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First Lecture Introduction

I do not know how much you already understand about psychoanalysis, whether from your own reading or from what you have heard others say. However, because these talks are titled A General Introduction to Psychoanalysis, I must proceed as if you know nothing about the subject and need to start from the very beginning.

I can certainly assume you know that psychoanalysis is a medical method for treating patients with nervous conditions. At this point, I can give you an example of how our process is the exact opposite of standard medical practice. Usually, when a doctor introduces a patient to a new treatment, he tries to make it sound easy and promises good results.

When we begin psychoanalytic treatment with a patient, we do the opposite. We explain the difficulties of the method, how long it takes, and the hard work and sacrifices it will require from them. As for the outcome, we tell them we cannot make any promises. We explain that the result depends entirely on their own behavior, their understanding, their ability to change, and their persistence. We have very good reasons for acting in a way that might seem strange, and perhaps you will understand those reasons better as these lectures continue.

Please do not be offended if I treat you for now just as I treat my patients. To be honest, I would prefer that you do not come back to hear me a second time. I intend to show you the flaws in how psychoanalysis is taught and the obstacles that make it hard to form your own opinion about it. I will explain how your previous training and your usual ways of thinking have likely made you opponents of this field. You will have to work hard to overcome that natural resistance within yourselves. I cannot promise how much you will learn from these talks, but I can promise that you will not learn how to perform a psychoanalytic treatment or how to finish one.

Furthermore, if any of you are not satisfied with just a brief introduction and want to build a long-term career in this field, I will not just discourage you—I will warn you against it. As things stand today, choosing this path would likely ruin your chances of success at a university. If you go out into the world as a doctor, you will find a society that does not understand your goals. People will look at you with suspicion and hostility, and they will unleash all the spiteful feelings that hide within them.

However, there are always people who are interested in adding to human knowledge, regardless of the personal cost. If there are any such people among you who choose to ignore my warning and return for the next lecture, you are very welcome. But you all have the right to know what these difficulties are that I have mentioned.

First, we must face the difficulties that come with teaching and explaining psychoanalysis. In your medical training, you are used to seeing things for yourselves. You look at body parts in a lab, watch chemical reactions happen, or see a muscle move when a nerve is stimulated. Later, you meet the patient. You see the symptoms of their illness, the results of their condition, and sometimes even the cause of the disease itself. In the surgery department, you watch doctors help patients, and you are even allowed to try those methods yourself. Even in psychiatry, you observe the patient’s facial expressions, their way of speaking, and their behavior. These things give you a lot of information and leave a strong impression on your mind.

In this way, your medical teacher usually acts like a guide in a museum. You walk through the halls, look at the exhibits, and feel that you have learned the truth because you saw it with your own eyes.

Unfortunately, everything is different in psychoanalysis. In this field, nothing happens except for the exchange of words between the patient and the doctor. The patient speaks, describing past experiences and current feelings, while also sharing complaints, wishes, and emotions. The doctor listens, trying to guide the patient’s thoughts, reminding them of forgotten details, directing their focus toward specific areas, and offering explanations. Through this process, the doctor observes the patient’s reactions, noting whether they understand or deny the insights offered.

The uneducated relatives of our patients—people who only value what they can see and touch, much like the action they enjoy at a movie theater—often express doubt about how one can treat an illness through mere talk. This way of thinking is both shortsighted and inconsistent. After all, these are the same people who insist that a patient is only imagining their symptoms.

Words were originally magic, and they still hold much of that power today. With words, one person can make another feel blessed or drive them to despair. Through words, a teacher passes knowledge to a student, and a speaker moves an audience to shape their judgments and decisions. Words create real effects and remain the primary way we influence one another. Therefore, we should not underestimate the use of words in therapy, and we should be satisfied if we can simply listen to the words exchanged between the analyst and the patient.

Even that is impossible. The conversation that makes up psychoanalytic treatment cannot have an audience; it cannot be shown to others. Of course, a teacher can bring a patient with nerves or hysteria into a lecture hall. The patient might describe their complaints and symptoms, but they will say nothing more. The information necessary for analysis only comes out when there is a special emotional bond between the patient and the doctor. The patient would go silent the moment they noticed even one neutral person watching. These conversations involve the most private parts of a person’s inner life—everything that a person usually hides from others, and everything that they refuse to admit even to themselves.

You cannot “listen in” on a psychoanalytic session. You can only hear about it. In the strictest sense, you will only learn about psychoanalysis through what others say. Learning in this indirect way puts you in a strange position when you try to form your own opinion. It is clear that everything depends on the trust you place in the person teaching you.

Imagine that you are not in a medical class, but in a history lecture, and the professor is telling you about the life and battles of Alexander the Great. Why would you believe that what he says is true? At first, the situation seems even worse than it is for psychoanalysis, because the history professor was no more a part of Alexander’s campaigns than you were. At least the psychoanalyst tells you about things in which he played a personal role. But then the question becomes: what evidence can the historian provide to support his claims? The historian might point you toward the writings of ancient authors who lived during those times or were at least much closer to the events than we are. He would refer you to the books of Diodorus, Plutarch, Arrian, and others. He could show you pictures of surviving coins and statues of the king, or pass around a photograph of the famous mosaic from Pompeii showing the battle of Issus. Strictly speaking, however, all these documents only prove that earlier generations already believed in the existence of Alexander and the reality of his deeds. At this point, your skepticism could begin all over again.

You might discover that not everything written about Alexander is believable or possible to prove in every detail. Even so, I cannot imagine you would leave the lecture hall doubting that Alexander the Great was a real person. Your decision will likely rest on two main ideas. First, the lecturer has no reason to present something as truth if he does not believe it himself. Second, all the history books we have describe these events in roughly the same way.

If you then decide to check the older sources yourself, you will look at the same facts, consider the possible motives of the writers, and check if the different pieces of evidence agree with one another. This kind of examination will certainly be convincing in the case of Alexander. The result might be quite different when you apply it to figures like Moses or Nimrod. As for the doubts you might have regarding the credibility of a psychoanalyst, you will see those clearly enough on another occasion.

At this point, you have every right to ask, “If there is no way to prove psychoanalysis objectively, and no way to demonstrate it, how can anyone learn it or become convinced that its claims are true?” The truth is that the study is not easy, and few people have mastered it thoroughly. Nevertheless, there is a practical way forward.

You learn psychoanalysis, first of all, by studying yourself and your own personality. This is not exactly what people usually call self-observation, but it is the best way to describe it. There is a whole series of common mental events that everyone knows. After you receive some instruction in the techniques of psychoanalysis, you can turn these events into the subject matter of your own analysis. By doing this, you gain the conviction you need regarding the reality of the processes that psychoanalysis describes, and you see the truth of its basic ideas.

Of course, there are clear limits to how much you can achieve with this method alone. You will get much further if you allow yourself to be analyzed by a skilled professional. By observing the effect of the analysis on your own mind, you also get the chance to become familiar with the finer details of the procedure. This excellent method is, naturally, only possible for one person at a time, and it can never be used for an entire class.

There is a second difficulty in your relationship with psychoanalysis. I cannot blame the science for this, but I must ask you to take responsibility for it yourselves, ladies and gentlemen, at least as far as your medical studies have gone. Your previous training has shaped your minds in a way that leads you far away from psychoanalysis. You have been taught to look at the body and its illnesses through the lens of anatomy, chemistry, and physics. You have been trained to see things biologically, but you have been given no interest in the life of the mind, which is where the activity of this complex organism reaches its peak.

Because of this, psychological thinking remains strange to you. You have grown used to looking at it with suspicion. You deny that it is scientific, preferring to leave it to non-experts, poets, philosophers, and mystics. This way of thinking is harmful to your medical work. In any human relationship, a patient will first show you their mental state. I am afraid the result will be that you are forced to give up some of the healing influence you want to have, handing it over to the very people you despise—the non-medical healers, the fakers, and the mystics.

I understand that your previous training did not prepare you for this, and I do not blame you for that. There is no real science of therapy that you can use for your medical work. Philosophy, traditional psychology, and the experimental psychology taught in schools cannot help you. They cannot explain the link between the body and the mind, nor can they give you the tools to understand mental illness. Psychiatry does try to describe these disorders and group them into categories, but even the experts admit that their work is not truly scientific. They do not know where these symptoms come from, how they work, or how they relate to one another. Often, there are no physical changes in the brain that we can see, or if there are, they do not explain the illness. These mental problems can only be treated when they are clearly caused by a known physical disease.

This is the gap that psychoanalysis aims to fill. It intends to provide psychiatry with the missing psychological foundation. It hopes to reveal the common ground where physical and mental disturbances meet, making them easier to understand. To do this, psychoanalysis must set aside any ideas from anatomy, chemistry, or physiology that do not belong to it. It must work entirely with psychological ideas. For that reason, I fear that it will seem very strange to you at first.

I will not hold you, your past education, or your personal opinions responsible for the difficulty I am about to present. Psychoanalysis makes two claims that offend the entire world and cause people to dislike it. One of these claims challenges how we think, while the other challenges our sense of right and wrong. We should not take these feelings lightly, as they are powerful remnants of human history that were once necessary for our survival. Because these beliefs are tied to strong emotions, fighting against them is a difficult task.

The first of these claims from psychoanalysis is that mental processes are, in their true nature, unconscious. We usually think that the conscious mind is the only thing that matters, and that our conscious thoughts are the whole of our mental life. We are used to saying that psychology is simply the study of what we are aware of. To us, the idea that the mind could be anything other than conscious seems like complete nonsense.

However, psychoanalysis cannot accept that the mental and the conscious are the same thing. We define mental processes as things like feeling, thinking, and wanting. We must insist that there is such a thing as unconscious thinking and unconscious wanting. By saying this, psychoanalysis has lost the support of many scientists. People now suspect that our work is just a strange mystery, or that we are trying to hide things in the dark.

You may not yet understand why I call the idea that “the mind is consciousness” a simple prejudice. You do not know why people would want to deny that the unconscious exists, or what they might gain from that denial. It might sound like we are just arguing over the meaning of words. I can assure you, however, that by accepting the existence of unconscious processes, you are opening the door to a completely new way of looking at the world and at science.

You cannot yet imagine how closely this first bold step of psychoanalysis connects to the next one. Our next major discovery is that sexual instincts—in both the narrow and broad sense—play an unusually large role in causing nervous and mental illnesses. This cause has never been fully understood or appreciated. In fact, psychoanalysis claims that these same sexual impulses have contributed more than we can measure to the greatest cultural, artistic, and social achievements of the human mind.

In my experience, the dislike for this conclusion is the main reason why people oppose psychoanalysis. Would you like to know why? We believe that civilization was built because of urgent needs, and it required people to give up the satisfaction of their instincts. This process repeats itself constantly, as every new person who joins the human community must sacrifice their own instinctual desires for the sake of the common good.

Sexual impulses play a major role among the forces that are used this way. They are redirected, meaning they are pulled away from their original sexual goals and pointed toward higher social goals that are no longer sexual. However, this balance is fragile. Sexual instincts are not easily controlled. Anyone who tries to live within the rules of civilization faces the danger that their sexual instincts might rebel against this redirection. Society believes there is no greater threat to its existence than the possibility that these instincts might return to their original, sexual goals. Society does not like to be reminded of this sensitive part of its history. It has no interest in seeing the true power of sexual instincts or understanding how much they shape an individual’s life. Instead, society prefers to look away from this entire subject. This is why it refuses to accept the findings of psychoanalysis, choosing instead to label them as offensive, immoral, or dangerous. Since one cannot easily attack the objective results of scientific study with such emotional complaints, critics must try to move the argument to an intellectual level. However, it is human nature to believe that an unpleasant idea is untrue, which makes it easy to find reasons to reject it. Society labels what it dislikes as false, using logical arguments to deny the conclusions of psychoanalysis. These arguments actually come from deep-seated feelings, and society holds onto these prejudices despite any evidence to the contrary.

However, ladies and gentlemen, we can claim that we have followed no bias in making these contested statements. We simply wanted to present facts that we believe were discovered through long and difficult work. We now claim the right to reject any outside interference in scientific research, even before we have checked if the fears behind such interference are actually justified.

These are just a few of the difficulties that stand in the way of your study of psychoanalysis. They are perhaps more than enough for a beginning. If you can move past these initial concerns, we shall continue.




Second Lecture: The Psychology of Errors

We will start our work with an investigation, not with theories. To do this, we will look at common events that happen to everyone. These things are very familiar, yet people rarely pay them any attention. They have nothing to do with being sick, as they happen to every normal person. I am talking about the mistakes we all make.

For example, think of slips of the tongue, where you intend to say one thing but use the wrong word instead. Think of mistakes in writing that you might or might not notice. Consider cases of misreading, where you see something in print that is not actually there. A similar thing happens when people mishear what is said to them, even when there is no physical problem with their hearing.

Another group of these events involves forgetfulness. This is not permanent, but temporary. It happens when you cannot remember a name that you know perfectly well. It happens when you forget to do a task at the right time, only to remember it later. In these cases, the memory is only gone for a short while.

A third group lacks this temporary nature. This includes mislaying things so that they cannot be found, or simply losing them. In these cases, we react differently than we do with simple forgetfulness. Instead of thinking it is normal, we feel surprised and annoyed. Related to these are cases of mistaken ideas. Here, the temporary nature is clear again, as you might believe something for a while that you know is untrue both before and after that moment. There are many other similar events that go by different names.

These events are all connected, as shown by the way we name them. They are almost all unimportant, usually temporary, and have little impact on a person’s life. Only rarely, such as when someone loses a valuable item, do they become practically important. Because of this, they do not get much attention and do not cause strong feelings.

I want to direct your attention to these small events. You might object with some annoyance: “There are so many great mysteries in the world, and so many wonders in the human mind that deserve to be explained. It seems like a waste of time to focus on such tiny things. If you can explain how a person with healthy eyes and ears can see or hear things that do not exist, or why someone suddenly believes they are being hunted by people they once loved, or why they defend ideas that seem like nonsense to a child, then we will take psychoanalysis seriously. But if you only want to talk about why a speaker used the wrong word or why a housekeeper lost her keys, we have better things to do with our time.”

My reply is this: “Patience, ladies and gentlemen. I think your criticism is missing the point. It is true that psychoanalysis often looks at small things. In fact, we often study the simple events that other sciences ignore as unimportant—the leftovers of the world. But are you confusing the importance of a problem with how obvious its signs are? Are there not very important things that, at certain times, show themselves only through very faint signs? I could give you many examples of this. For instance, how do the young men in this room know they have won the favor of a lady? Do you wait for a clear statement or a grand gesture? Or is a glance, a small movement, or a handshake held for one extra second enough? And if you are a lawyer investigating a murder, do you expect the killer to leave a photograph and his address at the scene? Or must you be satisfied with smaller, less certain clues? Let us not undervalue small signs; perhaps they will help us find our way to bigger things. I agree that the larger problems of science deserve our interest. However, it is rarely helpful to just decide to study a big problem without knowing where to start. In scientific research, it is more productive to study what is right in front of you if you have a way to examine it. If you do that work thoroughly and without bias, you may find that everything is connected. By studying these small things, you might find a way to approach the big problems after all.”

That is how I would answer, hoping to keep your attention on these small, seemingly unimportant mistakes that normal people make. Let us imagine we ask someone who knows nothing about psychoanalysis how he explains these events.

His first answer will surely be, “Oh, they are not worth explaining; they are just minor accidents.” What does he mean by that? Does he mean that some things are so unimportant that they do not follow the normal rules of cause and effect, or that they could just as easily have happened in a different way? If someone denies that nature follows a logical path in even one small case, he destroys the entire scientific viewpoint. One could point out to him that the religious view is much more consistent, as it clearly states that “No sparrow falls from the roof without God’s special wish.” I suspect our friend would not want to follow his own logic to the end. He would likely interrupt and say that if he really studied these things, he could probably find an explanation. He would suggest that these are just minor functional problems, or inaccurate mental acts that have clear causes. A person who usually speaks correctly might make a slip of the tongue when he is slightly ill, tired, excited, or when his attention is focused on something else. It is easy to prove these claims. Slips of the tongue really do happen more often when someone is tired, has a headache, or is feeling unwell. Forgetting names is also very common in these situations. Many people even know they are about to get sick because they suddenly find it hard to remember names. People often mix up words or objects when they are excited, or they might pick up the wrong items entirely. Forgetting plans or performing unintentional actions becomes very obvious when someone is distracted—in other words, when their attention is focused on something else. A common example of this distraction is the famous professor from the magazine Fliegende Blätter. He takes the wrong hat because his mind is busy thinking about the problems he wants to solve in his next book. Each of us knows from our own life how we can forget plans we made or promises we gave because a new experience suddenly took over our thoughts.

This explanation seems easy to understand and hard to argue against. Perhaps it is not very interesting, and it is certainly not what we expected to find. However, let us look closer at this way of explaining errors. The conditions mentioned as causes for these events are not all the same. Illness and blood circulation problems provide a physical basis. Excitement, fatigue, and distraction are conditions of a different kind, which we might call psycho-physiological. It is easy to create theories about these. Fatigue, distraction, and perhaps general excitement cause the attention to scatter, which means the task at hand does not get enough focus. Because of this, the action is more easily interrupted than usual and may be done incorrectly. A minor illness or a change in how blood flows to the brain can have the same effect, as it influences the main factor—the distribution of attention—in a similar way. In every case, therefore, we are looking at the effects of distracted attention caused by either physical or mental factors.

However, this does not seem to offer much of interest for our psychoanalytic study. We might even feel tempted to give up on the subject entirely. When we look closer, we find that the theory of distracted attention does not explain everything. These errors and lapses in memory often happen when a person is not tired, distracted, or excited. They occur even when someone is in a perfectly normal state of mind. If we insist that these errors prove the person was distracted, we are simply assuming a state of mind that the person does not actually feel.

Furthermore, the process is not as simple as saying that more attention leads to success while less attention leads to failure. Many actions are performed automatically and with very little focus, yet they are carried out perfectly. A person walking down the street may barely think about where they are going, yet they stay on the right path and arrive at their destination without getting lost. This is the usual way things work. A skilled pianist hits the right keys without thinking about each movement. While they might make an occasional mistake, it is not because their playing has become automatic. If automatic actions were the main cause of errors, then the most skilled musicians would be the ones making the most mistakes.

In reality, we see the opposite. Many tasks are completed most successfully when we are not focusing on them with intense concentration. Mistakes often happen exactly when we are most anxious to be accurate—at the very moment when we should be paying the most attention. One might argue that this is the result of excitement, but it remains unclear why that excitement does not help us focus more on our goal. If someone says the exact opposite of what they mean during an important speech or discussion, that error can hardly be explained by theories about attention or physical fatigue.

Many other small events often happen alongside these errors, yet these explanations fail to make them clear to us. For instance, when you temporarily forget a name, you feel annoyed and determined to remember it, yet you cannot stop trying. Why is it that, despite your clear desire to focus, you cannot bring the word to mind? It stays on the tip of your tongue, yet you recognize it instantly the moment someone else says it.

There are also cases where errors multiply, link together, or replace one another. You might forget an appointment once, but then, after making a firm promise to yourself not to forget it again, you find that you have written down the wrong day or time. Sometimes, you try to find a forgotten word through indirect ways, but in the process, you lose track of a second name that could have helped you find the first. If you then chase after that second name, a third one disappears, and the cycle continues.

It is well known that the same thing happens with misprints, which are simply errors made by the person setting the type. A stubborn mistake of this kind supposedly appeared in a political newspaper. In a report about a celebration, the text read: “Among those present was His Highness, the Clown Prince.” The next day, the paper tried to fix the error. They apologized and wrote:


The sentence should, of course, have read “The Clown Prince.”



People often like to blame these occurrences on a “printer’s devil” or some mischievous spirit in the machine. These are just colorful ways of speaking, but they at least suggest that there is more to these mistakes than a simple physical or mental slip.

I am not sure if you know that it is possible to cause slips of the tongue. You can actually trigger them through suggestion. A short story will show you how this works. A young actor was once given an important role in the play The Maid of Orleans. He had to walk out and announce to the King, “The Constable sheathes his sword.” During the rehearsal, the lead actor played a trick on the nervous beginner. Instead of the real line, he kept repeating, “The Comfortable sends back his steed.” He got exactly what he wanted.

When the actual performance arrived, the poor actor made his big entrance and said the wrong line. He announced, “The Comfortable sends back his steed.” This happened even though he had been warned many times not to do it. Perhaps he said it precisely because he had been warned.

These small details about mistakes are not fully explained by the theory that our attention simply wandered. However, that does not mean the entire theory is wrong. It is possible that something is missing, and that adding a new piece would make the theory complete. In any case, many of these errors can be looked at from a different perspective.

Let us look at slips of the tongue, as they are perfect for our study. We could just as easily look at mistakes in writing or reading. Up to this point, we have only asked when and why a person makes such a mistake, and we have only found answers for those specific questions. However, we could change our focus and ask why a person makes one specific mistake instead of another. We must consider what the result of that mistake actually is.

You must understand that as long as we do not answer this question—as long as we do not explain why a mistake produces a certain result—the event remains a complete accident from a psychological point of view, even if we have found a physical reason for it. When I make a slip of the tongue, I could have made an infinite number of other mistakes. Instead of the right word, I could have said any one of a thousand other things, or changed the word in countless ways.

Is there something that forces me to make this one specific mistake out of all the possibilities? Or is the choice of mistake truly random and accidental, with no logical reason to be found?

In 1895, two researchers named Meringer and Mayer—one a language expert and the other a doctor—tried to study why people make slips of the tongue. They began by collecting many examples and describing them in detail. While a simple description does not explain the cause, it is a necessary first step toward finding one. They categorized these speech errors into several types: switching the order of words, swapping parts of words, repeating sounds, blending words together, and substituting one word for another.

I will share some examples of their main categories with you. An interchange of words happens when someone says, “The Milo of Venus” instead of “The Venus of Milo.” A swap of word parts occurs in a phrase like, “I had a blush of rood to the head,” instead of “a rush of blood.” A repetition error, or perseveration, is seen in the common but awkward toast:


I ask you to join me in hiccoughing the health of our chief.



These three types of errors are not very common. You will find that slips caused by blending or combining syllables happen much more often. For instance, a man might approach a lady on the street and say:


If you will allow me, madame, I should be very glad to inscort you.



In this blended word, it is clear that he combined “escort” with “insult.” It is safe to assume that the young man will not find much favor with the lady after that. Finally, as an example of a substitution, Meringer and Mayer point to a man who says, “I put the specimens in the letterbox,” when he actually meant to say “in the hot-bed.”

The explanation that these two authors offer for such examples is quite weak. They argue that certain sounds and syllables carry more weight than others, and that the brain sometimes favors these stronger sounds, causing them to interfere with weaker ones. This theory relies on rare instances where sounds are repeated or anticipated, but it fails to explain the majority of speech errors where such sound priorities do not exist. Most slips of the tongue happen simply because a person chooses a word that sounds similar to the one they intended. This resemblance is usually enough to explain the mistake. For instance, a professor might say, “I am not inclined to evaluate the merits of my predecessor,” when he meant something else. Another professor might say, “In the case of the female genital, despite many temptations—I mean, many attempts—” and so on.

The most common and noticeable type of slip, however, occurs when a person says the exact opposite of what they intended. In these cases, the explanation has nothing to do with sound or word resemblance. Instead, it shows that opposites are closely linked in our minds and share a strong connection in the psychology of association. There are famous historical examples of this. Once, the president of our House of Representatives opened a meeting by saying, “Gentlemen, I declare a quorum present, and herewith declare the assembly closed.”

The connection between opposites is not the only thing that can cause a slip of the tongue. Sometimes, an easy association between words can appear at the most inconvenient moment. There is a famous story about a wedding celebration for the children of two great men: the scientist H. Helmholtz and the famous industrial leader W. Siemens. The well-known physiologist Dubois-Reymond was asked to give a toast. He finished his brilliant speech by saying, “Success to the new firm—Siemens and—Halski!” Of course, he had accidentally used the name of a well-known, established company. For someone living in Berlin, linking those two names was as natural as an American saying “Weber and Fields.”

This shows that we must consider more than just similar sounds or word shapes; we must also account for the influence of common word associations. Yet, even that is not the whole story. In many cases, we cannot explain a slip of the tongue unless we look at what the person had said or even thought just a moment before. This is a type of mental persistence, similar to what Meringer described, but it lasts for a longer time. I must admit, I feel as though we are further away than ever from a true explanation of why these slips occur!

I hope I am not wrong to believe that our investigation into these slips of the tongue has given us a new perspective worth exploring. We looked for the general conditions that cause these slips and the influences that shape how they distort our speech. Yet, we have not considered the effect of the slip itself, ignoring its origin entirely.

If we choose to look at it this way, we must have the courage to admit that in some cases, the result of the slip actually makes sense. What do I mean by this? I believe it means that the slip itself has a right to be seen as a valid mental act. It has a purpose, a clear meaning, and a specific content. Until now, we have always called these things errors, but it now seems that the error itself is a normal act. It has simply pushed its way into the place where we expected a different, intended act to occur.

In some cases, the meaning of a slip is clear and obvious. When the president of the House of Representatives accidentally declares the session closed instead of open, we easily understand why. We know the situation well; he expects nothing good from the meeting and would be happy to end it immediately. Interpreting this error is simple.

Consider another example: a woman tells a friend, “I am sure you must have messed up this charming hat yourself.” Even if she intended to offer a compliment, we cannot ignore the clear message that she thinks the hat is a mess. Or, think of the woman known for her strong personality who says, “My husband asked the doctor what diet he should follow. The doctor said he did not need a diet; he should eat and drink whatever I want.” This slip of the tongue is a perfect expression of her own firm desires.

Ladies and gentlemen, if it turns out that most slips of the tongue and other errors have a hidden meaning, then this discovery will become very important. It will rightly force all other ways of looking at the problem into the background. We could then set aside all physical or biological explanations and focus entirely on the psychological side—the sense, the meaning, and the purpose behind these mistakes. To do this, we will soon look at a much larger collection of examples.

Before we start this work, I want to invite you to follow a different line of thought with me. It has happened many times that a poet uses a slip of the tongue or some other mistake to tell his story. This fact alone proves that the poet thinks these errors are meaningful. He creates them on purpose. It is not a case of the poet making a mistake while writing and then letting that accident stay in the story as a character’s slip. He wants to show us something through this mistake. We can look at what that is, perhaps to show that the character is distracted or tired. Of course, we should not think that the poet’s use of a slip is always deeply important. It could still be a simple accident, or only meaningful in rare cases, where the poet just gives it meaning through the story. However, it would not be surprising if we learned more about slips of the tongue from poets than from language experts or doctors.

A famous example of this occurs in the play Wallenstein, specifically in the first act of The Piccolomini. In the previous scene, Max Piccolomini has passionately supported the Duke. He spoke with great feeling about the peace he found while traveling with the Duke’s daughter to the camp. He leaves his father and the courtier, Questenberg, in a state of deep shock. The fifth scene then continues:


Q.

Alas! Alas! and stands it so?

What friend! and do we let him go away

In this delusion—let him go away?

Not call him back immediately, not open

His eyes upon the spot?

OCTAVIO.

(Recovering himself out of a deep study)

He has now opened mine,

And I see more than pleases me.

Q.

What is it?

OCTAVIO.

“A curse on this journey!”

Q.

“But why so? What is it?”

OCTAVIO.

“Come, come along, friend! I must follow the dangerous path immediately. My eyes are open now, and I must use them. Come!”

(Octavio pulls Q. along with him.)

Q.

“What now? Where are you going?”

OCTAVIO.

(In a hurry) “To her.”

Q.

“To—”

OCTAVIO.

(Interrupting himself and correcting his words) “To the duke. Come, let us go.”



Octavio meant to say, “To him, to the lord,” but his tongue slipped. By saying “to her,” he revealed to us that he clearly understood the influence making the young war hero dream of peace.

A more impressive example was found by O. Rank in the works of Shakespeare. It happens in The Merchant of Venice, in the famous scene where the lucky suitor chooses among three caskets. I can do no better than to read you Rank’s short account of the incident:

A slip of the tongue in Shakespeare’s The Merchant of Venice, Act III, Scene II, is very delicate in its poetic meaning and technically brilliant in how it is handled. Like the slip in Wallenstein, it shows that poets understand the meaning of these errors and expect the audience to understand them, too. Portia, bound by her father’s wish to choose a husband by luck, has avoided all the suitors she did not like. Since she has finally found Bassanio, the man she loves, she fears that he, too, will choose the wrong casket. She wants to tell him that even if he fails, he can be sure of her love, but her oath prevents her. In this inner conflict, the poet makes her say to the suitor:


PORTIA:

I pray you tarry; pause a day or two,

Before you hazard; for, in choosing wrong

I lose your company; therefore, forbear a while:

There’s something tells me, (but it is not love)

I would not lose you: * * * * * * I could teach you

How to choose right, but then I am forsworn,

So will I never be: so may you miss me;

But if you do, you’ll make me wish a sin

That I had been forsworn. Beshrew your eyes.

They have o’erlook’d me, and divided me;

One half of me is yours, the other half yours,

Mine own, I would say: but if mine, then yours,

And so all yours.



The very thing she meant to hint at or hide entirely—that she was his and loved him even before the choice was made—the poet makes clear through her slip. With great psychological skill, he uses this artistic device to calm the lover’s unbearable uncertainty and the audience’s suspense about the outcome.

Notice how carefully Portia balances the two ideas in her slip. She resolves the contradiction and manages to keep her promise with these lines:


but if mine, then yours,

And so all yours.



Another thinker, who was not a doctor, once shared an observation that predicted our own theories about these mistakes. You likely know the clever writings of Lichtenberg. Goethe once said of him, “Where he jokes, there lurks a problem.” Often, his humor also reveals the answer to the problem itself. In his notes, Lichtenberg mentioned that he constantly misread the word “angenommen” as “Agamemnon,” simply because he had been reading Homer so intensely. This small detail actually contains the entire theory of why we misread things.

At our next meeting, we will see if we can agree with the poets about the meaning behind these psychological errors.




Third Lecture: The Psychology of Errors—(Continued)

At our last session, we decided to look at an error not just as a mistake that ruins an intended action, but as something that stands on its own. We gained the impression that, in some cases, a mistake seems to show a meaning of its own. We stated that if this were true in many cases, the meaning of the error itself would soon interest us more than the circumstances that caused it.

Let us agree on what we mean by the “meaning” of a mental process. A mental process is simply the purpose it serves and the place it holds in a sequence of thoughts. In most of our work, we can use the words “purpose” or “intention” instead of “meaning.” Was it just an illusion or a poetic exaggeration that made us believe we could find a purpose in these mistakes?

Let us stay close to our examples of slips of the tongue and look at a larger number of them. We will find many groups of cases where the purpose or the meaning of the mistake is very clear. This is especially true when someone says the exact opposite of what they meant to say. For instance, a president once began a meeting by saying, “I declare the meeting closed.” His original goal was certainly clear. The meaning of his mistake is that he actually wanted to end the meeting. We could even say that he told us his true desire by mistake. We have simply taken him at his word. Do not stop me now by saying this is impossible, or that we know he really wanted to open the meeting. Do not argue that he is the best judge of his own intentions and that he would confirm he meant to open it. If you do that, you forget that we agreed to look at the error all by itself. We will discuss its relationship to the speaker’s original plan later. Otherwise, you are making a logical mistake by trying to hide the very problem we are trying to solve. In English, this is called begging the question.

In other cases, the speaker might not say the exact opposite of what they intended, but the mistake still shows a hidden, opposing meaning. Consider the sentence, “I am not inclined to appreciate the merits of my predecessor.” The word “inclined” is not the opposite of “in a position to,” but it clearly betrays the speaker’s true feelings. It stands in sharp contrast to the polite and graceful way the speaker was supposed to handle the situation.

In other cases, a slip of the tongue adds a second meaning to the one intended. The sentence then sounds like a contradiction, or a short version of several ideas combined into one. For instance, an energetic lady once said, “He may eat and drink whatever I please.” The real meaning of this short sentence is as if she had said, “He may eat and drink whatever he pleases, but it does not matter what he wants. It is I who decide what is pleasing.” Many slips of the tongue act like this kind of shortcut. Consider the anatomy professor who finished a lecture on the human nose and asked if the class understood. After everyone said yes, he replied, “I can hardly believe that is so, since the people who understand the human nose can, even in a city of millions, be counted on one finger—I mean, on the fingers of one hand.” This shortened sentence also has a clear meaning: it expresses his belief that only one person truly understands the subject.

In contrast to these examples, there are cases where the error does not seem to have any meaning at all. Sometimes a slip of the tongue creates a sound or a word that makes no sense, which seems to go against our idea that every mistake has a hidden purpose. If someone changes a name or puts together a strange group of sounds, it might seem like proof that some errors are just random. Yet, if we look closer at these examples, we can often find the meaning behind the mistake. The difference between these confusing cases and the ones that make sense is not as large as it first appears.

A man was once asked how his horse was doing. He replied, “Oh, it may stake—it may take another month.” When he was asked what he really meant to say, he explained that he had been thinking the situation was a “sorry” business. The combination of the words “take” and “sorry” had resulted in the strange word “stake.”

Another man was describing some events he did not like, saying, “and then certain facts were re-filed.” When questioned, he clarified that he had intended to call those facts “filthy.” The words “revealed” and “filthy” had joined together to create the unusual term “re-filled.”

You will remember the case of the young man who wanted to “inscort” a lady he did not know. We decided that this word was a mixture of “escort” and “insult,” and we felt sure of this explanation even without needing further proof. These examples show that even slips of the tongue can be explained by the interference of two different ideas fighting for expression. The difference is simply that in some cases, the intended thought completely pushes the other one aside, as happens when someone says the exact opposite of what they meant. In other cases, the intended thought must settle for distorting or changing the other word, resulting in a mixture that still sounds somewhat like a real word.

We believe we have now grasped the secret behind many slips of the tongue. If we keep this explanation in mind, we can understand other groups of errors that once seemed mysterious. When people change names, for instance, we cannot always assume it is just a competition between two similar words. Even then, the hidden intention is not hard to guess. People often change names not by accident, but to make the name sound bad or to insult someone. This is a common trick for being rude, which educated people learn to avoid early on, though they do not always give it up easily. They often hide it inside a joke, even if it is a very low-quality joke.

To give a clear and ugly example of this, I will mention that the name of the President of the French Republic, Poincaré, has sometimes been changed to Schweinskarre. It is easy to assume that a similar desire to insult exists in other slips of the tongue that result in a distorted name. Because we hold to this view, similar explanations come to mind for slips of the tongue that sound funny or ridiculous. Consider this example: “I call upon you to hiccough the health of our chief.”

Here, the serious atmosphere is suddenly ruined by a word that brings up an unpleasant image. Based on how people usually express insults, we must assume there is a hidden intention trying to come out. This intention is in sharp contrast to the fake respect being shown, and it could be translated as: “You do not need to believe this. I am not serious. I do not care about this person at all.” A similar trick that passes for a slip of the tongue is changing a harmless word into one that is indecent or obscene.

Many people have a habit of turning harmless words into something dirty just to feel a sense of pleasure. People often call this wit, and when we hear someone do it, we must always wonder if they meant to be funny or if it was simply a slip of the tongue.

We have solved the mystery of these errors with very little trouble. They are not accidents, but real mental actions. They have a clear meaning, and they happen because two different intentions work together—or, more accurately, they get in each other’s way. I understand that you probably want to ask me many questions and share your doubts before we celebrate this first result of our work. I do not want to rush you to any early conclusions. Let us look at each point calmly, one by one.

What would you like to ask? Are you wondering if I believe this explanation covers every case of a slip of the tongue, or only a few? Perhaps you want to know if we can apply this same idea to other common mistakes—like misreading words, slips of the pen, forgetting things, picking up the wrong object, or losing items.

When we consider that these errors have a mental cause, what happens to the common explanations like fatigue, excitement, or a lack of focus? Furthermore, it is clear that in any error, one of the two competing meanings is always obvious, while the other is often hidden. How does one go about guessing that hidden meaning? And when you think you have found it, how can you prove it is not just a likely guess, but the only correct one?

Is there anything else you wish to ask? If not, I will continue. I want to remind you that we are not really interested in the errors themselves. We only wanted to learn something useful for psychoanalysis by studying them. 

Therefore, I ask: What are these hidden purposes or tendencies that interfere with our actions? What is the relationship between the tendency that interrupts and the one being interrupted? Now that we have explained the problem, our real work begins.

Does this explain every single slip of the tongue? I am very much inclined to think so, because every time we investigate a case, it leads us back to this same type of explanation. On the other hand, it is impossible to prove that a slip could never happen in any other way. Perhaps it could; however, for our purposes, it does not really matter. The conclusions we want to reach as an introduction to psychoanalysis remain valid, even if our theory only applied to a small number of cases—which is certainly not the reality.

I will answer your next question before you even ask it: can we apply what we have learned from slips of the tongue to other types of mistakes? Yes, we can. You will see this for yourselves once we turn our attention to mistakes made in writing, or when people pick up the wrong objects. For technical reasons, however, I suggest we wait to study those until we have looked at the slip of the tongue more thoroughly.

You might wonder what role factors like poor circulation, fatigue, excitement, or a wandering mind play in our understanding of slips of the tongue. If we accept the psychological explanation I have described, how do these physical conditions fit in? This question deserves a clear answer. Please note that we do not deny these factors exist. In fact, psychoanalysis rarely denies what others claim; instead, it usually adds a new layer of understanding. Often, the piece we add is the very thing that was previously overlooked and is, in truth, the most essential part.

We should readily admit that physical states—such as mild illness, poor circulation, or exhaustion—can influence the occurrence of these slips. Daily life provides enough evidence to convince anyone of this. However, admitting this explains very little. Above all, these physical states are not necessary for a mistake to happen. Slips of the tongue occur just as easily when a person is in perfect health and a completely normal state of mind. Therefore, bodily factors only serve to make the specific psychological mechanism of a slip easier to trigger.

To explain this relationship, I once used a comparison that I will repeat now, as I know of no better way to describe it. Imagine that I am walking past a lonely, dark place at night and a criminal attacks me, taking my watch and my purse. Because I did not see the robber’s face clearly, I go to the nearest police station and say, “The loneliness and the darkness have robbed me of my valuables.”

The police commissioner might then reply, “You seem to have an extreme and unfair view of how things work. Let us describe the situation differently: under the cover of darkness, and helped by the loneliness, an unknown robber took your property. The main task in your case is to find that robber. Perhaps then we can take your belongings back from him.”

Factors like excitement, being absent-minded, or having a distracted focus do not really help us explain these slips. They are just empty phrases—screens that hide the truth. We must look past them. The real question is what actually caused that excitement or that specific shift in attention in the first place.

We should acknowledge that the sound of syllables, the similarity between words, and the common associations words trigger are significant. They make a slip of the tongue easier by showing it a path to follow. However, just because a path exists, does that mean I will automatically take it? I still need a reason to choose that path and a force to push me along it. Therefore, these sound and word relationships only make a slip easier, much like physical tiredness might. They do not explain why a specific word was chosen.

Consider the fact that, in a huge number of cases, my lectures are not interrupted even though the words I use sound like others, have opposite meanings, or trigger common associations. We might look at the observation from the philosopher Wundt, who suggested that slips occur when physical fatigue allows the mind’s tendency to wander to take control over our intended speech. This would sound very convincing if it were not contradicted by experience. We have seen many cases where slips occurred without any physical fatigue, and others where the usual word associations were completely absent.

However, your next question interests me deeply: how can we prove the existence of two opposing ideas at the same time? You may not realize how important this question is. It is true that one of these ideas—the one being interrupted—is always clear. The person who makes the mistake knows it and admits it. It is the other idea, the one that causes the interruption, that creates doubt and confusion.

We have already learned, and I am sure you remember, that these ideas are often equally obvious. The slip of the tongue itself shows this, provided we have the courage to accept the evidence. When the president said the opposite of what he intended, he made it clear that he wanted to open the meeting, but he also made it clear that he secretly wanted to end it. In that case, the meaning is so plain that it needs no further explanation.

But what about the other cases? In those instances, the interfering idea only changes the original words without fully appearing itself. How can we figure out the hidden meaning from such a distorted result?

In the first group of cases, we use a very simple and reliable method. We use the same technique that reveals the original meaning before it was interrupted. The speaker usually provides this information immediately, correcting themselves right away. For example, when someone says, “It may stake—no, it may take another month,” we simply ask them to explain the interfering thought. We ask, “Why did you say ‘stake’ first?” The person usually answers, “I meant to say this is a sorry business.”

In the other example of a slip of the tongue, where the word was “re-filed,” the person admitted they intended to say it was a “filthy business.” They had simply softened their language and changed the word. In both cases, finding the hidden meaning was just as successful as finding the original one. I did not choose these examples by accident; they were not explained by me or by anyone who supports my theories.

However, a little investigation was necessary to find the solution in both instances. You had to ask the speaker why they made the mistake and what they thought about it. Without that question, they might have ignored the slip entirely. When asked, however, they provided the answer by saying the first thing that came into their mind.

You can see now, ladies and gentlemen, that this small investigation and its result are already a form of psychoanalysis. It is the basic model for every psychoanalytic investigation that we will perform in much greater detail later on.

Am I being too suspicious if I suspect that the moment psychoanalysis appears before you, your resistance to it also begins to rise? Are you not eager to object that the information given by the person we questioned—the one who made the slip—is not enough proof? You might argue that he naturally wants to meet the challenge and explain his mistake, so he simply says the first thing that comes to mind if it seems to fit. But you claim that is no proof of how the slip actually happened. You say it might be true, but it could just as easily be something else. You believe another thought might have occurred to him that would have fit the situation just as well, or even better.

It is remarkable how little respect you have for a mental fact. Imagine someone decides to perform a chemical analysis on a specific substance and secures a sample of a certain weight—let us say, a few milligrams. From that weighed sample, certain definite conclusions can be drawn. Do you think a chemist would ever try to discredit those results by arguing that the substance might have had a different weight? Everyone accepts the fact that it was exactly that weight and no other, and they confidently build their further conclusions upon that fact. Yet, when you are faced with the mental fact that a person had a certain thought when questioned, you refuse to accept it as valid. You insist that some other idea could just as easily have occurred to him. The problem is that you believe in the illusion of mental freedom and refuse to let it go. I am sorry to say that, on this point, I find myself in complete opposition to your views.

You will likely give up on this point only to start your argument somewhere else. You will continue, “We understand that the special method of psychoanalysis relies on the person being analyzed to find the solution to their own problems. Let us look at another example, where a speaker asks the crowd to ‘hiccough the health of their chief.’ You claim that the hidden idea here is an insult. You say it is the enemy of the intended honor. But that is just your own interpretation, based on things outside of the mistake itself. If you ask the person who made the slip, they will not admit they meant to insult anyone. In fact, they will deny it strongly. Why do you not stop using your unproven interpretation when faced with such a clear objection?”

“Yes, you have found a difficult problem this time,” I replied. I can picture the man who made the mistake. He is likely an assistant to the guest of honor, perhaps a young official with a bright future. I would press him to see if he felt something working against his duty to honor his boss. What a great success I would have! He would become impatient and suddenly shout at me, “Look here, you had better stop this questioning, or I will get angry. You are going to ruin my career with your suspicions. I simply said ‘auf-gestossen’ instead of ‘an-gestossen’ because I had already said ‘auf’ twice in the same sentence. It is what Meringer calls a repetition, and there is no other meaning you can twist out of it. Do you understand me? That is all.”

Hmm, that is a surprising reaction, a very strong denial. I see that I cannot get anything more from the young man, but I also note to myself that he shows a strong personal interest in making sure his mistake means nothing. Perhaps you agree that it is not right for him to become so rude over a simple theory. However, you might conclude that he must really know what he did or did not mean to say.

Really? Perhaps that is still open to question.

But now you think you have caught me. “So that is your technique,” I hear you say. “When the person who made the mistake gives an explanation that fits your theory, you say he is the final authority. You say, ‘He says so himself!’ But if what he says does not fit your plan, you suddenly claim that his words do not count and that we do not need to believe him.”

That is certainly true. I can show you a similar situation where the process seems just as strange. When a person on trial admits to a crime, the judge believes the confession. However, if that person denies it, the judge does not believe them. If the law worked any other way, it would be impossible to maintain justice. Even though mistakes happen sometimes, you must admit that this system has real value.

“Well, are you the judge then, and is the person who made the mistake a defendant standing before you?” you might ask. “Is a slip of the tongue really a crime?”

We do not need to reject this comparison. However, look at the deep differences we have found by studying these simple mistakes. At this moment, we do not know how to bring these different ideas together. I suggest a compromise, using the example of a judge and a defendant. You will agree that the meaning of a mistake is clear when the person who made it admits it. I will agree that we cannot prove the meaning if the person denies it, or if they are not there to explain it. In these cases, just like in a court of law, we must rely on the facts to decide what is likely true.

In the legal system, a judge must find a defendant guilty based on the evidence for practical reasons. We do not have that same pressure, but we are not forced to ignore the evidence either. It would be a mistake to think that science is only made of facts that are proven beyond any doubt. Such a demand would be unfair. Only someone who loves strict rules—someone who needs to replace their old religious beliefs with a new, rigid scientific set of rules—would ask for such a thing.

Science has very few absolute truths. It is mostly made of ideas that have reached a high level of probability. It is a sign of a true scientific mind to be happy with these levels of certainty and to keep working, even when we do not have final proof.

But where do we find the facts for our interpretations or the evidence for our proof when the speaker does not explain the meaning of their mistake? We look to many sources. First, we use comparisons with things outside the psychology of errors. For example, we might argue that changing a person’s name by mistake has the same insulting meaning as doing it on purpose.

We also look at the mental state of the person when the error happened. We consider what we know about their character and the events they experienced just before the mistake, as they might have reacted to those events with that specific slip. 

Usually, we find the meaning of an error by applying general principles. This gives us a guess or a suggestion about what the error might mean, and we then find our proof by looking closely at the person’s mental situation. Sometimes, we must wait for later events that were hinted at by the error to see if our guess was correct.

I cannot easily prove these points if I only look at slips of the tongue, though even there I have a few good examples. The young man who wanted to “escort” the lady was clearly shy. I also know that the lady whose husband may eat and drink whatever “she” wants is a very strong woman who knows how to rule her home. Consider another case: at a meeting of the Concordia Club, a young member gave a very angry speech against the leaders. During his talk, he called the officers “fellow committee lenders.” We can guess that a conflicting thought was fighting against his anger, a thought connected to borrowing money. In fact, we learned that the speaker was having constant money troubles and had tried to get a loan from them. We can safely assume his mind was telling him, “Be more moderate in your opposition, for these are the same people who are to grant you the loan.”

I can give you many more examples of this kind of proof if I look into other types of errors.

If someone forgets a name they usually know well, or if they have trouble remembering it despite trying hard, it is likely that they have negative feelings toward the person who owns that name. They do not like to think about them. Consider this example of the mental state behind such an error:


A Mr. Y. fell in love with a lady who did not love him back. Soon after, she married a Mr. X. Even though Mr. Y. has known Mr. X. for a long time and even does business with him, he forgets his name over and over again. He has even had to ask other people for the man’s name when he needed to write to Mr. X.



Mr. Y. clearly does not want to think about his lucky rival under any circumstances. He wants him to be forgotten.

Consider another example: A lady asks her doctor about a mutual friend, but she refers to the woman only by her maiden name. She has completely forgotten the woman’s married name. She admits that she was very unhappy about the marriage and could not stand the friend’s husband.

Later, we will discuss the act of forgetting names in much greater detail. For now, we are mostly interested in the mental state that exists when this memory lapse happens.

We often find that people forget to carry out their plans because they have a secret, opposing desire to avoid the task. Psychoanalysts are not the only ones who believe this. In fact, most people accept this truth in their daily lives, even if they deny it when they talk about it in theory. When a person in power tells someone they are helping that they simply forgot a request, the person being helped does not believe them. They think, “That is not true; he promised, but he really does not want to do it.” Because of this, everyday life treats forgetting as a choice in certain situations. In these cases, the gap between common sense and the psychoanalytic view disappears.

Think of a housekeeper who greets a guest by saying, “What, you are here today? I completely forgot that I invited you.” Or consider a young man who tells his sweetheart that he forgot their planned meeting. He would never admit that he simply forgot. It would be better for him to make up the most unlikely excuses on the spot, claiming that sudden obstacles stopped him from coming or kept him from sending a message.

We all know that in the military, the excuse of forgetting is useless. It does not protect anyone from punishment, and we generally agree that this strict attitude is fair. Here, everyone suddenly agrees that a mistake like this is meaningful, and everyone understands exactly what it means. Why are people not consistent enough to apply this same logic to other kinds of errors and accept them for what they are? Of course, there is an answer to that question as well.

If the meaning behind forgetting a plan seems so clear to ordinary people, you will not be surprised to learn that poets use these mistakes in the
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