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impression forces itself upon one that men
measure by false standards, that everyone seeks '
power, success, riches for himself and admires others
who attain them, while undervaluing the truly precious things in life. And yet, in making any general
judgement of this kind one is in danger of forgetting
the manifold variety of humanity and its mental life.
There are certain men from whom their contemporaries do not withhold veneration, although their greatness rests on attributes and achievements which are
completely foreign to the aims and ideals of the multitude. One might well be inclined to suppose that after
all it is only a minority who appreciate these great men,
while the majority cares nothing for them. But the dis- J'
crepancy between men's opinions and their behaviour
is so wide and their desires so many-sided that things
are probably not so simple.
One of these exceptional men calls himself my friend
in his letters to me. I had sent him my little book which
treats of religion as an illusion, and he answered that
he agreed entirely with my views on religion, but that
he was sorry I had not properly appreciated the ultimate source of religious sentiments. This consists in a
peculiar feeling, which never leaves him personally,
HE
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which he £nds shared by many others, and which he
may suppose millions more also experience. It is a feeling which he would like to call a sensation of 'eternity',
a feeling as of something limitless, unbounded, something 'oceanic'. It is, he 'says, a purely subjective experience, not an article of belief; it implies no assurance
of personal immortality, but it is the source of the
religious spirit and is taken hold of by the various
Churches and religious systems, directed by them into
de£nite channels and also, no doubt, used up in them.
One may rightly call oneself religious on the ground
of this oceanic feeling alone, even though one reject
all beliefs and all illusions.
These views, expressed by my friend whom I so
greatly honour and who himself once in poetry described the magic of illusion, put me in a difficult position. I cannot discover this 'oceanic' feeling in myself. It is not easy to deal scienti£cally with feelings.
One may attempt to describe their physiological signs.
Where that is-impossible- I am afraid the oceanic feeling, too, will defy this kind of classi£cation-nothin,g
remains but to turn to the ideational content which
;most readilx associates itself with the feeling. If I have
understood my friend aright, he means the same thing
as that consolation offered by an original and somewhat
unconventional writer to his hero, contemplating suicide: 'Out of this world we cannot fall? So it is a feeling of indissoluble connection, of belonging inseparably to the external world as a whole. To me, personally,
I may remark, this seems something more in the nature
of an intellectual judgement, not, it is true, without
any accompanying feeling-tone, but with one of a kind
1 Christian Grabbe, Hannibal: 'Ja, aus der Welt werden wir nicht fallen. Wir sind einmal darin'.
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which characterizes other equally far-reaching reflections as well. I could not in my own person convince
myself of the primary nature of such a feeling. But I
cannot on that account deny that it in fact occurs in
other people. One can only wonder whether it has
been correctly interpreted and whether it is entitled to
be acknowledged as the fans et origo of the whole need
for religion.
I have nothing to suggest which could effectively
settle the solution of this problem. The idea that man
should receive intimation of his connection with the
surrounding world by a direct feeling which aims
from the outset at serving this purpose sounds so
strange and is so incongruous with the structure of our
psychology that qp.e is justified in attempting a psycho->
analytic, that is, genetic explanation of such a feeling..
Whereupon the following lines of thought present
themselves. Normally there is nothing we are more cer~in of than the fe~ling of our self, our own ego. It
seems to us an independent unitary thing, sharply outlined against everything else. That this is a deceptive
appearance, and that on the contrary the ego extends
inwards, without any sharp delimitation, into an unconscious mental entity which we call the id and to
which it forms a fac;ade, was first discovered by psychoanalytic research, and the latter still has much to tell
us about the relations of the ego to the id. But towards
the outer world at any rate the ego seems to keep itself clearly and sharply outlined and delimited. There
is only one state of mind in which it fails to do this
-an unusual state, it is true, but not one that can be
judged as pathological. At its height the state of being in love threatens to obliterate the boundaries be~
~een ego and objec!:, Against all the evidence of his
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senses the man in love declares that he and his beloved
are one, and is prepared to behave as if it were a fact.
A thing that can be temporarily effaced by a physiological function must also of course be liable to disturbance by morbid processes. From pathology we have
come to know a large number of states in which the
boundary lines between ego and outer world become
uncertain, or in which they are actually incorrectly
perceived- cases in which parts of a man's own body,
even component parts of his own mind, perceptions,
thoughts, feelings, appear to him alien and not belonging to himself; other cases in which a man ascribes to
the external world things that clearly originate in himself, and that ought to be acknowledged by him. So
the ego's cognizance of itself is subject to disturbance,
and the boundaries between it and the outer world are
not immovable.
Further reRection shows that the adult's sense of his
own ego cannot have been the same from the beginning. It must have undergone a development, which
naturally cannot be demonstrated, but which admits of
reconstruction with a fair degree of probability.2 When
the infant at the breast receives stimuli, he cannot as
yet distinguish whether they come from his ego or
from the outer world. He learns it gradually as the result of various exigencies. It must make the strongest
impression on him that many sources of excitation,
which later on he will recognize as his own bodily organs, can provide him at any time with sensations,
whereas others become temporarily out of his reach2 Cf. the considerable volume of work on this topic dating from that of Ferenczi ('Stages in the Development of
the Sense of Reality', 1913) up to Federn's contributions,
1926, 1927 and later.
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amongst these what he wants most of all, his mother's
breast- and reappear only as a result of his cries for
help. Thus an 'object' first presents itself to the ego as
something existing 'outside', which is only induced to
appear by a particular act. A further stimulus to the
growth and formation of the ego, so that it becomes
something more than a bundle of sensations, i.e. recognizes an 'outside', the external world, is afforded by
the frequent, unavoidable and manifold pains and unpleasant sensations which the pleasure-principle, still
in unrestricted domination, bids it abolish or avoid.
The tendency arises to dissociate from the ego everything which can give rise to pain, to cast it out and
create a pure pleasure--ego, in contrast to a threatening
'outside', not-self. The limits of this primitive pleasureego cannot escape readjustment through experience.
Much that the individual wants to retain because it is
pleasure-giving is nevertheless part not of the ego but
of an object; and much that he wishes to eject because
it torments him yet proves to be inseparable from the
ego, arising from an inner source. He learns a method
by which, through deliberate use of the sensory organs
and suitable muscular movements, he can distinguish
between internal and external- what is part of the ego
and what originates in the outer world-and thus he
makes the first step towards the introduction of the
reality-principle which is. to control his development
further. This capacity for distinguishing, which he
learns, of course, serves a practical purpose, that of enabling him to defend himself against painful sensations
f?J" by him or threatening him. Against certain painful excitations from within the ego has only the same
means of defence as that employed against pain com-
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question of the purpose of life. ,One can hardly go
wrong in concluding, that the idea of a purpose in life
stands and falls with the religious system.
We will turn, therefore, to the less ambitious problem, '.rl:!a t the behaviour of men themselves reveals as
~e purpose and object of their lives, ~hat they demand of life and wish to attain in it. The answer to
tIiis can llardly be in doubt: they seek happiness, they
want to become happy and to remain so. There are two
sides to this striving, a positive and a negative; it aims
on the one hand at eliminating pain and discomfort,
on the other at the experience of intense pleasures. In
its narrower sense the word 'happiness' relates only to
the last. Thus human activities branch off in two directions- corresponding to this double goal- according
to which of the two they aim at realizing, either predominantly or even exclusively.
As we see, it is simply the pleasure-principle which
~aws up the programme of life's purpose. This principle dominates the operation of the mental apparatus
from the very beginning; there can be no doubt about
its efficiency, and yet its programme is in conflict with
,!!1e whole world, with the macrocosm as much as with
the microcosm. It simply cannot be put into execution,
. Jh.e whole constitution of things runs counter to it"
one might say tne mtention that man should be 'happy'
is not included in the scheme of 'Creation'. What
\ is called happiness in its narrowest sense comes from
the satisfaction- most often instantaneous- of pent-up
needs which have reached great intensity, and by its
very nature can only be a transitory experience. When
any condition desired by the pleasure-principle is protracted, it results in a feeling only of mild comfort; we
are so constituted that we can only intensely enjoy con-
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trasts, much less intensely states in themselves. 4 Our /"
possibilities of happiness are thus limited from the
start by our very constitution. It is much less difficult
to be unhappy. Suffering comes from three quarters:
from our own body, which is destined to decay and
dissolution, and cannot even dispense with anxiety
and pain as danger-signals; from the outer world, which
can rage against us with the most powerful and pitiless
forces of destruction; and finally from our relations
with other men. The unhappiness which has this last
origin we find perhaps more painful than any other;
we tend to regard it more or less as a gratuitous addition, although it cannot be any less an inevitable fate
than the suffering that proceeds from other sources.
It is no wonder if, under the pressure of these possibilities of suffering, humanity is wont to reduce its
demands for happiness, just as even the pleasure-principle itself CIianges into the more accommodating rea!:,
i!y-principle under the i~fluence of external environment; if a man thinks himself happy if he has merely
escaped unhappiness or weathered trouble; if in general the task of avoiding pain forces that of obtaining
pleasure into the background. Reflection shows that
there are very different ways of attempting to perform
this task; and all these ways have been recommended
by the various schools of wisdom in the art of life and
put into practice by men. Unbridled gratification of all
desires forces itself into the foreground as the most alluring guiding principle in life, but it entails preferring enjoyment to caution and penalizes itself after
short indulgence. The other methods, in which avoid4 Goethe even warns us that 'nothing is so hard to bear
as a train of happy days'. This may be an exaggeration all
the same.
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sources of our needs themselves. An extreme form of
it consists in annihilation of the instincts, as taught by
the wisdom of the East and practised by the Yogi.
When it succeeds, it is true, it involves giving up all
other activities as well (sacrificing the whole of life),
and again, by another path, the only happiness it brings
is that of peace. The same way is taken when the aim
is less extreme and only control of the instincts is
sought. When this is so, the higher mental systems
which recognize the reality-principle have the upper
hand. The aim of gratification is by no means abandoned in this case; a certain degree of protection against
suffering is secured, in that lack of satisfaction causes
less pain when the instincts are kept in check than
when they are unbridled. On the other hand, this
brings with it an undeniable reduction in the degree
of enjoyment obtainable. The feeling of happiness
produced by indulgence of a wild, untamed craving is
incomparably more intense than is the satisfying of a
curbed desire. The irresistibility of perverted impulses,
perhaps the charm of forbidden things generally, may
in this way be explained economically.
Another method of guarding against pain is by using
the libido-displacements that our mental equipment allows of, by which it gains so greatly in flexibility. The
task is then one of transferring the instinctual aims
into such directions that they cannot be frustrated by
the outer world. Sublimation of the instincts lends an
'aid in this. Its success is greatest when a man knows
, how to heighten sufficiently his capacity for obtaining
pleasure from mental and intellectual work. Fate has
little power against him then. This kind of satisfaction,
such as the artist's joy in creation, in embodying his
phantasies, or the scientist's in solving problems or dis20

CIVILIZATION AND ITS DISCONTENTS

covering truth, has a special quality which we shall
certainly one day be able to define metapsychOlOgicallY' j
Until then we can only say metaphorically it seems to
us 'higher and finer', but compared with that of gratifying gross primitive instincts its intensity is tempered
and diffused; it does not overwhelm us physically. The
weak point of this method, however, is that it is not
generally applicable; it is only available to the few. It
presupposes special gifts and dispositions which are
not very commonly found in a sufficient degree. And
even to these few it does not secure complete protection against suffering; it gives no invulnerable armour
against the arrows of fate, and it usually fails when a
man's own body becomes a source of suffering to him. 5
5 When there is no special disposition in a man imperatively prescribing the direction of his life-interest, the ordinary work all can do for a livelihood can play the part
which Voltaire wisely advocated it should do in our lives.
It is not possible to discuss the significance of work for the
economics of the libido adequately within the limits of a
short survey. Laying stress upon importance of work has a
greater effect than any other technique of living in the
direction of binding the individual more closely to reality;
in his work he is at least securely attached to a part of
reality, the human community. Work is no less valuable
for the opportunity it and the human relations connected
with it provide for a very considerable discharge of libidinal component impulses, narcissistic, aggressive and even
erotic, than because it is indispensable for subsistence and
justifies existence in a society. The daily work of earning
a livelihood affords particular satisfaction when it has been
selected by free choice, i.e. when through sublimation it
enables use to be made of existing inclinations, of instinctual impulses that have retained their strength, or are
more intense than usual for constitutional reasons. And
yet as a path to happiness work is not valued very highly
by men. They do not run after it as they do after other
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This behaviour reveals clearly enough its aim-that
of making oneself independent of the external world,
by looking for happiness in the inner things of the
mind; in the next method the same features are even
more marked. The connection with reality is looser still;
satisfaction is obtained through illusions, which are
recognized as such, without the discrepancy between
them and reality being allowed to interfere with the
pleasure they give. These illusions are derived from the
life of phantasy which, at the time when the sense of
reality developed, was expressly exempted from the demands of the reality-test and set apart for the purpose
of fulfilling wishes which would be very hard to realize. At the head of these phantasy-pleasures stands the
enjoyment of works of art which through the agency
of the artist is opened to those who cannot themselves
create. 6 Those who are sensitive to the influence of art
do not know how to rate it high enough as a source
,.,J' . ~
. of happiness and consolation in life. Yet art affects us
. ~U but as a mild narcotic and can provide no more than
N"4'\'
a temporary refuge for us from the hardships of life;
its influence is not strong enough to make us forget real
isery.
Another method operates more energetically and
thoroughly; it regards reality as the source of all suffering, as the one and only enemy, with whom life is
intolerable and with whom therefore all relations must

j

opportunities for gratification. The great majority work
only when forced by necessity, and this natural human
aversion to work gives rise to the most difficult social
problems.
6 Cf. 'Formulations regarding the Two Principles in
Mental Functioning' (1911), Collected Papers, vol. iv.;
and Introductory Lectures on Psycho-Analysis (1915 - 17),
London, 1922, chapter xxiii.
22
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be broken off if one is to be happy in any way at all.
The hermit turns his back on this world; he will have )
nothing to do with it. But one can do more than that;
one can try to re-create it, try to build up another instead, from which the most unbearable features are
eliminated and replaced by others corresponding to
one's own wishes. He who in his despair and defiance
sets out on this path will not as a rule get very far;
reality will be too strong for him. He becomes a madman and usually finds no one to help him in carrying
through his delusion. It is said, however, that each one
of us behaves in some respect like the paranoiac, substituting a wish-fulfilment for some aspect of the world
which is unbearable to him, and carrying this delusion
through into reality. When a large number of people
make this attempt together and try to obtain assurance
of happiness and protection from suffering by a delusional transformation of reality it acquires special significance. The reli ions of humani
too, must be
classified as mass-delusions 0 t is kind. Needless to
'say,- no one who shares a delusion rec~gnizes it as such.
I do not suppose that I have enumerated all the methods by which men strive to win happiness and keep suffering at bay, and I know, too, that the material might
have been arranged differently. One of these methods I
have not yet mentioned at all- not because I had forgotten it, but because it will interest us in another connection. How would it be possible to forget this way
of all others of practising the art of life! It is conspicuous for its remarkable capacity to combine characteristic
features. Needless to say, it, too, strives to bring about
independence of fate- as we may best call it- and with
this object it looks for satisfaction within the mind, and
uses the capacity for displacing libido which we men-
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tioned before, but it does not turn away from the outer
world; on the contrary, it takes a firm hold of its objects and obtains happiness from an emotional relation
to them. Nor is it content to strive for avoidance of
, pain- that goal of weary resignation; rather it passes
that by heedlessly and holds fast to the deep-rooted,
passionate striving for a positive fulfilment of happiness. Perhaps it really comes nearer to this goal than
any other method. 1. am speaking, of course, of th~t
life which makes love the centre of all thin s
gnd anticiE,ates a
appiness from loving and being
loved. This attitude is familiar enough to all of us; one
.~
of the forms in which love manifests itself, sexual love,
gives us our most intense experience of an overwhelming pleasurable sensation and so furnishes a prototype
for our strivings after happiness. What is more natural
than that we should persist in seeking happiness along
the path by which we first encountered it? The weak
side of this way of living is clearly evident; and were it
not for this, no human being would ever have thought
of abandoning this path to happiness in favour of any
other. We are never so defenceless against sufferin as
when we ove, never so or om y unhappY as when we
have lost our love-object or its love. But this does not
complete the story of that way of life which bases happiness on love; there is much more to be said about it.
We may here go on to consider the interesting case
in which happiness in life is sought first and foremost
in the enjoyment of beauty, wherever it is to be found
by our senses and our judgement, the beauty of human
forms and movements, of natural objects, of landscapes,
( of artistic and even scientific creations. As a goal in life
this aesthetic attitude offers little protection against the
menace of suffering, but it is able to compensate for a
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great deal. The enjoyment of beauty produces a particular, mildly intoxicating kind of sensation. There is
no very evident use in beauty; the necessity of it for
cultural purposes is not apparent, and yet civilization
could not do without it. The science of aesthetics investigates the conditions in which things are regarded
as beautiful; it can give no explanation of the nature
or origin of beauty; as usual, its lack of results is concealed under a flood of resounding and meaningless
words. Unfortunately, psycho-analysis, too, has less to
say about beauty than about most things. Its derivation
hom the realms of sexual sensation is all that seems
certain; the love of beauty is a perfect example of a
feeling with an inhibited aim. 'Beauty' and 'attraction' .
are first of all the attributes of a sexual object. It is remarkable that the genitals themselves, the sight of
which is always exciting, are hardly ever regarded as
beautiful; the quality of beauty seems, on the other
hand, to attach to certain secondary sexual characters.
In spite of the incompleteness of these considerations, I will venture on a few remarks in conclusion of
this discussion. The goal towards which the Pleasure-I
principle impels us-of becoming happy- is not attainable; yet we may not-nay, cannot- give up the effort to corne nearer to realization of it by some means
or other. Very different paths may be taken towards it:
~oIJ1e pursue the positive aspect of the aim, attainment
f leasure; others the negative, avoidance of pain. By
none of these ways can we ac ieve all that we esire.
In that modified sense in which we have seen it to be
attainable, happiness is a problem of the economics of
the libido in each individual. There is no sovereign
~ecipe in this matter which suits all; each one must find
out for himself by which particular means he may
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achieve felicity. All kinds of different factors will operate to influence his choice. It depends on how much
real gratification he is likely to obtain in the external
world, and how far he will find it necessary to make
himself independent of it; finally, too, on the belief he
has in himself of his power to alter it in accordance
with his wishes. Even at this stage the mental constitution of the individual will play a decisive part, aside
from any external considerations. The man who is predominantly erotic will choose emotional relationships
with others before all else; the narcissistic type, who is
more self-sufficient, will seek his essential satisfactions
in the inner workings of his own soul; the man of action will never abandon the external world in which
he can essay his power. The interests of narcissistic
types will be determined by their particular gifts and
the degree of instinctual sublimation of which they are
capable. When any choice is pursued to an extreme it
penalizes itself, in that it exposes the individual to the
dangers accompanying anyone exclusive life-interest
which may always prove inadequate. Just as a cautious
business-man avoids investing all his capital in one concern, so wisdom would probably admonish us also not
to anticipate all our happiness from one quarter alone.
Success is never certain; it depends on the co-{)peration
of many factors, perhaps on none more than the capacity of the mental constitution to adapt itself to the
outer world and then utilize this last for obtaining
pleasure. Anyone who is born with a specially unfavourable instinctual constitution, and whose libidocomponents do not go through the transformation and
modification necessary for successful achievement in.
later life, will find it hard to obtain happiness from his
external environment, especially if he is faced with the

l
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more difficult tasks. One last possibility of dealing with
life remains to such people and it offers them at least
substitute-gratifications; it takes the form of the fli~ht
into neurotic illness, andthey mostly adopt it while
- they are still young. Those whose efforts to obtam happiness come to nought in later years still find consolation in the pleasure of chronic intoxication, or else
they embark upon that despairing attempt at revoltpsychosis.
Ileligion circumscribes these measures of choice and
.!,daPtation by urging upon everyone alike its single
way of achieving happiness and guarding against pain.
Its method consists in decrying the value of life and
promulgating a view of the real world that is distorted
like a delusion, and both of these imply a preliminary
intimidating influence upon intelligence. At such a
cost- by the forcible imposition of mental infantilism
and inducing a mass-deluslOn- rehglOn succeeds m sav-..
iiig many people from individual neuroses. But little
*more. There are, as we have said, many paths by which
the happiness attainable for man can be reached, but
none which is certain to take him to it. Nor can religion keep her promises either. When the faithful find
themselves reduced in the end to speaking of God's 'inscrutable decree', they thereby avow that all that is left
to them in their sufferings is unconditional submission
as a last-remaining consolation and source of happiness.
And if a man is willing to come to this, he could probably have arrived there by a shorter road.
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ship and starved of joys and so wretched that we can
only welcome death as our deliverer?
It seems to be certain that our present-day civilization does not inspire in us a feeling of well-being, but
it is very difficult to form an opinion whether in earlier
times people felt any happier and what part their cultural conditions played in the question. We always
tend to regard trouble objectively, i.e. to place ourselves
with our own wants and our own sensibilities in the
same conditions, so as to discover what opportunities
for happiness or unhappiness we should find in them.
This method of considering the problem, which appears to be objective because it ignores the varieties of
subjective sensitivity, is of course the most subjective
possible, for by applying it one substitutes one's own
mental attitude for the unknown attitude of other men.
ti.appiness, on the contrary, is something essentially
subjective. However we may shrink in horror at the
thought of certain situations, that of the galley-slaves
in antiquity, of the peasants in the Thirty Years' War,
of the victims of the Inquisition, of the Jews awaiting
a pogrom, it is still impossible for us to feel ourselves
into the position of these people, to imagine the differences which would be brought about by constitutional
obtuseness of feeling, gradual stupefaction, the cessation of all anticipation, and by all the grosser and more
subtle ways in which insensibility to both pleasurable
and painful sensations can be induced. Moreover, on
occasions when the most
e forms of suffer;;\ ave to be endured, special mental protective devices
~me into operati.£..n. It seems to me unprofitable to follow up this aspect of the problem further.
It is time that we should turn our attention to the
nature of this culture, the value of which is so much
~
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disputed from the point of view of happiness. Until we
have learnt something by examining it for ourselves,
we will not look round for formulas which express its
essence in a few words. We will be content to repeatl
that the word 'culture' describes the sum of the achievement"; and institutions which differentiate our ' lives
'trom those of our ammal forebears and serve two purposes, namely, that of protecting humanity against nature and of regulating the relations of human beings
among themselves. In order to learn more than this, we
must bring together the individual features of culture
as they are manifested in human communities. We
shall have no hesitation in allowing ourselves to be
guided by the common usages of language, or as one
might say, the feeling of language, confident that we
shall thus take into account inner attitudes which still
resist expression in abstract terms.
The beginning is easy. We recognize as belonging to
culture all the activities and possessions which men use
to make the earth serviceable to them, to protect them
against the tyranny of natural forces, and so on. There
is less doubt about this aspect of civilization than any
other. If we go back far enough we find that the first
acts of civilization were the use of tools, the gaining of
power over fire, and the construction of dwellings.
Among these the acquisition of power over fire stands
out as a quite exceptional achievement, without a
prototype;2 while the other two opened up paths which
1 Cf. The Future of an Illusion.
2 Psycho-analytic material, as yet incomplete and not
capable of unequivocal interpretation, nevertheless admits
of a surmise- which sounds fantastic enough- about the
origin of this human feat. It is as if primitive man had
had the impulse, when he came in contact with fire, to

33

r

I

I/,
.. /

CIVILIZATION AND ITS DISCONTENTS

have to be laboriously trained to imitate the example of
their celestial models.
Beauty, cleanliness and order clearly occupy a pecu~
.Jar position among the requirements of civilization. No
one will maintain that they are as essential to life as the
activities aimed at controlling the forces of nature and
as other factors which we have yet to mention; and yet
no one would willingly relegate them to the background as trivial matters. Beauty is an instance which
plainly shows that culture is not simply utilitarian in
its aims, for the lack of beauty is a thing we cannot
tolerate in civilization. The utilitarian advantages of order are quite apparent; with regard to cleanliness we
have to remember that it is required of us by hygiene,
and we may surmise that even before the days of scientific prophylaxis the connection between the two was
not altogether unsuspected by mankind. But these aims
and endeavours of culture are not entirely to be explained on utilitarian lines; there must be something
else at work besides.
According to general opinion, however, there is one
feature of culture which characterizes it better than any
other, and that is the value it sets upon the higher
. mental activities- intellectual, scientific and aesthetic
achievement- the leading part it concedes to ideas in
human life. First and foremost among these ideas come
the religious systems with their complicated evolution,
on which I have elsewhere endeavoured to throw a
light; next to them come philosophical speculations;
and last, the ideals man has formed, his conceptions of
the perfection possible in an individual, in a people, in
humanity as a whole, and the demands he makes on
the basis of these conceptions. These creations of his
mind are not independent of each other; on the con-
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trary, they are closely interwoven, and this complicates
the attempt to describe them, as well as that to trace
their psychological derivation. If we assume as a general
hypothesis that the force behiud all human activities is
a striving towarcl7the two convergent aims of profit and
pleasur,e, we must then acknowledge this as valid also
f~r these other manifestations of culture, although it
can be plainly recognized as true only in respect of science and art. It cannot be doubted, however, that the
remainder, too, correspond to some powerful need in
human beings- perhaps to one which develops fully
only in a minority of people. Nor may we allow ourselves to be misled by our own judgements concerning
the value of any of these religious or philosophical systems or of these ideals; whether we look upon them
as the highest achievement of the human mind, or
whether we deplore them as fallacies, one must acknowledge that where they exist, and especially where
they are in the ascendant, they testify to a high level of
civilization.
We now have to consider the last, and certainly by
no means the least important, of the components of culture, namely, the ways in which social relations, the relations of one man to another, are regulated, all that has
to do with him as a neighbour, a source of help, a sexual
object to others, a member of a family or of a state. It
is especially difficult in this matter to remain unbiased
by any ideal standards and to ascertain exactly what is
specifically cultural here. Perhaps one might begin with
the statement that the first attempt ever made to regulate these soc-ial relations already contained the essential element of civilization. Had no such attempt been
made, these relations would be subject to the wills of
individuals: that is to say, the man who was physically
39
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. quently warned us emphatically against this way of
, life; but in spite of all it retains its attraction for a great
number of people.
small minority are enabled by their constitution
nevertheless to find happiness along the path of love;
but far-reaching mental transformations of the erotic
. Junction are necessary before this is possible. These people make themselves independent of their object's acquiescence by transferring the main value from the fact
of being loved to their own act of loving; they protect
themselves against loss of it by attaching their love not
to individual objects but to all men equally, and they
avoid the uncertainties and disappointments of genital
love by turning away from its sexual aim and modifyin
-Ehe instinct into an lmpu se with an inhibited aim. The
state which they induce in themselves by this process
-~hangeable, undeviating, tender attitude- has
little superficial hkeness to the stormy vicissitudes of
genital love, from which it is nevertheless derived. It
seems that Saint Francis of Assisi may have carried this
[ method of using love to produce an inner feeling of
happiness as far as anyone; what we are thus characterizing as one of the procedures by which the pleasureprinciple fulfils itself has in fact been linked up in many
ways with religion; the connection between them may
lie in those remote fastnesses of the mind where the
dIstinctions between "the ego and objects and between

1
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From one ethical standpoint, the deeper motivation of
which will later become clear to us, this inclination towards an all-embracing love of others and of the world
at large is regarded as the hi hest state of mind of which
!paD is caJ?able ..,Even at this early stage in t e iscussion
I will not withhold the two principal objections we
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have to raise against this view. A love that does not

'1 1 discriminate seems to us to lose some of its own value,

. ·... s'fii'ce it does an injustice to its object. And secondly,
not all men are woffhy onove.The love that instituted the family still retains its
power; in its original form it does not stop short of direct sexual satisfaction, and in its modified form as aiminhibited friendliness it influences our civilization. In
both these forms it carries on its task of binding men
and women to one another, and it does this with greater
intensity than can be achieved through the interest of
work in common. The casual and undifferentiated way
in which the word 'love' is employed by language has
its genetic justification. In general usage the relation
between a man and a woman whose genital desires have
led them to found a family is called love; but the positive attitude of feeling between parents and children,
between brothers and sisters in a family, is also called
love, although to us this relation merits the description.
of aim-inhibited love or affection. Love with an inhibited aim was indeed originally full sensual love and
in men's unconscious minds is so still. Both of them,
the sensual and the aim-inhibited forms, reach out beyond the family and create new bonds with others who
before were strangers. Genital love leads to the forming
of new families; aim-inhibited love to 'friendships',
which are valuable culturally because they do not entail many of the limitations of genital love- for instance,
its exclusiveness. But the interrelations between love
and culture lose their simplicity as development proceeds. On the one hand, love opposes the interests of
culture; on the other, culture menaces love with grievous restrictions.
This rift between them seems inevitable; the cause of
49
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it is not immediately recognizable. It expresses itself first
in a conHict between the family and the larger commu~ity to which the individual belon.£s. We have seen
already that one of culture's principal endeavours is to
cement men and women together into larger units. But
the family will not give up the individual. The closer
the attachment between the members of it, the more
they often tend to remain aloof from others, and the
harder it is for them to enter into the wider circle of
the world at large. That form of life in common which
is phylogenetically older, and is in childhood its only
form, resists being displaced by the type that becomes
acquired later with culture. Detachment from the family has become a task that awaits every adolescent, and
often society helps him through it with pubertal and
initiatory rites. One gets the impression that these difficulties form an integral part of every process of mental
evolution-and indeed, at bottom, of every organic development, too.
The next discord is caused by women, who soon become antithetical to cultural trends and spread around
them their conservative influence-the women who at
the beginning laid the foundations of culture by the
appeal of their love. Women represent the interests of
[ the family and sexual life; the work of civilization has
become more and more men's business; it confronts
them with ever harder tasks, compels them to sublimations of instinct which women are not easily able to
achieve. Since man has not an unlimited amount of
mental energy at his disposal, he must accomplish his
tasks by distributing his libido to the best advantage.
What he employs for cultural ur oses he withdraws
to a great extent rom women and his .sexuallifej=his
constant association with men and his dependence on
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his relations with them even estrange him from his duties as husband and father. Woman finds herself thus
forced into the background by the claims of culture and
she adopts an inimical attitude towards it.
The tendency of culture to set re .
u on sexuallife is no less evi ent tllan its other aim of widening
itS sphere of operations. Even the earliest phase of it,
the totemic, brought in its train the prohibition against
incestuous object-choice, perhaps the most maiming
wound ever inHicted throughout the ages on-tIle erOtiC
life of man:-Further li~itatio~s arelaid on it by taboos,
laws and customs, which touch men as well as women.
Various types of culture differ in the lengths to which
they carry this; and the material structure of the social
fabric also affects the measure of sexual freedom that
remains. We have seen that culture obeys the laws of
psychological economic necessity in making the restrictions, for it obtains a great part of the mental energy it
needs by subtracting it from sexuality. Culture behaves towards sexuality in this respect like a tribe or a
section of the population which has gained the upper
hand and is exploiting the rest to its own advantage.
Fear of a revolt among the oppressed then becomes a
motive for even stricter regulations. A high-water mark
in this type of development has been reached in our
Western European civilization. Psychologically it is
fully justified in beginning by censuring any manifestations of the sexual life of children, for there would
be no prospect of curbing the sexual desires of adults
if the ground had not been prepared for it in childhood.
Nevertheless there is no sort of justification for the
lengths beyond this to which civilized society goes in
actually denying the existence of these manifestations,
which are not merely demonstrable but positively glar-
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it for the first time. Thereupon we find ourselves unable to suppress a feeling of astonishment, as at something unnatural. Why should we do this? What good is
it to us? Above all, how can we do such a thing? How
could it possibly be done? My love seems to me a valuable thing that I have no right to throwaway without
reBection. It imposes obligations on me which I must
be prepared to make sacrifices to fulfil. If I love someone, he must be worthy of it in some way or other. (I
am leaving out of account now the use he may be to
me, as well as his possible significance to me as a sexual
object; neither of these two kinds of relationship between us come into question where the injunction to
love my neighbour is concerned.) He will be worthy of
it if he is so like me in important respects that I can
love myself in him; worthy of it if he is so much more
perfect than I that I can love my ideal of myself in
him; I must love him if he is the son of my friend,
since the pain my friend would feel if anything untoward happened to him would be my pain- I should
have to share it. But if he is a stranger to me and cannot
attract me by any value he has in himself or any significance he may have already acquired in my emotional life, it will be hard for me to love him. I shall
even be doing wrong if I do, for my love is valued as
a privilege by all those belonging to me; it is an injustice to them if I put a stranger on a level with them.
But if I am to love him (with that kind of universal
love) simply because he, too, is a denizen of the earth,
like an insect or an earthworm or a grass-snake, then
I fear that but a small modicum of love will fall to his
lot and it would be impossible for me to give him as
much as by all the laws of reason I am entitled to retain
for myself. What is the point of an injunction promul-
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aggression has to be reckoned as part of their instinctual endowment. The result is that their neighbour is
to them not only a possible helper or sexual object, but
also a temptation to them to gratify their aggressiveness
on him, to exploit his capacity for work without recompense, to use him sexually without his consent, to seize
his possessions, to humiliate him, to cause him pain, to
torture and to kill him. Homo homini lupus; who has
the courage to dispute it in the face of all the evidence
in his own life and in history? This aggressive cruelty
usually lies in wait for some provocation, or else it steps
Into the service of some other purpose, the aim of which
might as well have been achieved by milder measures.
Tn circumstances that favour it, when those forces in
the mind which ordinarily inhibit it cease to operate,
it also manifests itself spontaneously and reveals men as
savage beasts to whom the thought of sparing their own
kind is alien. Anyone who calls to mind the atrocities of
the early migrations, of the invasion by the Huns or by
the so-called Mongols under Jenghiz-Khan and Tamerlane, of the sack of Jerusalem by the pious Crusaders,
even indeed the horrors of the last world-war, will have
to bow his head humbly before the truth of this view
of man.
The existence of this tendency to aggression which
we can detect in ourselves and rightly presume to be
present in others is the factor that disturbs our relations
with our neighbours and makes it necessary for culture
to institute its high demands. Civilized society is perpetually menaced with disintegration through this primary hostility of men towards one another. Their interests in their common work would not hold them
together; the passions of instinct are stronger than reasoned interests. Culture has to call up every possible
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I tion of that of a mother to her male child. Suppose that
, personal rights to material goods are done away with,
there still remain prerogatives in sexual relationships,
which must arouse the strongest rancour and most violent enmity among men and women who are otherwise
equal. Let us suppose this were also to be removed by
instituting complete liberty in sexual life, so that the
family, the germ-cell of culture, ceased to exist; one
could not, it is true, foresee the new paths on which
cultural development might then proceed, but one
thing one would be bound to expect, and that is that
the ineffaceable feature of human nature would follow
herever it led.
Men clear! do not find it easy to do without satisfaction 0 t is ten enc to a gression that is in them;
when deprived of satisfaction of it they are i at ease.
There is an advantage, n~ to be unCIervalued, In the
existence of smaller communities, through which the
aggressive instinct can find an outlet in enmity towards
those outside the group. It is always possible to unite
considerable numbers of men in love towards one another, so long as there are still some remaining as objects for aggressive manifestations. I once interested myself in the peculiar fact that peoples whose territories
are adjacent, and are otherwise closely related, are always at feud with and ridiculing each other, as, for
instance, the Spaniards and the Portuguese, the North
and South Germans, the English and the Scotch, and
so on. I gave it the name of 'narcissism in res ect of
minor differences', which does not 0 much to explain
it:lJne can no-;-;;ee that it is a convenient and relatively
1harmless form of satisfaction for aggressive tendencies,
through which cohesion amongst the members of a
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group is made easier. The Jewish people, scattered in
all directions as they are, have in this way rendered
services which deserve recognition to the development
of culture in the countries where they settled; but unfortunately not all the massacres of Jews in the Middle
Ages sufficed to procure peace and security for their
Christian contemporaries. Once the apostle Paul had
laid down universal love between all men as the foundation of his Christian community, the inevitable consequence in Christianity was the utmost intolerance towards all who remained outside of it; the Romans, who
had not founded their state on love, were not given to
lack of religious toleration, although religion was a concern of the state, and the state was permeated through
and through with it. Neither was it an unaccountable
chance that the dream of a German world-dominion
evoked a complementary movement towards anti-Semitism; and it is quite intelligible that the attempt to establish a new communistic type of culture in Russia
should find psychological support in the persecution of
the bourgeois. One only wonders, with some concern,
however, how the Soviets will manage when they have
exterminated their bourgeois entirely.
If civilization requires such sacrifices, not only of sexuality but also of the aggressive tendencies in mankind,
we can better understand why it should be so hard for
men to feel happy in it. In actual fact primitive man
was better off in this resPect, for he knew nothmg of.
any restrictions on his instincts. As a set-off against this,
his prospects of enjoying his happiness for any length
of time were very slight. Civilized man has exchanged
some part of his chances of happiness for a measure of
security. We will not forget, however, that in the primal
family only the head of it enjoyed this instinctual free65
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dom; the other members lived in slavish thraldom. The
antithesis between a minority enjoying cultural advantages and a majority who are robbed of them was therefore most extreme in that primeval period of culture.
With regard to the primitive human types living at the
present time, careful investigation has revealed that
their instinctual life is by no means to be envied on
account of its freedom; it is subject to restrictions of a
different kind but perhaps even more rigorous than is
that of modem civilized man.
In rightly finding fault, as we thus do, with our
present state of civilization for so inadequately providing us with what we require to make us happy in life,
and for the amount of suffering of a probably avoidable
nature it lays us open to- in doing our utmost to lay
bare the roots of its deficiencies by our unsparing criticisms, we are undoubtedly exercising our just rights
and not showing ourselves enemies of culture. We may
expect that in the course of time changes will be carried
out in our civilization so that it becomes more satisfying
to our needs and no longer open to the reproaches we
have made against it. But perhaps we shall also accustom ourselves to the idea that there are certain difficulties inherent in the very nature of culture which will
not yield to any efforts at reform. Over and above the
obligations of putting restrictions upon our instincts,
which we see to be inevitable, we are imminently
threatened with the dangers of a state one may call 'la
misere psychologique' of groups. This danger is most
menacing where the social forcet'of cohesion consist
"'predo .
of identifications of the individuals in
with one another, whilst leadin
ersonalicance that should fall to
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them in the process of grou formation 3 The state of
civilization in merica at the present day offers a good
opportunity for studying this injurious effect of civilization which we have reason to dread. But I will resist
the temptation to enter upon a criticism of American
culture; I have no desire to give the impression that I
would employ American methods myself.
3

Cf. Group Psychology and the Analysis of the Ego
London: Hogarth Press, 19 22 •

(19 21 ).
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before in any of my previous writings have
I had the feeling so strongly as I have now that
what I am describing is common knowledge, that I am
requisitioning paper and ink, and in due course the labour of compositors and printers, in order to expound
things that in themselves are obvious. For this reason, if
it should appear that the recognition of a special independent instinct of aggression would entail a modification of the psycho-analytical theory of instincts, I
should be glad enough to seize upon the idea.
We shall see that this is not so, that it is merely a
matter of coming to closer quarters with a conclusion to
which we long ago committed ourselves and following
it out to its logical consequences. The whole of analytic
theory has evolved gradually enough, but the theory of
instincts has groped its way forward under greater difficulties than any other part of it. And yet a theory of
instincts was so indispensable for the rest that something had to be adopted in place of it. In my utter perplexity at the beginning, I took as my starting-point the
poet-philosopher Schiller's aphorism, that hunger and
love make the world go round. Hunger would serve to
represent those instincts which aim at preservation of
the individual; love seeks for objects; its chief function,
EVER
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which is favoured in every way by nature, is preservation of the species. Thus first arose the contrast between ego instincts and object instincts. For the energy
of the latter instincts and exclusively for them I introduced the term libido; an antithesis was thus formed
between the ego instincts and the libidinal instincts
directed towards objects, i.e. love in its widest sense.
One of these object instincts, the sadistic, certainly
stood out from the rest in that its aim was so very unloving; moreover, it clearly allied itself in many of its
aspects with the ego instincts, and its close kinship
with instincts of mastery without any libidinal purpose
could not be concealed, but these ambiguities could be
overcome; in spite of them, sadism plainly belonged to
sexual life-the game of cruelty could take the place of
the game of love. ,Neurosis appeared as the outcome of
a struggle between the interests of sell-preservation and
the claims of libido, a struggle in which the ego was
victorious, but at the price of great suffering and
renunciations.
Every analyst will admit that none of this even now
reads like a statement long since recognized as erroneous. All the same, modifications had to be made as our
researches advanced from the repressed to the repressing, from the object instincts to the ego. A cardinal
point in this advance was the introduction of the concept of narcissism, i.e. the idea that libido cathects the
ego itself, that Its first dweUing-place was in the ego,
- and that the latter remains to some extent its permanent
headquarters. This narcissistic libido turns in the dire.s
..tion of objects, thus becoming object-libido, and can
transform itself back into narci:iSistic..lihido.. The concept of narcissism made it possible to consider the trau-
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matic neuroses, as well as many diseases bordering on
the psychoses, and also the latter themselves, from the
psycho-analytic angle. It was not necessary to abandon
the view that the transference-neuroses are attempts on
the part of the ego to guard itself against sexuality, but
the concept of the libido was jeopardized. Since the ego- .
instincts were found to be libidinal as well, it seemed
for a time inevitable that libido should become synonymous with instinctual energy in general, as C. G. Jung
had previously advocated. Yet there still remained in
me a kind of conviction, for which as yet there were
no grounds, that the instincts could not all be of the
same nature. I made the next step in Beyond the Pleasure Principle (1920), when the repetition-compulsion
and the conservative character of instinctual life first
struck me. On the basis of speculations concerning the
origin of life and of biological parallels, I drew the
conclusion that, beside the instinct preserving the organic substance and binding it into ever larger units,l
there must exist another in antithesis to this, which
would seek to dissolve these units and reinstate their
antecedent inorganic state; that is to say, a death instinct as well as Eros; the phenomena of life would
then be explicable from the interplay of the two and
their counteracting effects on each other. It was not
easy, however, to demonstrate the working of this hypothetical death instinct. The manifestations of Eros
were conspicuous and audible enough; one might assume that the death instinct worked silently within the
1 The contradiction between the tireless tendency of
Eros to spread ever further and the general conservative
nature of the instincts here becomes very noticeable; it
would serve as the starting-point of enquiries into further
problems.
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organism towards its disintegration, but that, of course,
was no proof. The idea that part of the instinct became
directed towards the outer world and then showed itself as an instinct of aggression and destruction carried
us a step further. The instinct would thus itself have
been pressed into the service of Eros, in that the organism would be destro in something animate or in ani.
mate outside itself instead of itself. onversely, any
&ssation of this flow outwards must have the effect of
intensifying the self-destruction which in any case
would always be going on within. From this example
o ne could then surmise that the two kinds of instincts
seldom- perhaps never- appear in isolation, but always
mingle with each other in different, very varying pro- I
portions, and so make themselves unrecognizable to us.
Sadism, long since known to us as a component-instinct
of sexuality, would represent a particularly strong admixture of the instinct of destruction into the love impulse; while its counterpart, masochism, would be an
alliance between sexuality and the destruction at work
within the self, in consequence of which the otherwise
imperceptible destructive trend became directly evident
and palpable.
The assumption of the existence of a death instinct
or a destruction instinct has roused opposition even in
analytical circles; I know that there is a great tendency
to ascribe all that is dangerous and hostile in love rather
to a fundamental bipolarity in its own nature. The conceptions I have summarized here I first put forward only
tentatively, but in the course of time they have won
such a hold over me that I can no longer think in any
other way. To my mind they are theoretically far more
fruitful than any others it is possible to employ; they
provide us with that simplification, without either ig- ,
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its relation to Eros. But even where it shows itself without any sexual purpose, even in the blindest frenzy of .
destructiveness, one cannot ignore the fact that satisfaction of it is accompanied by an extraordinarily intense narcissistic enjoyment, due to the fulfilment it
brings to the ego of its oldest omni tence-wishes. The
instinct 0 estruction, when tempered and harnessed
(as it were, inhibited in its aim) and directed towards
objects, is compelled to provide the ego with satisfaction of its needs and with power over nature. Since the
assumption of its existence is based essentially on theoretical grounds, it must be confessed that it is not entirely proof against theoretical objections. But this is
how things appear to us now in the present state of our
knowledge; future research and reflection will undoubtedly bring further light which will decide the
question.
In all that follows I take up the standpoint that the
tendency to aggression is an innate, independent, inh~stinctual disposition in man, and I come back now to
\ the statement that it constitutes the...most .29werfll] Astade to cultu,re. At one point in the course of this dis~sion the idea took possession of us that culture was a
peculiar process passing over human life and we are
still under the influence of this idea. We may add to
this that the process proves to be in the service of Eros,
which aims at binding together single human individuals, then families, then tribes, races, nations, into one
great unity, that of humanity. Why this has to be done
the work of Eros. These
we do not know; it is si
masses of men must e bound to one anot er I idiiUiIIf;'
necessity alone,tTle adVantages of common work, would
not hold them together. The nat;gal instinct of aggres;..
siveness in man, the hostility of each one against all

\
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and of all against each one, o]2poses this programme of
civilization. This instinct of aggression is the derivative
main representative of the death instinct we have
found alongside of Eros, sharing his rule over the
earth. And now, it seems to me, the meaning of the
evolution of culture is no longer a riddle to us. It must
present to us the struggle between Eros and Death, between the instincts of life and the instincts of destruction, as it works itself out in the human species. This
struggle is what all life essentially consists of and so the
evolution of civilization may be simply described as
the struggle of the human species for existence. 4 And
it is this battle of the Titans that our nurses and governesses try to compose with their lullaby-song of Heaven!
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4 And we may probably add more precisely that its form
was necessarily determined after some definite event which
still remains to be discovered.
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do the animals, kin to ourselves, not manifest
any such cultural struggle? Oh, we don't know.
Very probably certain of them! bees, ants, termites, had
to strive for thousands of centuries before they found
the way to those state institutions, that division of
functions, those restrictions upon individuals, which
we admire them for to-day. It is characteristic of our
present state that we know by our own feelings that we
should not think ourselves happy in any of these communities of the animal world, or in any of the roles
they delegate to individuals. With other animal species
it may be that a temporary deadlock has been reached
between the inHuences of their environment and the
instincts contending within them, so that a cessation of
development has taken place. In primitive man a fresh
access of libido may have kindled a new spurt of energy
on the part of the instinct of destruction. There are a
great many questions in all this to which as yet we have
no answer.
Another question concerns us more closely now.
What means does civilization make use of to hold in
check the aggressiveness that opposes it, to make it
harmless, perhaps to get rid of it? Some of these measures we have already corne to know, though not yet the
HY
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one that is apparently the most important. We can
study it in the evolution of the individual. What happens in him to render his craving for aggression innocuous? Something very curious, that we should never
have guessed and that yet seems simple enough. The
aggressiveness is introjected, 'internalized'; in fact, it is
sent back where it came from, i.e. directed against the
ego. It is there taken over by a part of the ego that
distinguishes itself from the rest as a super-ego, and
now, in the form of 'conscience', exercises the same
propen;ity to harsh aggressiveness against the ego that
the ego would have like<i to enJoy against others. The
tension between the strict super-ego and the subordinate ego we call the sense of guilt; it manifests itself
as the need for punishment. Civilization therefore obtains the mastery over the dangerous love of aggression
Tn lllGIviduals by enfe~ling and disarminQ it and setting up an institution within their minds to keep watch I
over it, like a garrison in a conquered city.
As to the origin of the sense of guilt, analysts have
different views from those of the psychologists; nor is
it easy for analysts to explain it either. First of all,
when one asks how a sense of guilt arises in anyone,
one is told something one cannot dispute: people feel
guilty (pious people call it 'sinful') when they have
done something they know to be 'bad'. But then one
sees how little this answer tells one. Perhaps after some
hesitation one will add that a person who has not actually committed a bad act, but has merely become
aware of the intention to do so, can also hold himself
guilty; and then one will ask why in this case the intention is counted as equivalent to the deed. In both
cases, however, one is presupposing that wickedness
has already been recognized as reprehensible, as some-
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thing that ought not to be put into execution. How is
this judgement arrived at? One may reject the suggestion of an original- as one might say, natural-capacity
for discriminating between good and evil. Evil is often
not at all that which would injure or endanger the ego;
on the contrary, it can also be something that it desires,
that would give it pleasure. An extraneous influence
is evidently at work; it is this that decides what is to
be called good and bad. Since their own feelings would
not have led men along the same path, they must have
had a motive for obeying this extraneous influen"ce. It
is easy to discover this motive in man's helplessness and
dependence upon others; it can best be designated the
~d of losin& love. If he loses the love of others on
whomhe is dependent, lie will forfeit also their protection against many dangers, and above
he runs the
risk that this stronger person will show his superioritz..3
'in the form of punishing him. What is bad is, there'fore, to begin with, whate~ causes one to be threaten~d with a loss of love; because of the dread of this
loss, one must desist from it. That is why it makes little
difference whether one has already committed the bad
deed or only intends to do so; in either case the danger
begins only when the authority has found it out, and
the latter would behave in the same way in both cases.
We call this state of mind a 'bad conscience'; but
actually it does not deserve this name, for at this stage
the sense of guilt is obviously only the dread of losing
love,' 'social' anxiety. In a little child it can never be
anything else, but in many adults too it has only
changed in so far as the larger human community
takes the place of the father or of both parents. Consequently such people habitually permit themselves to
do any bad deed that procures them something they
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want, if only they are sure that no authority will discover it or make them suffer for it; their anxiety relates
only to the possibility of detection'! Present-day society has to take into account the prevalence of this
state of mind.
A great change takes place as soon as the authority
has been internalized by the development of a superego. The manifestations of conscience are then raised
to a new level; to be accurate, one should not call them
conscience and sense of guilt before this.2 At this point
the dread of discovery ceases to operate and also once
for all any difference between doing evil and wishing
to do it, since nothing is hidden from the super-ego,
not even thoughts. The real seriousness of the situation
has vanished, it is true; for the new authority, the superego, has no motive, as far as we know, for ill-treating
the ego with which it is itself closely bound up. But
the influence of the genetic derivation of these things,
which causes what has been outlived and surmounted
to be re-lived, manifests itself so iliat on the whole
things remain as they were at the beginning. The
super-ego torments the sinful ego wiili the same feelings of dread and watches for opportunities whereby
the outer world can be made to punish it.
At this second stage of development, conscience exhibits a peculiarity which was absent in the first and
lOne is reminded of Rousseau's famous mandarin!
Every reasonable person will understand and take into
account that in this descriptive survey things that in reality
occur by gradual transitions are sharply differentiated and
that the mere existence of a super-ego is not the only factor
concerned, but also its relative strength and sphere of influence. All that has been said above in regard to conscience
and guilt, moreover, is common knowledge and practically
undisputed.
2
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external authority which it has succeeded and to some
extent replaced. We see now how renunciation of instinctual gratification is related to the sense of guilt.
Originally, it is true, renunciation is the consequence
of a dread of external authority; one gives up pleasures
so as not to lose its love. Having made this renunciation, one is quits with authority, so to speak; no feeling of guilt should remain. But with the dread of the
super-ego the case is different. Renunciation of gratification does not suffice here, for the wish persists and
is not capable of being hidde"i; from the super-ego. In
spite of the renunciations made, feelings of guilt will
be experienced, and this is a great disadvantage economically of the erection of the super-ego, or, as one
may say, of the formation of conscience. Renunciation
no longer has a completely absolving effect; virtuou~
restraint is no longer rewarded by the assurance of love.ia threatened external unhappiness-loss of love and
punishment meted out by external authority-has been
exchanged for a lasting inner unhappiness, the tension
of a sense of guilt.
These interrelations are so complicated and at the
same time so important that, in spite of the dangers of
repetition, I will consider them again from another
angle. The chronological sequence would thus be as
follows: first, instinct-renunciation due to dread of
an aggression by external authority-this is, of course,
tantamount to the dread of loss of love, for love is a
protection against these punitive aggressions. Then follows the erection of an internal authority, and instinctual renunciation due to dread of it- that is, dread of
conscience. In the second case, there is the equivalence
of wicked acts and wicked intentions; hence comes~
sense of guilt, the need for punishment. The aggres-
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siveness of conscience carries on the aggressiveness of
authority. Thus far all seems to be clear; but how can
we find a place in this scheme for the effect produced
by misfortune (i.e. renunciations externally imposed),
for the effect it has of increasing the rigour of conscience? How account for the exceptional stringency of
conscience in the best men, those least given to rebel
against it? We have already explained both these peculiarities of conscience, but probably we still have an
impression that these explanations do not go to the root
of the matter, and that they leave something still unexplained. And here at last comes in an idea which is
quite peculiar to psycho-analysis and alien to ordinary
ways of thinking. Its nature enables us to understand
why the whole matter necessarily seemed so confused
and obscure to us. It tells us this: in the beginning
conscience (more correctly, the anxiety which later be;;me conscience) was the cause of instinctual renunciation, but later this relation is reversed. Every renunc~ then becomes adynamic tount ~f conscienc;;
every fresh abandonment of gratification increases its
'Severity and mtolerance; and if we could only bring it
better into harmony with what we already know about
the development of conscience, we should be tempted
to make the following paradoxical statement: Conscience is the result of instinctual renunciation, or:
Renunciation (externally imposed) gives rise to con;cience, whICh then demands further renunciation~
n e contradiction between this proposition and our
previous knowledge about the genesis of conscience is
not in actual fact so very great, and we can see a way
in which it may be still further reduced. In order to
state the problem more easily, let us select the example
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of the instinct of aggression, and let us suppose that
the renunciation in question is always a renunciation
of aggression. This is, of course, merely a provisional
assumption. The effect of instinctual renunciation on
' conscience then operates as follows: every impulse of
aggression which we omit to gratify is taken over by
the su er-e 0 and goes to heighten its a oreSSlVeness
(against the eo. t does not fit in well with this that
the original aggressiveness of conscience should represent a continuance of the rigour of external authority,
and so have nothing to do with renunciation. But we
can get rid of this discrepancy if we presume a different origin for the first quantum of aggressiveness with
which the super-ego was endowed. When authority
prevented the child from enjoying the first but most
important gratifications of all, aggressive impulses of
considerable intensity must have been evoked in it, irrespective of the particular nature of the instinctual
deprivations concerned. The child must necessarily have
had to give up the satisfaction of these revengeful
aggressive wishes. In this situation, in which it is
economically so hard pressed, it has recourse to certain '
mechanisms well known to us; by the process of identification it absorbs into itself the invulnerable authorit w~then becomes the su er-ego and comes
into possession 0 all the aggressiveness which t e child
wOllicl gladly have exercised against it. The child's ego
, has to content itself with the unhappy r&Ie of the authority- the father- who has been thus degraded. It is,
as so often, a reversal of the original situation, 'If I
\ were father and you my child, I would treat you badly'.
The elation between su er-ego and ego is a re roducEon, distorted by a wish, of t e rea relations between

~,I
,l

84

CIVILIZATION AND ITS DISCONTENTS

the ego, before it was subdivided, and an external object. That is also typical. 'I he essentiat dIfference, however, is that the original severity of the super-ego does
not-or not so muCIi=represent die severity which haSllt~
been experienced or anticipated from the object, but
expresses the child's own aggressiveness towards ~ .
latter. If this is correct, one could truly assert that con~ce is formed in the beginning from the suppres- J
'I/
sion of an aggressive impulse and strengthened as time
goes on by each fresh suppression of the kind.
Now, which of these two theories is the true one?
The earlier, which seemed genetically so unassailable,
or the new one, which rounds off ·our theories in such
a welcome manner? Clearly, they are both justified,
and by the evidence, too, of direct observation; they
do not contradict each other, and even coincide at one
point, for the child's revengeful aggressiveness will be
in part provoked l!y the amount of punishing aggression that it anticipates from the father. Experience has
shown, however, that till! severity which a child's superego develops in no way corresponds to the severity of
the treatment it has itself eKPerienced. 4 It seems to be
independent of the latter; a child which has been very
leniently treated can acquire a very strict conscience.
But it would also be wrong to exaggerate this independence; it is not difficult to assure oneself that strict
upbringing also has a strong influence on the formation of a child's super-ego. It comes to this, that the
formation of the super-ego and the development of
conscience are determined in part by innate constitutional factors and in part by the influence of the actual
environment; and that is in no way surprising- on the

I

4 As has rightly been emphasized by Melanie Klein and
other English writers.
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contrary, it is the invariable aetiological condition of
all such processes. 5
It may also be said that when a child reacts to the
nrst great instinctual deprivations with an excessive aggressiveness and a corresponding strictness of its superego, it is thereby following a phylogenetic prototype,
unheedful of what reaction would in reality be justined; for the father of primitive times was certainly terrifying, and one may safely attribute the utmost degree
of aggressiveness to him. The differences between the
two theories of the genesis of conscience are thus still
further diminished if one passes from individual to
phylogenetic development. But then, on the other
hand, we find a new important difference between
the two processes. We cannot disregard the conclusion
that man's sense of guilt has its origin in the Oedipus
complex and was acquired when the father was killed
by the association of the brothers. At that time the ag-

~

5 In his Psychoanalyse der Gesamtpersonlichkeit, 1927,
Franz Alexander has, in connection with Aichhorn's study
of dissocial behaviour in children, discussed the two main
types of pathogenic methods of training, that of excessive
severity and of spoiling. The 'unduly lenient and indulgent' father fosters the development of an over-strict superego because, in face of the love which is showered on it,
the child has no other way of disposing of its aggressiveness than to tum it inwards. In neglected children who
grow up without any love the tension between ego and
super-ego is lacking; their aggressions can be directed externally. Apart from any constitutional factor which may
be present, therefore, one may say that a strict conscience
arises from the co-operation of two factors in the environment: the deprivation of instinctual gratification which
evokes the child's aggressiveness, and the love it receives
which turns this aggressiveness inwards, where it is taken
over by the super-ego.
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as he knows no other form of life in common but that
of the family, it must express itself in the Oedipus complex, cause the development of conscience and create
the first feelings of guilt. When mankind tries to institute wider forms of communal life, the same conflict
continues to arise- in forms derived from the pastand intensified so that a further reinforcement of the
sense of guilt results. Since culture obeys an inner
erotic impulse which bids it bind mankind into a
closely knit mass, it can achieve this aim only by means
of its vigilance in fomenting an ever-increasing sense
of guilt. That which began in relation to the father
ends in relation to the community. If civilization is an
inevitable course of development from the group of
the family to the group of humanity as a whole, then
an intensification of the sense of guilt- resulting from
the innate conflict of ambivalence, from the eternal
struggle between the love and the death trends- will
be inextricably bound up with it, until perhaps the
sense of guilt may swell to a magnitude that individuals
can hardly support. One is reminded of the telling accusation made by the great poet against the 'heavenly
forces':
Ye set our feet on this life's road,
Ye watch our guilty, erring courses,
Then leave us, bowed beneath our load,
For earth its every debt enforces. 6
And one may heave a sigh at the thought that it is
vouchsafed to a few, with hardly an effort, to salve
from the whirlpool of their own emotions the deepest
truths, to which we others have to force our way, ceaselessly groping amid torturing uncertainties.
6

Goethe, Wilhelm Meister. The Song of the Harper.
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reaching the end of such a journey as this, the
author must beg his readers to pardon him for
not having been a more skilful guide, not sparing them
bleak stretches of country at times and laborious detours at others. There is no doubt that it could have
been done better. I will now try to make some amends.
First of all, I suspect the reader feels that the discussion about the sense of guilt oversteps its proper
boundaries in this essay and takes up too much space,
so that the rest of the subject-matter, which is not always closely connected with it, gets pushed on one
side. This may have spoilt the composition of the work;
but it faithfully corresponds to my intention to represent the sense of guilt as the m;st i ort~nt roblem
In
e evo ution 0 culture, and to convey that the
price of progress in civilization is paid in forfeiting
happiness through the heightening of the sense of
guilt.! What sounds puzzling in this statement, which
N

! 'Thus conscience does make cowards of us all. . . .'
That the upbringing of young people at the present day
conceals from them the part sexuality will play in their
lives is not the only reproach we are obliged to bring
against it. It offends too in not preparing them for the
\ aggressions of which they are destined to become the objects. Sending the young out into life with such a false psy-
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is the final conclusion of our whole investigation, is
probably due to the quite peculiar relation- as yet completely unexplained- the sense of guilt has to our consciousness. In the common cases of remorse which we
think normal it becomes clearly perceptible to consciousness; indeed, we often speak of 'consciousness of
guilt' instead of sense of guilt. In our study of the neuroses, in which we have found invaluable clues towards an understanding of normal people, we find
some very contradictory states of affairs in this respect.
In one of these maladies, the obsessional neurosis, the
sense of guilt makes itself loudly heard in consciousness; it dominates the clinical picture as well as the patient's life and lets hardly anything else appear alongside of it. But in most of the other types and forms of
neurosis it remains completely unconscious, without its
effect being any less great, however. Our patients do
not believe us when we ascribe an 'unconscious sense
of guilt' to them; in order to become even moderately
intelligible to them we have to explain that the sense
of guilt expresses itself in an unconscious seeking for
punishment. But its connection with the form of the
neurosis is not to be over-estimated; even in the obsessional neurosis there are people who are not aware of
chological orientation is as if one were to equip people
going on a Polar expedition with summer clothing and maps
of the Italian lakes. One can clearly see that ethical standards are being misused in a way. The strictness of these
standards would not do much harm if education were
to say: 'This is how men ought to be in order to be happy
and make others happy, but you have to reckon with their
not being so.' Instead of this the young are made to believe
that everyone else conforms to the standard of ethics, i.e.
that everyone else is good. And then on this is based the
demand that the young shall be so too.
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ments are attempts to prop up their illusions with arguments. I could understand it very well if anyone were
to point to the inevitable nature of the process of cultural development and say, for instance, that the tendency to institute restrictions upon sexual life or to carry
humanitarian ideals into effect at the cost of natural
selection is a developmental trend which it is impossible to avert or divert, and to which it is best for us to
submit as though they were natural necessities. I know,
too, the objection that can be raised against this : that
tendencies such as these, which are believed to have
insuperable power behind them, have often in the history of man been thrown aside and replaced by others.
My courage fails me, therefore, at the thought of rising
up as a prophet before my fellow-men, and I bow to
their reproach that I have no consolation to offer them;
for at bottom this is what they all demand-the frenzied revolutionary as passionately as the most pious
believer.
The fateful question of the human species seems to
me to be whether and to what extent the cultural
process developed in it will succeed in mastering the
derangements of communal life caused by the human
instinct of aggression and self-destruction. In this connection, perhaps the phase through which we are at
this moment passing deserves special interest. Men
have brought their powers of subduing the forces of
nature to such a pitch that by using them they could
now very easily exterminate one another to the last man.
They know this- hence arises a great part of their current unrest, their dejection, their mood of apprehension. And now it may be expected that the other of the
two 'heavenly forces', eternal Eros, will put forth his
strength so as to maintain himself alongside of his
equally immortal adversary.
10
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"Life as we find it is too hard for us: it entails too much pain,
too many disappointments, impossible tasks." Thus Freud
describes civilized life in this, his most famous study of man
in relation to his culture. The renunciations that men make,
on culture's behalf, of their sexual and aggressive instincts
and the feelings of guilt that attend these renunciations are
an intolerable burden, the source of civilized man's neurotic
symptoms and of the larger tensions which threaten to undo
civilization itself.
For Freud man's sense of guilt is culture's most important
problem. Without it, culture could not exist. Yet for mankind
the price of culture may be too high. The renunciations that
guilt enforces for the good of civilization may be - indeed
they nearly always are - beyond man's psychological means.
Human psychology, Freud argues, has become the victim
of the civilization which it created.
Freud leaves unanswered the question of culture's survival in the face of this paradox, and concludes simply in the
hope that Eros, or the force of life, "will put forth his
strength so as to maintain himself alongside of his equally
immortal adversary."
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