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Chapter 1

In our study of the mind, we assume that mental processes are naturally controlled by the pleasure principle. We believe that every mental action begins as a state of uncomfortable tension. The mind then moves toward a result that lowers this tension, either by avoiding pain or by creating pleasure. When we look at mental processes in this way, we are using what we call an economic perspective. We believe that a complete description of the mind must include not only its structure and the forces at work within it, but also this economic element. We call this comprehensive approach metapsychological.

We are not concerned with how our use of the pleasure principle compares to older philosophical ideas. Our goal is simply to describe and explain the facts we see in our daily work. Psychoanalysis does not try to be the first or the most original theory; the evidence for this principle is so clear that it is hard to ignore. At the same time, we would gladly accept help from any philosophy or psychology that could explain the true meaning of these powerful feelings of pleasure and pain. Unfortunately, no useful theory exists yet. This remains the most mysterious and difficult part of the human mind. While we cannot avoid discussing it, I believe the most flexible theory is the best one to use. We have decided to view pleasure and pain based on the amount of energy present in the mind, in a way that pain We believe that pain corresponds to an increase in mental energy, while pleasure corresponds to a decrease. We do not claim that there is a simple, direct link between the intensity of these feelings and the changes in energy levels. Based on our observations in psychoanalysis, it is unlikely that these two factors are directly proportional. It is more probable that the speed of these changes over a specific period is what truly determines how we feel. While this area might be open to future experimental research, we believe it is best for analysts to avoid making further assumptions until we have more concrete evidence to guide us.

We cannot stay neutral when we see that a brilliant thinker like G. Th. Fechner held views on pleasure and pain that match our own findings in psychoanalysis. In his 1873 work, Fechner explained his ideas clearly. He suggested that because our conscious thoughts are always linked to feelings of pleasure or pain, we can understand these feelings through the lens of stability. He proposed that every mental movement that reaches our awareness carries a sense of pleasure as it moves toward a state of balance. Conversely, it brings a sense of pain as it moves away from that balance. Between these two points, there is a middle area where we feel neither pleasure nor pain.

The facts that lead us to believe the pleasure principle rules our minds also suggest that the mind tries to keep its energy levels as low as possible, or at least steady. This is essentially the same idea, just stated differently. If the mind works to keep excitement low, anything that increases it must feel wrong, or painful. We conclude that the pleasure principle comes from this principle of constancy. In reality, we only identified the principle of constancy because the facts forced us to assume the pleasure principle existed in the first place. Upon closer examination, we will find that this tendency of the mind is a specific example of what Fechner called the tendency towards stability, which he linked to our feelings of pleasure and pain.

It is not entirely accurate to say that the pleasure principle controls all our mental processes. If it truly held total power, most of our thoughts and actions would either feel pleasant or lead directly to pleasure. Yet, our daily experiences clearly show this is not the case. We can only say that the mind has a strong desire for pleasure, but other forces often work against it. Because of this, the final result does not always follow the path of pleasure. The goal of the mind is not always reached, and it is often only partially achieved. If we ask why the pleasure principle is sometimes blocked, we can look to our own experiences for the answer. This is a well-studied area, and we have plenty of evidence to explain it.

We are very familiar with the first way the pleasure principle is checked. We know that the mind naturally operates based on the pleasure principle. However, to survive in the difficult outside world, this way of thinking is useless and even dangerous. Because the ego wants to survive, it replaces the pleasure principle with the reality principle. This new principle does not give up the goal of finding pleasure. Instead, it forces us to wait for satisfaction. It requires us to give up many chances for immediate happiness and to accept some pain while we take the long, indirect road to our goals. The pleasure principle still controls our sexual drives for a long time, as these are not easily taught. Often, whether through these drives or within the ego itself, the pleasure principle wins over the reality principle, which causes harm to the entire person.

It is clear that the shift from the pleasure principle to the reality principle explains only a small part of our painful experiences, and certainly not the most intense ones. Another common source of pain comes from the conflicts and divisions within the mind as the personality develops into a more organized structure. Almost all the energy that powers the mind comes from our natural instincts, but not all of these instincts are allowed to reach the same level of maturity. During this development, it often happens that certain instincts, or parts of them, clash with the goals of the personality. These instincts are then pushed aside through repression, kept at lower stages of development, and cut off from any chance of satisfaction. If these repressed sexual drives eventually find a way to express themselves through indirect paths, the result—which should have been pleasurable—is instead felt by the personality as pain. Because of the old conflict that led to repression, the pleasure principle is violated again. This happens just when certain impulses try to find new pleasure. We do not yet fully understand the exact process that turns a chance for pleasure into a source of pain, but one thing is certain: all neurotic pain is simply pleasure that cannot be felt as pleasure.

The two sources of pain mentioned here do not cover most of our painful experiences. However, we can reasonably say that the other types of pain do not challenge the power of the pleasure principle. Most of the pain we feel comes from what we perceive. This includes feeling the pressure of unsatisfied instincts or noticing something in the outside world that is painful itself. Sometimes, we see something that makes our mind expect pain, which it recognizes as danger. Our mind reacts to these instincts and threats. This reaction shows how the mind truly works, and it is guided by the pleasure principle or the reality principle, which adjusts it. It seems unnecessary to suggest that the pleasure principle has further limits. Even so, looking closely at how the mind reacts to outside danger may provide new information and raise new questions about the problem we are discussing.




Chapter 2

After a severe physical shock—such as a train crash or any accident where life is at risk—a person may develop a condition long known as traumatic neurosis. The recent war caused a massive number of these war-related illnesses. This has finally ended the old idea that these problems were simply caused by physical damage to the nervous system from a mechanical impact. The symptoms of traumatic neurosis are similar to hysteria because of the many physical issues involved. However, it is usually worse, as it includes deep personal suffering—similar to depression—and a much more serious breakdown of the mind’s ability to function. We still do not fully understand these conditions, whether they happen during war or in times of peace. The war helped us learn more, but it also caused confusion, because the same types of illness sometimes appeared even without any major physical injury. In cases of traumatic neurosis, two main points offer clues for further study. First, the primary cause seems to be the element of surprise, or fright. Second, a physical injury or wound received during the event often prevents the neurosis from developing. People often use the words fright, fear, and apprehension as if they mean the same thing, but they are quite different when it comes to danger. Apprehension describes a state of expecting danger and preparing for it, even if the danger is unknown. Fear requires a specific object that a person is afraid of. Fright is the state a person enters when they face a danger without any preparation; it emphasizes the element of surprise. In my opinion, apprehension cannot cause a traumatic neurosis because it includes a protective quality that guards against fright and, therefore, against the neurosis itself. We will return to this idea later.

Studying dreams is perhaps the most reliable way to explore the deeper workings of the mind. In cases of traumatic neurosis, dream life has a strange quality: it constantly pulls the patient back to the moment of their disaster, causing them to wake up in fresh terror. This fact is more significant than people often realize. The way these traumatic memories force themselves into the patient’s mind, even during sleep, is often dismissed as simple proof of the event’s intensity. It is as if the patient’s mind has become stuck on the trauma. We have long known about this kind of mental fixation in cases of hysteria. In 1893, Breuer and Freud noted that people with hysteria often suffer primarily from their own memories. Later, in the study of war-related illnesses, observers like Ferenczi and Simmel were able to explain many physical symptoms as the mind remaining fixed on the traumatic event.

I am not sure that patients with traumatic neurosis spend much of their waking life thinking about what happened to them. They likely try hard not to think about it at all. To assume that their dreams simply take them back to the event that caused the trauma is to misunderstand how dreams work. It would make more sense if the patient dreamed of times when they were healthy or of their future recovery. If we do not want to be completely wrong about the dream’s tendency to fulfill its wishes because of these shock dreams, we must consider other possibilities. Perhaps the dream function itself is damaged along with other mental processes, or perhaps we are seeing the strange, self-destructive tendencies of the mind at work.

I will now move away from the dark and difficult subject of traumatic neurosis to study how the mind works during one of its earliest normal activities: the way children play.

Many people have written about why children play, and S. Pfeifer recently gathered these ideas in a magazine called Imago. These theories try to guess the reasons behind a child’s play, but they often ignore the simple fact that children play to feel happy. I did not want to write a long, complete study on this topic. Instead, I used a chance to look closely at the first game ever invented by an eighteen-month-old boy. This was not just a quick look. I lived in the same house as the child and his parents for several weeks. It took me a long time to understand the meaning of the strange game he played over and over again.

The child was not advanced in his mental development. At 18 months, he spoke only a few clear words, though he made several meaningful sounds that those around him understood. He communicated well with his parents and the housemaid, and he had a reputation for behaving properly. He did not wake his parents at night, and he carefully followed rules about not touching certain objects or entering specific rooms. Most importantly, he never cried when his mother left him alone for hours, even though they were very close. She had raised him entirely on her own without any outside help. Occasionally, however, this well-behaved child showed a troublesome habit of throwing all the small things he could reach into a corner or under the bed, making it a difficult task to collect his toys. As he did this, he would show great interest and pleasure, making a loud, long “o-o-o-oh” sound. His mother and I both agreed that this was not just a random noise, but that it meant “go away.” I finally realized that this was a game. The child used all his toys to act out the idea of something being gone. One day, I saw something that proved my theory. He had a wooden spool with a string wrapped around it. He never tried to pull it along the floor to play with it like a toy cart. Instead, he would throw the spool over the side of his covered bed with great skill, keeping hold of the string. As the spool disappeared, he would make his meaningful “o-o-o-oh” sound. Then, he would pull the string to bring
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