	Autobiographical	Account	of	a	Case	of
Paranoia”).

1911-
15

Papers	on	psychoanalytic	technique.

1913 Totem	and	Taboo;	association	with	Jung	terminated;	Jung	secedes	from	International

http://www.freepsychotherapybooks.org 46



Psychoanalytic	Association	the	following	year.

1914 The	Moses	of	Michelangelo;	On	the	History	of	the	Psychoanalytic	Movement;	“On
Narcissism.”

1915 Writes	twelve	papers	on	metapsychology,	of	which	only	five	survive	(“Instincts	and	their
Vicissitudes,”	“Repression,”	“The	Unconscious,”	“A	Metapsychological	Supplement	to	the
Theory	of	Dreams,”	“Mourning	and	Melancholia”).

1915-
17

Gives	Introductory	Lectures	at	University	of	Vienna.

1918 Case	of	the	Wolf	Man	(“From	the	History	of	an	Infantile	Neurosis”).

1919 “The	‘Uncanny.’”

1920 Beyond	the	Pleasure	Principle.

1921 Group	Psychology	and	the	Analysis	of	the	Ego.

1923 The	Ego	and	the	Id;	first	of	thirty-three	operations	for	cancer	of	the	jaw	and	palate.

1925 “A	Note	on	the	‘Mystic	Writing-Pad’”;	“Negation”;	An	Autobiographical	Study.

1926 Inhibitions,	Symptoms	and	Anxiety;	The	Question	of	Lay	Analysis.

1927 The	Future	of	an	Illusion.
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1928 “Dostoyevsky	and	Parricide.”

1930 Goethe	Prize;	Civilization	and	its	Discontents;	death	of	Freud’s	mother.

1933 Hitler	comes	to	power;	burning	of	Freud’s	books	in	Berlin;	New	Introductory	Lectures.

1936 Eightieth	birthday;	formal	celebrations;	elected	Corresponding	Member	of	the	Royal
Society.

1937 “Analysis	Terminable	and	Interminable.”

1938 Nazis	enter	Austria;	Freud	leaves	for	England;	An	Outline	of	Psychoanalysis	(published
posthumously)

1939 Moses	and	Monotheism;	dies	on	September	23	in	Hampstead,	London.
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