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Preface

This book had its origins in two questions related to symbolism, and in
my dissatisfaction with the existing answers. Firstly, given the central
place of symbolism and symbolic activity in human behaviour and
mental life, is it possible to have a general, unified theory of the symbol?
Secondly, if symbolism is so obviously important, why has it been
almost completely neglected by the very discipline which claims to be
concerned with human behaviour and mental life — psychology,
especially scientific psychology? At present, the answers to these two
questions may be found in the extensive non-psychological literature on
symbolism. In this literature, which spans many different fields — philos-
ophy, sociology, anthropology, hermeneutics, semiotics, aesthetics, and
so on — and which is, perhaps not surprisingly, full of controversies, one
observation which is made time and time again is that symbolism is
inherently elusive; that the complex and multifaceted nature of the
symbol rules out not just a coherent scientific treatment, but any kind
of general theory. Thus, the answer to the first question is: ‘no’; and
the answer to the second question is: ‘because symbolism is beyond the
reach of science’.

In this book I challenge those answers. I do so by bringing together
three lines of argument, none of which, to my knowledge, has previously
been proposed. The first line of argument reverses the typical treatment
of symbolism. Rather than survey the multitudinous manifestations of
the symbol in human life, and conclude that a general theory is out of
the question, my own treatment focuses the discussion about symbolism
onto what should be the primary task, that of identifying the crizeria for
an adequate general theory. It seems to me that any unified theory of
the symbol must respect certain logical constraints (one of which, sig-
nificantly, is that it be a psychological theory) and must, thereby, meet
certain psychological requirements. When these requirements are spelled
out (as they are in the final chapter of the book), it becomes clear that
it has been the lack of awareness of them, and the consequent failure
to meet them, rather than the infinite variability and complexity of the
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X Preface

symbol, which is responsible for so much of the confusion and disorgan-
isation in the field. The second line of argument concerns Freud’s
psychoanalytic theory, and is a response to Ricoeur’s comment, made
three decades ago, that a systematic investigation of Freud’s notion of
the symbol remained to be done. That investigation is undertaken here
(in the first part of the book), with surprising results. The picture which
emerges is quite different from the narrow and easily dismissible pos-
ition which has been taken (even by Freud himself) to be Freud’s theory
of symbolism. As a result of this new picture, it becomes evident that
psychoanalysis contains the foundations for a general theory of the
symbol, a theory which does appear to meet the logical and psychologi-
cal requirements, albeit only when it is consolidated via a number of
modifications and revisions to Freud’s general theory (these revisions
are developed in the second half of the book). The third line of argu-
ment (which runs through the whole book) presents an unlikely (to
some, no doubt, inconceivable) combination: the symbol, psychoanaly-
sis, and science. However, my particular combination is made possible
because it is based on an approach to the symbol which is not found
elsewhere in the literature, on a modified version of psychoanalysis, and
on a view of science which does not accept the contemporary, largely
postmodernist, (mis)characterisations. In weaving together these three
lines of argument, my aim is to show that, when the logical and psycho-
logical criteria for an adequate account of symbolism are identified,
when an investigation of Freud’s treatment of symbolism s undertaken,
and when a number of conceptual weaknesses are removed from
psychoanalytic theory, then we have the ingredients for a scientifically
coherent, general, psychological theory of the symbol.

The question of symbolism began to occupy me when I took my first
degree in Classics during the 1970s at the University of Sydney. With a
growing interest in philosophy and psychoanalysis, I eventually became
diverted into psychology. Most of the work for the book was done over
the ten years that I taught (while also completing my doctorate) in the
history and philosophy of psychology, psychological theory, and person-
ality theory, in the Department of Psychology at the University of
Sydney. During that time, I was fortunate enough to come into contact
with John Maze, whose rigorous but open-minded approach to psycho-
logical theory in general, and to psychoanalytic theory in particular, and
whose own contributions in those areas, became a continuing source of
inspiration to me, as they have been to many others.

During the early 1990s, the administrative demands of my additional
role as Coordinator of First Year Studies made it almost impossible to
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find the time to work on this project, and I am particularly grateful to
the Deputy Head of Department, Ian Curthoys, for his unfailing sup-
port ‘from above’ through these difficult times. I am also grateful to my
assistants during that period, Agi O’Hara and Sandra Rickards, both of
whom took on much more than their fair share of the workload, despite
heavy teaching and research commitments of their own. A number of
other colleagues at the University of Sydney have made numerous con-
tributions in the form of discussions and critical comments on parts of
the manuscript — my thanks especially to Olga Katchan, Doris Mcll-
wain, Terry McMullen, Joel Michell, and George Oliphant. My debts
to Joel and George are particularly great, for they accompanied me on
every step of this long journey: Joel also gave me the use of his office
and computer, and his loyal support sustained me through many diffi-
cult times; George proofread and commented on every draft of every
chapter of the book; each brought to many hours of discussion his keen
insight and clarity of thought.

I am grateful also to a number of people whose respective areas of
technical expertise contributed towards the smooth preparation of the
manuscript: John Holden, Noel Hunt, Cyril Latimer, and Les Petocz.
Catherine Max, of Cambridge University Press, has throughout been
extremely patient and supportive, not only in negotiating reviews of the
manuscript, but in responding readily to my questions and concerns. I
have also been encouraged by comments on the manuscript from Jim
Hopkins and Nigel Mackay, whose suggestions have allowed me to
fine-tune some of my arguments, and extend them in directions I would
not otherwise have taken.

Finally, I would like to give special thanks to two people: firstly, to my
current Head of Department in Psychology at the University of Western
Sydney Macarthur, Jim McKnight, not just for his support during the
last difficult year of completing the manuscript, but, what is much rarer
these days, for his steadfast promotion of the value of critical conceptual
inquiry in psychology, and for his readiness to back it up by providing
the kind of environment which is conducive to conducting theoretical
research; secondly, to Glenn Newbery, for all those things to which
mere public acknowledgement could never do justice.



Introduction

In the Western philosophical tradition, the human being has been
characterised variously as animal politicum, and as animal rationale. Fifty
years ago, Cassirer (1944) proposed another characterisation: animal
symbolicum. Just as we humans are community-living creatures, and just
as we are creatures endowed with the ability to reason, so, too — and
this has long been acknowledged — we are symbol-producing, symbol-
using and, often, symbol-dominated beings; the creation and use of
symbols is central and distinctive in our behaviour and in our mental
life.

Human behaviour and mental life being the specific concerns of psy-
chology, it would seem reasonable to look to that discipline for an
account of symbolism. But mainstream psychology has disappointingly
little to say about the subject. As Bertalanffy (1981) observes, ‘In spite
of the fact that symbolic activity is one of the most fundamental mani-
festations of the human mind, scientific psychology has in no way given
the problem the attention it deserves’ (p. 42). In contrast, outside main-
stream psychology there is no shortage of material on symbolism. Leav-
ing aside psychoanalysis (for the moment), the humanist, phenomeno-
logical and existentialist movements, on the periphery of mainstream
psychology because of their opposition to science, devote considerable
attention to symbolism, and their contributions are joined by an even
more extensive body of literature which spans the whole range of the
social sciences: general philosophical treatments of the symbol, hermen-
eutics, sociology, anthropology, semiotics, aesthetics, and so on, each
either appropriating symbolism as its own proper subject matter, or, at
least, claiming to reveal valuable insights into symbolism.

This vast literature, however, is disorganised, confusing, and riddled
with disagreements. Perhaps we should not be surprised by this, given
the enormous range of phenomena encompassed by the concept of
‘symbol’, from the consciously formed and completely transparent sym-
bols of, say, logic and mathematics, to the unconsciously formed and
quite opaque symbols of the dream. But almost all of the controversial
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2 Freud, psychoanalysis, and symbolism

literature on symbolism is concerned with only one end of this con-
tinuum; in general, the use of mathematical symbols is not regarded as
contentious, or as posing interesting and difficult psychological ques-
tions, whereas what is contentious, what has been disputed for hundreds
of years, is the explanation of symbols in myths, fairy tales, dreams,
ritual, religion, art, psychopathological symptoms, and so on. In these
areas consensus appears to be limited to two points: firstly, that the
lack of a general, unified theory of the symbol, though regrettable, is an
inevitable result of the nature of the symbol, which is ‘intrinsically com-
plex’, ‘infinitely varied’, ‘multifaceted’; and, secondly, that the contri-
bution of scientific psychology (including psychoanalysis) to theories of
symbolism is necessarily limited, because the symbol is not amenable
to scientific investigation; only a broader social-science perspective, a
perspective whose eclecticism and opposition to ‘psychologism’ and to
‘psychological reductionism’ can accommodate the complexity of the
symbol, holds any promise for the eventual emergence of a unified
theory.

If these claims were true, they would indeed explain why mainstream
scientific psychology has neglected the subject, and why there is no gen-
eral theory of the symbol. But inspection of the literature reveals both
claims to be unjustified. For one thing, the disorganisation and lack of
unity in the existing treatments of symbolism are attributable less to the
‘complexity’ of the symbol than to conceptual confusions and other
flaws in the various treatments. Any theory of symbolism, it seems to
me, is obliged to respect certain logical constraints and meet certain
psychological requirements. The contributions from the various areas
which purport to deal with symbolism, or offer insights into it, show
little awareness of these requirements, and so fail to meet them. For
another thing, although symbolism does belong generally to the social
sciences, nevertheless, when the logical constraints are identified, it is
clear that the rejection of psychology is misguided. Since symbolisation
is a three-term relation, one term of which is a cognising subject, one
of the logical constraints on any theory of symbolism is that it must be
a psychological theory. Not only must psychology play a part, that part
is fundamental. As for the nature of the required psychological theory,
symbolism s (as it must be) amenable to scientific investigation. Having
said that, however, let me quickly add that, by ‘scientific’, I do not mean
‘positivist’ or ‘behaviourist’ (despite the widespread contrary miscon-
ception in contemporary psychological theory), but rather, realist,
empiricist, and determinist. Unfortunately, these terms are themselves
today much misunderstood. The history of psychology is not just a his-
tory of recurrent themes, it is a history of recurrent conceptual con-
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fusions. Psychology’s attempts to extricate itself from its philosophical
roots have long resulted in the neglect of important theoretical issues.
Critical thinking and conceptual analysis have been abandoned as eso-
teric and irrelevant exercises, and looked upon with suspicion and con-
tempt, rather than acknowledged as necessary tools for conducting any
kind of scholarship, including scientific inquiry. Today there are signs
that theoretical issues in psychology are beginning, again, to receive the
attention they deserve. But the signs are far from uniformly encourag-
ing. As part of the broader intellectual Zeizgeist, the directing of the criti-
cal spotlight in contemporary psychology onto questions of conceptual
clarity and coherence is too often advocated only by those who are
opposed to science, and welcomed only because it is thought to go hand
in hand with ‘marginalizing facts’ and with recognising that ‘the very
idea of an “independent” world may itself be an outgrowth of rhetorical
demands’ (Gergen 1991, p. 23). This attitude is combined with an
appeal for psychology to move beyond the sterile, outmoded ‘Rhetoric
of Scientific Truth’ (Ibafiez 1991, p. 187), and to embrace instead the
post-empiricist, postmodernist ‘turn’, whose key achievements have
been to expose the fallacy of objective science, and to unmask all theory
as mere ideology. Similarly, what is identified (and rejected) as ‘empiri-
cism’ is the supposed scientific aim of discovering indubitable truths,
an aim which is illegitimately conflated in contemporary theory with
objectivity (realism). This conflation has resulted in the proclaiming of
the ‘waning of empiricist foundationalism’ (Gergen 1991, p. 13), and
of the victory of relativism, that is, the victory of ‘traditions marginalized
within this century by the empiricist hegemony, metatheories of long-
standing intellectual currency removed from common consciousness by
the prevailing practices’ (ibid., p. 16). Consequently, having been told
almost three decades ago that ‘Philosophically, the heyday of realism is
receding into the past’ (Palmer 1969, p. 221), those who take the pre-
sently unfashionable step of supporting realism find that they have to
make an unusual effort to justify that step.

It is not my purpose here to mount a detailed defence of philosophical
realism. But, briefly, there is no question that the ‘demise’ of realism
has had much to do with the mistaken equating of it with some kind
of self-proclaimed path to the indubitable, and with aspects of positivism
and behaviourism. Greenwood (1992) shows how social construc-
tionists, for example, misrepresent scientific realism by assimilating
to it a number of features (e.g., operationalism, verificationism,
instrumentalism) that are supposed to be associated with empiricism,
and he presents realism as a choice of theoretical stance which has been
misunderstood, and which, properly understood, offers much more than
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has recently been appreciated. Stove (1991) goes further, suggesting
that realism, properly understood, is not even an oprion; it is not contin-
gent, not a scientific theory, but a precondition of discourse and under-
standing, the only apparent alternative, solipsism, being unworthy of
serious consideration. As for determinism, that is perhaps less contro-
versial. “‘Without a causal structure’, says Hart (1982), ‘the mind should
probably be denied to have a nature; and if the mind had no nature,
there would be precious little for a scientific psychology to discover’ (p.
193). Conversely, anything which has a nature must be bound by the
constraints of that nature. As Anderson (1936) points out, ‘it is a con-
dition of a thing’s existence that it determines and is determined by
other things, and . .. to investigate or ‘‘give an account of”’ it involves
consideration of such determinations’ (p. 123). Therefore, “Those who
are interested in mind’s workings will naturally take up a determinist
position . .. Theoretical concern with what is the case is, it seems to
me, coextensive with determinism’ (ibid., p. 125). Furthermore, any
attempt to import a partial non-determinism via the postulation of a
particular version of the free-will/determinist ‘interactionist’ position
effectively denies any determinism; if the same set of physical ante-
cedents leads, on one occasion, to a certain set of physical consequents,
and, on another occasion (that of the intervention of a free agent), to
a different set of physical consequents, then it is clear that ‘there can
be no physical uniformity’ (ibid., p. 124). This illustrates Anderson’s
insistence that the strongest defence of a particular theoretical position
consists in demonstrating that the opposition must implicitly assume it
in the process of explicitly rejecting it, and so can be shown to hold a
view which ‘amounts to the same as contradicting the possibility of dis-
course’ (ibid., p. 123). Arguments such as these suggest that many con-
temporary anti-scientific movements are self-contradictory — they are
logically dependent on the realism and determinism which they
explicitly deny. In the case of symbolism, then, only a theory which is
realist, empiricist, and determinist will be genuinely explanatory. I am
well aware that many readers would not be satisfied by this all too brief
nod towards a defence of the philosophical realism of my position. I
can only request them to reserve final judgement until the end of the
book, for many of the discussions throughout the rest of the book serve
as developments of the points I have made here.

Bearing these points in mind, then, let me return to the unjustified
claims made in the literature on symbolism. Not only is the disorganis-
ation there nor the result of the complexity of the symbol, and not only
must a general theory of the symbol be both psychological and scientific,
but the material for such a theory is in fact available. That material is
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to be found in Freud’s writings. There, as I shall show, the groundwork
for a scientific treatment of symbolism has been laid, in that respect
confirming Badcock’s (1980) observation that ‘the relative failure of the
human sciences to provide convincing and exact explanations of cultural
phenomena is in large part to be attributed to their failure to take
account of Freud’ (p. 2). There are two reasons why Freud’s contri-
bution to a general theory of the symbol has gone unrecognised. Firstly,
as Ricoeur (1970) points out, ‘a systematic study of Freud’s notion of
symbol remains to be done’ (n. p. 97). A fortiori, there has been no
critical evaluation of Freud’s writings (direct and indirect) on symbol-
ism. Secondly, as a psychological theory, psychoanalysis is caught
between two hostile movements in psychology, each rejecting it, but
each, ironically, locating it in the other camp. On one side are the
humanist, idealist, phenomenological, and existentialist psychologists,
united by an anti-scientific stance, an insistence that symbolism cannot
be studied scientifically, and the claim that psychoanalysis — classical
psychoanalysis, at least — is hampered by its ‘scientistic’ restrictions and
misconceptions: its narrow determinism, outmoded realism, and
‘reductionist’ bias. On the other side are the mainstream, largely ‘exper-
imental’, psychologists, united by their scientific stance, and by the
rejection of psychoanalysis (including any psychoanalytically based
theory of the symbol) as ‘unscientific’. Little wonder that, on the one
side Freud alone, and on the other side Freud and symbolism together,
have not been given the attention they deserve.

It is my contention, then, that a general theory of the symbol derived
from Freud’s psychoanalytic theory s possible, and that the resulting
theory s scientific. Investigation of Freud’s writings reveals that, in those
writings, there is a genuine foundation for such a theory. Admittedly,
the identification of that foundation requires considerable extraction
and critical textual exegesis, to show that what is of value is not what
is usually identified (even by Freud himself) as his theory of symbolism
(i.e., the narrow view onto which his ideas converged during the years
1914-17), but, rather, a broader view, for which a schema is discernible
in his earlier writings, and whose individual themes were elaborated
later, although Freud, for various reasons, did not recognise the unifying
role of those themes. Those aspects of the narrow view which are con-
ceptually flawed, and which have left (what is generally regarded as)
Freud’s theory of symbolism open to easy dismissal, must of course be
rejected, but the rest are assimilable into the broader view. As it stands,
however, that broader theory will not do. A coherent and defensible
general theory of the symbol does not appear until a number of major
issues in Freud’s writings have been revised and clarified. These
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revisions are required not only to safeguard the theory from certain
potentially damaging criticisms, criticisms which have caused concern
to Freud’s defenders, but also for establishing the soundness of the
theoretical basis of psychoanalysis, upon which the broad theory of the
symbol rests. The direction of these revisions is towards maintaining
Freud’s explicit commitments to realism, empiricism, and determinism,
commitments in which he sometimes wavers in his metapsychological
treatment of the central concepts of his theory. Those commitments
underlie his contribution to one of the major concerns of twentieth-
century psychology and philosophy of mind, that of human action and
its explanation by means of the traditional ‘desire plus belief’ model, a
model which is currently popular in the ‘folk psychological’ treatment
of humans as ‘intentional systems’, but which has also come in for much
(often justified) criticism. Some of the sounder aspects of Freud’s con-
tribution along these lines have been brought out recently by, for
example, Maze (1983), Hopkins (1988), Wollheim (1993), and
Gardner (1993). But the revisions which I am proposing here are par-
ticularly relevant to a successful consolidation of the general theory of
the symbol. Once that consolidation has been achieved, I shall be able
to show that the theory does meet the logical and psychological require-
ments which constrain any theory of symbolism, and that its meeting
these criteria contrasts with the failure of other approaches, which are
left unable to offer any serious challenge, either in the form of a success-
ful alternative, or in the form of valid criticisms of the psychoanalytic
approach.



Part One

Exegesis and Extraction

My main concern in Part One is to show, via chronological exegesis of
Freud’s published writings, that what is of value in those writings for a
general theory of the symbol is not what is commonly identified as his
contribution to symbolism. I shall first present in detail (in Chapter 2)
that ‘standard’ picture of Freud’s position, a position whose easy rebut-
tal reveals why his contribution has been underestimated. In Chapter
3, I begin the chronological investigation by demonstrating that Freud’s
early writings, typically dismissed as irrelevant to his theory of symbol-
ism, contain the foundations for a different, much broader, approach
to the symbol. Chapters 4 to 6 trace the development of those early
themes in Freud’s subsequent work, showing how they were continued
and elaborated, albeit in a scattered and unsystematic fashion, and
alongside the ‘standard’ narrow view. Before turning to Freud’s mater-
ial, however, let me depict the scene which first confronted me, and
which would confront anyone approaching this field with the question:
can there be a general theory of the symbol?
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1 From disorder towards the focus of inquiry

The problem of definition

“There is something very curious in semantics’, says Lévi-Strauss
(1978), ‘that the word ‘““meaning’ is, probably, in the whole language,
the word the meaning of which is the most difficult to define’ (p. 12).
Perhaps because of its intimate connection with the concept of meaning,
the term ‘symbol’, despite an extensive literature devoted to the subject,
is almost as difficult. Derived from the Greek verb ouuBdAAerv (literally,
‘to throw together’), the noun ogupfoAov (a ‘tally’) referred originally
to each of the two corresponding pieces of some small object which
contracting parties broke between them and kept as proof of identity
(Liddell and Scott 1968). That meaning subsequently expanded to
include a diversity of meanings (other kinds of token, seal, contract,
sign, code, etc.), which today has mushroomed even further. Many con-
temporary definitions reflect the mystique originally associated with
symbols, and which prompted Whitehead (1927) to comment on the
‘unstable mixture of attraction and repulsion’ (p. 60) in our attitude
towards symbolism. But the most frequent observation is that it is
impossible to find a general, unifying definition. Bertalanffy (1981), for
instance, complains that ‘in spite of the fact that symbolic activity is one
of the most fundamental manifestations of the human mind ... there
is no generally accepted definition of “symbolism”’ (pp. 41-2), and
Safouan (1982) warns that ‘anyone who tries to study symbolism in all
its generality is liable to discover that there is no unity at all that under-
lies these different uses of the word’ (p. 84). To underscore the point,
we are faced with such vacuities as ‘whatever has meaning is a symbol,
and the meaning is whatever is expressed by the symbol’
(Radcliffe-Brown, in Skorupski 1976, p. 117), or, worse, ‘wherever we
look around us, everything can be expressed by the concept of symbol’
(Ver Eecke 1975, p. 28). Even amongst those who bring some rigour
to their treatment of the topic, there is considerable disagreement: dis-
agreement, for example, about how to classify signs and symbols — what
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10 Freud, psychoanalysis, and symbolism

is the difference (if any) between the two, which is the broader term,
and to which does language belong; disagreement also about the nature
of symbolism — what constitutes symbolism, what activity may properly
be described as ‘symbolic’, what are its origins, development, role,
effects, and so on.

But this picture of disorder should not lead us to agree too readily that
there can be no general theory of symbolism. Instead, by considering the
definitions of symbolism from two different perspectives in turn, the
first an overview both of the scope of the subject matter and of the
extent of the disorder, the second allowing a convergence on the real
centres of controversy, we shall find ourselves on a journey which leads
through the disorder towards a focus of inquiry.

Perspective one: the broad to narrow continuum

The more obvious perspective is to regard the enormous range of defi-
nitions of symbolism as lying along a continuum, from very broad defi-
nitions to extremely narrow ones. At the broad extreme we find the
symbol as superordinate category. Here are located the ‘Bibles’ of
symbolism (as Bertalanffy (1981) calls them): Cassirer’s The Philosophy
of Symbolic Forms (1953, 1955, 1957 [orig. 1923, 1925, 1929]), and
Langer’s Philosophy in a New Key (1942). Each of these works is neo-
Kantian in spirit; philosophical concern with the question of ‘meaning’
intersects with the treatment of symbols from a strongly phenomeno-
logical, constructivist perspective. Cassirer’s Kantian debt is the more
marked; for him, the ‘symbolic’ is equated with ‘structure’ or ‘form’,
and it is the symbolic concept, not the semantic, that is truly universal.
Thus, ‘the conceptual definition of a content goes hand in hand with
its stabilization in some characteristic sign. Consequently, all truly strict
and exact thought is sustained by the symbolics and semiotics on which
it is based’ (1953, p. 86). Langer also says that symbolisation is the
essential act of thought, and that “The symbol-making function is one
of man’s primary activities, like eating, looking or moving about. It is
the fundamental process of his mind, and goes on all the time’ (1942,
p- 41). Unlike Cassirer, however, Langer combines this broad definition
with a more modern information-processing view of thinking, according
to which ‘the human brain is constantly carrying on a process of sym-
bolic transformation of the experiential data that come to it’ (ibid., p.
43). This notion is still, of course, popular, especially with those
involved in computer applications in psychology and artificial intelli-
gence. McCorduck, for instance (in Graubard 1988), suggests that arti-
ficial intelligence might be the best hope for discovering that ‘universal
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symbolic code’, that ‘set of universal concepts’, which ‘underlies all
human symbolic expression’ (p. 82). Others who appear to follow the
general Cassirer—Langer broad approach include: Rapoport (in Royce
1965), for whom symbols are ‘products of the human abstracting pro-
cess’ (p. 97), Hayakawa (ibid.), for whom symbolism is ‘that which
shapes the entire psychic life of man’ (p. 92), and Whitehead (1927),
for whom symbolism ‘is inherent in the very texture of human life’ (p.
60). Piaget too, though he is not consistent, occasionally treats symbolic
behaviour as being almost as broad as what he terms ‘operational intelli-
gence’, and his philosophical perspective is similarly neo-Kantian and
constructivist. In general, what characterises these very broad definitions
of symbolism is the view that the ‘symbolic’ is universal because it is
somehow fundamental to the thinking process.

At a little distance from the broad end of the definitional continuum
are treatments of the symbol as a kind of sign; the sign is the generic
term and the symbol is the special case, albeit special in different ways
for different theorists. This view is typical of semiologists or semiotici-
ans. As Todorov (1982) says, ‘if one gives the word ‘‘sign’ a generic
meaning through which it encompasses that of symbol (the symbol then
becomes a special case of the sign), one may say that studies of the
symbol belong to the general theory of signs or semiotics’ (pp. 9-10).
Eco (1973) defines a sign as ‘anything that can be taken as ‘‘significantly
substituting” for something else . . . a sign is something (whether a natu-
ral or an artificial object) which stands in place of something which is
absent’ (p. 1149). Hawkes (1977) points to the culmination of the his-
torical development of a general theory of signs in Jakobson’s synthesis
of the work of Peirce and Saussure — a curious combination, given the
radically different views on the concept of ‘symbol’ held by these two.
For Peirce, the American ‘founder’ of semiotics, the tripartite division
of signs produces the icon, the index, and the symbol, the last being
the case where the relation between signifier and signified is arbitrary;
thus the major systematic manifestation of symbols is in language. Saus-
sure, on the contrary, held that it is the sign which is arbitrary, and the
symbol which is non-arbitrary or ‘motivated’, and so does not properly
belong to the field of semiology (which, of course, locates Saussure’s
position further along our definitional continuum, in a region where the
symbol is no longer a kind of sign, and where ‘affect’ plays a crucial
role). In Jakobson’s synthesis, the Saussurean fundamental dimensions
of language — the syntagmatic and the paradigmatic — will be found in
any symbolic process or system of signs. Bertalanffy (1965) follows
Peirce; for him also the sign is the broader term, deriving from the gen-
eral notion of ‘meaning’ (i.e., representation), and symbols are kinds of
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signs (other kinds are signals, schemata, etc.) which are characterised by
being arbitrary, i.e., ‘freely created’, there being no biologically enforced
connection between symbol and symbolised. Within this general pos-
ition, there are other views on what kind of sign a symbol is which
do not depend on the arbitrary/non-arbitrary distinction. For Skorupski
(1976), symbols can be characterised as ‘designators which represent
what they stand for’ (p. 12), as opposed to those which ndicate what
they stand for:

the symbol substitutes for the thing symbolised . . . it ... is treated for the pur-
poses of symbolic action as being what is symbolised. On this picture, the struc-
ture of a symbolic action is clear: it represents or enacts an action, event or state
of affairs in which the thing represented by the symbol plays a part analogous to
that which the symbol plays in the symbolic action itself. (ibid., p. 123)

One major contribution made by these theorists is their recognition of,
and emphasis on, the fact that symbolisation (like any representation)
is a relational phenomenon, a fact which should not be overlooked in the
concern with the entities involved in the relation. So Peirce’s tripartite
classification is made in terms of the relation berween signifier and signi-
fied. Morris (in Eco 1973) also insists that ‘something is a sign only
because it is interpreted as a sign of something by some interpreter . . .
semiotic, then, is not concerned with the study of a particular kind of
object, but with ordinary objects insofar (and only insofar) as they par-
ticipate in semiosis’ (p. 1149). Skorupski emphasises the same point:

While a symbol may often have some natural appropriateness which fits it to the
object represented, this characteristic is not constitutive of its semantic status as
a symbol: what is essential for this is simply that it is taken as standing for an
object, as when the pepperpot is taken to represent a car involved in an accident
... The relation between symbols and things is that of conventional identifi-
cation: symbols are zaken to be their objects. (1976, p.139)

Still further along the definitional continuum we find treatments of
the symbol as vehicle of indirect expression. Here, typically, the
symbol is taken to be something which does have some qualities anal-
ogous to, or some natural association with, what is symbolised, and
many of those whose views are located here claim that the primary form
of symbolism is metaphor. But the situation at this point is not clear;
sometimes the symbol is still classified as a kind of sign; sometimes it
is opposed to the sign; sometimes the symbol is ‘indirect’ only in the
sense that it is merely a vehicle for saying what a sign cannot say; almost
always, however, ‘affect’ is seen to be an important characteristic of
symbolism. Amongst those who see the symbol as a vehicle of indirect
expression, Ricoeur’s position is probably the broadest, and he explicitly
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locates it somewhere between the ‘Cassirer’ position and the ‘metaphor’
view:

I give a narrower sense to the word ‘symbol’ than authors who, like Cassirer,
call symbolic any apprehension of reality by means of signs, from perception,
myth, and art to science; but I give it a broader sense than those authors who,
starting from Latin rhetoric or the neo-Platonic tradition, reduce the symbol to
analogy. I define ‘symbol’ as any structure of signification in which a direct, primary,
literal meaning designates, in addition, another meaning which is indirect, secondary
and figurative and which can be apprehended only through the first. (Ricoeur 1965,
p. 245, italics in original)

To mean something other than what is said — this is the symbolic function . . . it
presupposes signs that already have a primary, literal manifest meaning. Hence I
deliberately restrict the notion of symbol to double or multiple-meaning
expressions whose semantic texture is correlative to the work of interpretation
that explicates their second or multiple meanings. (Ricoeur 1970, pp. 12-13)

There is a similar emphasis on the indirect nature of the symbol in the
neo-classical view. Todorov (1982) notes that, in Augustine’s theory of
signs, ‘signs (in the restricted sense) are opposed to symbols as the
proper is to the transposed, or, better yet, as the direct is to the indirect’
(p. 57). What is important here, and what marks off the neo-classical
view from the romantic, is that the symbol is ‘indirect’ only in the sense
that it is a different way to say what the sign says.

Further along the continuum, the romantic conception treats the
symbol as vehicle of the ineffable. Indeed, the concept of the symbol
is central to romanticism: ‘without exaggerating, we could say that if
we had to condense the romantic aesthetic into a single word, it would
certainly be the word ‘“‘symbol’”’’ (Todorov 1982, p. 198). This
approach combines an emphasis on the proper/transposed distinction
with an insistence on the importance of affective/motivational factors,
following the Jung/Silberer idealist position. The affect which lies at the
heart of symbolism is the affect of idealism, the ‘spiritual’, the affect
which accompanies the expression of something which could never be
expressed by the sign. In Jaffé’s words: ‘the symbol is an object of the
known world hinting at something unknown; it is the known expressing
the life and sense of the inexpressible’ (1964, pp. 309-10). In the
romantic approach, above all, the notorious mystique associated with
symbols is created and maintained: symbols are intransitive, intuitive,
ineffable; they ‘involve the progressive, typological elaboration of feel-
ings and impulses which are ineffable and incapable of literal descrip-
tion’ (Munz 1973, p. 78); and this is as it must be, for ‘reality that is
strictly metaphysical ... can be approached in no other way than
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through myths and symbols’ (Eliade, in Fingesten 1970, p. 136). On
this view, symbols are characterised as ‘progressive’ or ‘anagogic’ — they
are indicators of the forward-moving, spiritual, religious aspects of
human nature.

In opposition, further towards the narrow end of the continuum, but
also with an emphasis on affect, is the treatment of the symbol as
unconsciously produced substitute. This approach is often charac-
terised as ‘regressive’, and belongs to the realm of classical psychoanaly-
sis. What is important here is the unconscious nature of the symbolic
process, and the ‘primary’ nature of what is symbolised. While many
later psychoanalysts support a position nearer the broad end of the con-
tinuum, arguing that the term ‘symbolism’ should be used generically
to cover both conscious and unconscious productions, the classical
psychoanalytic position, as expressed by Freud, and supported by Jones,
restricts the term ‘symbolism’ to cases where the substitutive process
operates largely unconsciously and in the service of defence. On this
view, symbolism and symbolic activity is the result of a compromise
between repressed and repressing forces. Thus Jones (1916) explicitly
rejects the view of Jung and Silberer, that metaphor is the symbol par
excellence, on the grounds that metaphor does not necessarily involve
unconscious affective and repressed forces. According to Jones’s defence
of the psychoanalytic position, ‘only what is repressed is symbolised;
only what is repressed needs to be symbolised’ (1916, p. 116). How far
this view is from that of the linguists and semioticians can be seen from
Griunbaum’s (1986) reminder that ‘symptoms, as compromise forma-
tions, have traditionally been viewed as ‘“‘symbols’’, but they are ‘‘sym-
bols” in the nonsemantic sense of being substitutive formations afford-
ing replacement satisfactions or outlets, not linguistic representatives of
their hypothesized unconscious causes’ (p. 219).

At the narrow end of the definitional continuum, we find Freud’s
later (1914a, 1916/17) treatment of the symbol as unconscious, phylo-
genetically inherited universal code. Here the word is reserved for those
‘universal’ symbols which appear in dreams (and also in myths and
folklore), and have three characteristics which distinguish them from all
other forms of ‘indirect representation’: firstly, constancy of meaning,
i.e., the relation between symbol and symbolised provides a ‘fixed’
meaning in the unconscious; secondly, these symbols are ‘mute’ — or,
rather, the dreamer (or subject) becomes mute in the face of them, being
unable to produce any associations to them as he or she can to other
repressed material; and thirdly, the meanings of these symbols are not
learned, but inherited. As will later be seen, this peculiar restricted view
is at odds with Freud’s treatment of symbols elsewhere, and there are,
I shall argue, compelling reasons for agreeing with those who reject it.



From disorder towards the focus of inquiry 15

Limitations of perspective one

Surveying the range of definitions of ‘symbol’ along this broad/narrow
continuum provides a general overview of the subject, and gives us some
indication of the number and variety of views on symbolism. But this
perspective is limited in two ways. Firstly, many theorists or theories,
especially those with a broader approach, occupy more than one
location on the continuum, also supporting a narrower definition in the
case of some symbols. So, for example, Langer characterises only some
symbols (e.g., a cross) as ‘charged with affect’, and only some symbols
(the ‘non-discursive’ ones) as indicating a different realm of reality and
truth. Sapir (1959) treats one kind of symbolism (‘condensation’
symbolism) in a manner akin to the narrow psychoanalytic approach;
such symbolism ‘strikes deeper and deeper roots in the unconscious
and diffuses its emotional quality to types of behaviour and situations
apparently far removed from the original meaning of the symbol’ (pp.
492-3). Again, we find those at the narrow end of the continuum
occasionally making pronouncements which properly belong to the
broad end. The psychoanalyst Rycroft (1956) asserts that ‘symbolisation
is a general capacity of the mind, which is based on perception and can
be used by the primary or secondary process, neurotically or realistically,
for defence or self-expression’ (pp. 142-3). Even Freud often uses ‘sym-
bol’ in the sense of metaphor (e.g., the ‘sweet taste of the bread’ is
‘symbolic’ of the happy life that might have been led with a particular
girl (1899, p. 315)), and he allows that ‘the concept of a symbol cannot
at present be sharply delimited: it shades off into such notions as those
of a replacement or representation, and even approaches that of an
allusion’ (1916/17, p. 152). Secondly, and more crucially, this perspec-
tive draws no distinction between those cases of symbolism which, for
psychologists as well as for everyone else, are uncontroversial and
uninteresting, and about which there is general agreement, and those
cases which are controversial and which have for centuries been sources
of dispute. A second perspective allows this distinction to be made.

Perspective two: ‘conventional’ versus
‘non-conventional’ symbols

This second perspective identifies a fundamental distinction between
two kinds of symbol, and allows us to move swiftly towards the focus
of inquiry. Since, logically, anything can symbolise anything else (more
accurately, anything can be used or taken to symbolise anything else),
it seems reasonable to ask what the grounds are for claiming, in any
particular case, that a symbol means one thing and not another. In the
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case of, for example, the symbols of logic, mathematics or language,
the meanings of the symbols have been established by agreement or
convention. In such cases, naturally, what the symbol stands for must be
learned, is not generally in dispute, and so is not held to pose interesting
psychological questions. But there are other phenomena, which are con-
sidered to contain symbols, or deal with them, or be symbolic, or have
some kind of symbolic force, in the areas of dreams, art, literature, rit-
uals, myths, fairy tales, folklore, psychopathological symptoms, and so
on. Because the interpretation of these symbols is not set by convention,
the explanations of the occurrence, and the meanings, of such symbolic
phenomena are contentious, and have in fact been investigated, dis-
cussed, and disputed at enormous length.

Now, perhaps not surprisingly, given its central importance, this dis-
tinction between what may be termed ‘conventional’ and ‘non-
conventional’ symbols is one which seems to emerge naturally from the
general confusion of definitions and classifications, cutting across the
broad versus narrow approaches discussed above, and also cutting
across the various terminological, classificatory divisions to be found in
the different subject areas in the literature on symbolism — in philos-
ophy, semiotics, anthropology, psychology, etc. Thus, sometimes, the
distinction is made between two different kinds of symbol (e.g., Lang-
er’s (1942) and Bertalanffy’s (1981) ‘discursive’ versus ‘non-discursive’
symbols, Sapir’s (1959) ‘referential’ versus ‘condensation’ symbols,
Turner’s (1968) ‘logical’ versus ‘non-logical’ symbols). On other
occasions, the distinction is made between signs and symbols, the
former representing conventional, the latter non-conventional, symbols.
Here the distinction is characterised as ‘arbitrary’ versus ‘transitive’, or
‘direct’ versus ‘indirect’. But, whatever the terminology, and whatever
the disagreements, there appears to be a major (albeit often only
implicit) agreement that it is the non-conventional symbols which are
the psychologically interesting and controversial ones. Further, there is
notable cross-domain generality in the grounds on which the non-
conventional symbols are separated from the conventional ones. For
Langer, the ‘non-discursive’ symbols, the non-scientific, controversial
ones, point to a radically different symbolic ‘mode’, the two ‘modes’
having important ontological and epistemological implications: ‘truth is
so intimately related to symbolism that if we recognise two radically
different types of symbolic expression we should logically look for two
distinct meanings of truth’ (1942, p. 260). Sapir distinguishes between
‘referential’ symbols, such as writing, speech, code, and other conven-
tional devices for the purpose of reference, and ‘condensation’ symbols,
which are ‘highly condensed forms of substitutive behaviour, allowing
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for release of emotional tension’, the essential difference between the
two groups being that ‘while referential symbolism grows with formal
elaboration in the conscious, condensation symbolism strikes deeper
and deeper roots in the unconscious ... and ... diffuses its emotional
quality to types of behaviour and situations apparently far removed from
the original meaning of the symbol’ (1959, pp. 492-3). For Turner
(1968), ‘logical’ symbols ‘are conceived in the conscious mind, as Pallas
was in Zeus’ head’, whereas ‘nonlogical’ symbols ‘represent the impress
on consciousness of factors external or subliminal to it’ (p. 579). Saus-
sure too, though excluding symbols from semiology, does so on the
grounds that they are ‘motivated’ and ‘involuntary’. Bertalanffy supports
Langer’s distinction between discursive and non-discursive symbols; for
him, discursive symbols convey facts, but non-discursive symbols (also
called ‘experiential’ or ‘existential’ symbols) convey values. In romanti-
cism, symbols (as opposed to signs) have the characteristics of Bertal-
anffy’s ‘existential’ symbols; they are intuitive, transcendent, ineffable,
belong to a ‘higher’ reality, and act as vehicles for the expression of the
spiritual and ‘progressive’ aspects of human beings.

As for the question of the relationship berween these two kinds of
symbolism, this is rarely addressed, although, amongst the few specu-
lations which are offered, there seems to be some agreement that the
controversial non-conventional symbols enjoy an ontogenetic priority
over the conventional symbols, the latter developing from the former
via a gradual diminishing of affect coupled with an increasing contri-
bution of conscious, as compared with unconscious, processes,
although it is not clear how this transition is supposed to occur. Sapir
(1959) suggests that it is likely that most referential symbolism
evolved from condensation symbolism, and that the essential feature
of this development was the gradual erosion of the emotion, so that
‘the less primary and associational the symbolism, the more dis-
sociated from its original context, the less emotionalized it becomes,
the more it takes on the character of true reference’ (p. 493). Balkanyi
(1964) agrees: ‘I still would assume that the difference between verbal
symbol and verbal conventional sign is an evolutionary one ... the
combination of the sound-image with the thing-presentation alone
makes possible that wearing down of the sensual value which leads
to abstraction. This combination is the word’ (p. 72). Langer, too,
argues that ‘denotation is the essence of language, because it frees
the symbol from its original, instinctive utterance and marks its delib-
erate use, outside of the total situation that gave it birth’ (1942, p.
75). Even Bertalanffy (1981), though not explicitly supporting this
position, comes close to it in his view that the so-called Freudian
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symbols, because of their biologically determinate or obsessive nature,
are not yet genuine symbols, but are best seen as ‘pre-symbols’, as
unconscious associative formations which provide the raw materials
from which true symbols arise. A radical version of this evolutionary
view came from the Swedish philologist Hans Sperber, who suggested
(1912) that much of the origin of speech is concerned with sexual
issues — a suggestion which was embraced by Freud and Jones, and
which has, in modified form, found some favour with more recent
psychoanalytic supporters. Baker (1950), for example, after an extens-
ive survey of etymological linguistic connections in the Polynesian
languages, concludes that Sperber’s views deserve some respect, for:

primary experiences of pleasure-giving bodily functions — oral, anal, urethral
and genital — serve to bequeath to the individual a series of unconscious images
which he never throws off. These images form the associative bases for all his
later conquests of reality. Since language is one of the main instruments for this
conquest, one can scarcely be surprised to find that it bears multitudinous traces
of man’s infantile fantasies. (Baker, 1950, p. 178)

Whatever the relationship between the two classes of symbols, it is clear
that the focus of our inquiry here must be on the non-conventional
symbols.

Sources of confusion and centres of dispute

One major source of confusion in the literature on symbolism, and the
reason for the disorder along the broad/narrow continuum, is that, when
the controversial (i.e., non-conventional) symbols are under discussion,
most theorists neglect to maintain clearly and consistently the distinc-
tion between the two types of symbol, slipping back and forth between
them. This contributes to a second source of confusion, the question of
the specific nature of the symbols which belong to the non-conventional
group. There are two, closely connected, centres of controversy: the first
is the question of the conscious or unconscious nature of the symbolic
processes and productions, including the question of the relazive contri-
butions of conscious and unconscious processes; and the second,
related, question is that of the ‘progressive’ or ‘regressive’ nature of sym-
bolism, and whether there is any connection between these two. As
mentioned earlier, the conventional symbols are unproblematic; almost
all writers on the subject consider them to be entirely conscious pro-
ductions. They do not all agree, however, that the non-conventional
symbols are unconscious; nor do they agree on the degree to which
unconscious processes contribute to the symbolic productions, or on
the origin and function of these unconscious processes. It is perhaps no
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surprise that this area is rife with inconsistencies. The resulting tensions
encourage theorists to speak (albeit uncertainly) of the ‘double aspect’
of symbolism; ‘logos’ versus ‘mythos’, ‘demystification’ versus ‘remysti-
fication’, ‘transparent’ versus ‘opaque’, ‘concealing’ versus ‘revealing’,
and so on. The tensions also fuel the disputes and confusions surround-
ing the ‘progressive’ versus ‘regressive’ vectors of symbolism. For the
supporters of the ‘progressive’ or ‘anagogic’ view, symbols either have
nothing to do with regressive, biological instinctual drives and their
gratification, or they somehow ‘accomplish liberation from the slavery
of the biologically imposed’ (Hacker 1965, p. 82), while still having
¢ “natural®, biological, quasi-instinctual origins and vicissitudes’ (p. 87).
For the supporters of the regressive view, on the other hand, the ‘anago-
gic’ approach, with its idolisation of the mystical ‘opacity’ of the symbol,
and its celebration of the freedom and creativity of the human spirit, is
merely an attempt to disguise the formation of symbols, and ‘divert
interest from their instinctual roots’ (Freud 1919a, p. 524), and grows
out of idealism, the ‘philosophical brand of escapism’ (Reichenbach
1951, p. 254). It will become clear how both the failure (of which Freud
is also guilty) to draw clearly and maintain consistently the distinction
between conventional and non-conventional symbols, and the tensions
produced by vacillations concerning the conscious/unconscious and
progressive/regressive aspects of non-conventional symbols, serve as foci
from which many difficulties and confusions arise.

The aim of this brief journey was to give some idea of the great number
and variety of different approaches to, and pronouncements about, sym-
bolism, to narrow the focus onto the subject matter of the inquiry, and
to point to some of the sources of confusion and centres of controversy
which have rendered problematic various approaches to symbolism — in
short, to indicate why it is that there is a widespread belief that no
unified theory is possible. But, as I have said, I do not share that belief.
The general theory of symbolism which I am proposing in this book is
derived from a particular version of Freud’s theory, so my next step is
to present and develop an account of that particular version. This, as
I indicated earlier, will require a detailed, chronological examination,
exegetical and critical, of Freud’s published writings, tracing the devel-
opment of his treatment of symbolism from the early years, through
many additions and modifications, to a major shift and its conse-
quences. In particular, the problems with which he is faced as a result
of his changes will be examined, and I shall argue that those changes
were neither warranted nor tenable. That will clear the way for consoli-
dating the theory via revision of some of the important aspects of
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Freud’s theory which relate to symbolism, and for defending it by
assessing its ability to meet certain logical and psychological require-
ments, requirements which any theory of symbolism must meet.



2 The ‘Freudian Narrow’ (FN) theory of
symbolism

In Freudian scholarship it is notoriously difficult to give a substantial
account of any important topic, other than perhaps the most general
underlying theses, which may confidently be claimed to be a faithful
representation of Freud’s own views. Freud himself is largely respon-
sible for this. The revolutionary nature of his theory, and the fact that
it evolved over a long period, meant inevitable changes in his ideas.
Freud complained of the ‘no-win’ situation in which he was left by his
critics as a result of these changes: ‘Some people have taken no notice
whatever of my self-corrections and continue to this day to criticize me
for hypotheses which have long ceased to have the same meaning for
me. Others reproach me precisely for these changes and regard me as
untrustworthy on their account’ (1916/17, pp. 245-6). In addition,
while Freud considered himself a scientist, always insisting that his work
was an empirical search for truth, and thus part of the scientific Weltan-
schauung, his language is frequently imbued with more literary qualities,
often displaying, as Cheshire and Thomi (1991) observe, an artist’s
tolerance for looseness and ambiguity. Of course, this is partly because
he lacked an accepted ‘technical’ terminology in which to express his
new ideas, and partly because the typically austere, precise, ‘scientific’
prose style was not yet commonplace. But it is also clear that Freud
realised how unfamiliar and initially unpalatable many of these ideas
would be, and, like the Roman poet-philosopher Lucretius, he under-
stood that when the aim was to ‘tell of important discoveries, set free
the mind from the tangles of superstition, and uncover what has for
long been hidden’, there was considerable value in ‘touching everything
with the sweet charm of the muse — just as doctors, when trying to
entice children to drink foul-tasting medicine, seduce them with sweet
honey applied around the rim of the cup’ (Lucretius, De Rerum Natura
I, lines 931-9).

These reasons are sufficient to make the task of accurate represen-
tation of Freud’s ideas a daunting one. Fortunately, however, except
perhaps for the historian, that task would also be futile. For the

21
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psychologist, the really fruitful, albeit difficult, work of Freudian schol-
arship consists in extracting from Freud’s writings the valuable contri-
butions to a genuinely explanatory account of human behaviour which
are to be found there. For those who are prepared to sift through the
tangled web of developing ideas, to look for the sense behind often
obscure metaphorical expressions, and to draw together the diverse lines
of argument and evidence, the effort is well repaid: in the case of many
central ideas, Freud did more than just lay the groundwork; he also
provided a wealth of additional detailed, though scattered, material. But
the time and effort required to piece together those details, and the
demanding nature of Freudian scholarship in general, have made it alto-
gether too tempting to take various short cuts. Freud himself com-
plained of the apparent arbitrariness of the typical process of selection
from his work:

a sort of buffer-layer has formed in scientific society between analysis and its
opponents. This consists of people who allow the validity of some portions of
analysis and admit as much, subject to the most entertaining qualifications, but
who on the other hand reject other portions of it, a fact which they cannot
proclaim too loudly. It is not easy to divine what determines their choice in
this. It seems to depend on personal sympathies. One person will take objection
to sexuality, another to the unconscious; what seems particularly unpopular is
the fact of symbolism. Though the structure of psycho-analysis is unfinished, it
nevertheless presents, even today, a unity from which elements cannot be
broken off at the caprice of whoever comes along: but these eclectics seem to
disregard this. I have never had the impression that these half- or quarter-
adherents based their rejection on examination of the facts. (1933, p. 138)

This comment contains two important points, albeit only implied, on
the question of the selection of material from Freud. Firstly, the nomi-
nation of the particular themes of sexuality, the unconscious, and sym-
bolism — themes without which psychoanalysis would not be psychoan-
alysis — suggests that Freud did not mean that no elements at all may be
broken off, but that those which either form the core of the theory, or
are necessary consequences of that core, cannot be discarded without
discarding the entire theory. In combination with the second implicit
point, that the rejection of any particular element would be acceptable
only if based on ‘examination of the facts’, Freud is here hinting that
the crucial task of selecting and rejecting requires a clear understanding
of valid criteria for such selection or rejection. The absence of the
required understanding, to which Freud here is referring, is one reason
why many of Freud’s supporters and critics have failed to come properly
to grips with his material; indeed, it would not be an exaggeration to
suggest that every topic of importance has suffered as a consequence.
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The theory of symbolism is a case in point. Few scholars have
explored Freud’s writings in the detail which is required to see that, on
this topic, he offered much more than the simplistic contribution usually
attributed to him. Consequently, there is a widespread lack of recog-
nition both of the unifying explanatory nature of that theory, and of
the lack of genuine novelty in many of the ‘additions’, ‘revisions’, and
‘modifications’ which have been offered in the name of psychoanalysis
since Freud. Nowhere do we find a clear, systematic account of what
Freud’s theory of symbolism is and of what it offers; instead, it is either
presented (and then dismissed) in the briefest of sketches, or it is dis-
torted and is assimilated into theories whose fundamental tenets are
opposed to those on which Freud’s theory is built.

As a result, it is difficult, for example, to make proper use of the
entry for ‘symbolism’ in the dictionary of psychoanalytic concepts, The
Language of Psychoanalysis (LLaplanche and Pontalis 1985). The dis-
cussion here begins by distinguishing between a broad sense of the term
(in which any substitutive formation can be held to be symbolic) and a
more restricted sense (in which there is a constant relation in the uncon-
scious between symbol and symbolised). It then continues:

The notion of symbolism is nowadays so closely tied to psycho-analysis, the
words ‘symbolic’, ‘symbolise’ and ‘symbolisation’ are used so often — and so
variously — and the problems surrounding symbolic thought and the creation
and utilisation of symbols fall within the scope of so many disciplines
(psychology, linguistics, epistemology, history of religions, anthropology, etc.),
that it is particularly hard in this case to mark off a specifically psycho-analytic
use of these terms and to distinguish their various senses. The following remarks
aim to do no more than help the reader get his bearings in the psycho-analytic
literature. (p. 442)

But the text which follows, consisting of a sequence of disconnected
points, some descriptive, some critical, some useful, some vague, is
informative only for the reader who already /as his or her bearings.
While Laplanche and Pontalis do at least appeal to several of Freud’s
own claims, many modern conceptions of the psychoanalytic contri-
bution to the theory of symbolism (or the ‘symbolic function’, as it is
more often called) typically submerge Freud’s insights into the contem-
porary fashionable Zeitgeist of confused and incoherent relativism and
constructivism, with the result that his genuine contributions have
become distorted and swamped by wave after wave of subjectivist phil-
osophy quite inimical to the spirit of the Freudian enterprise. This
modern movement has spawned a profusion of literature professing
allegiance to ‘psychoanalysis and ...’ (usually ‘language’), in which
there is subsequently very little which is even remotely recognisable as



24 Freud, psychoanalysis, and symbolism

psychoanalytic theory, and in which the nature of the Freudian support
for a major ‘thesis’ such as the ‘impossibility of the world of “facts”
and “persons’’ in the absence of a symbolic potential to form significant
relationships’ (Corradi Fiumara 1992, pp. 9-10) is left a complete mys-
tery to the reader. Worse still, in a kind of anti-Freudian humanistic
spirit, what Freud unearthed as symbolic is labelled merely ‘pseudo-
symbolic’ because ‘rather than construct reality, it constructs a ‘‘neur-
otic” substitute for reality’ (ibid., pp. 84-5). Clearly, a return to Freud,
and a new start from there with respect to the theory of symbolism is
needed.

There are, as Laplanche and Pontalis indicate, two discernible pos-
itions on symbolism in Freud’s writings: the first, which may be referred
to as the ‘Freudian Narrow’ (FN) position, restricts the use of the term
‘symbol’ to a special technical sense, in which symbols are the elements
of an unconscious, universal, phylogenetically inherited code; the
second, which may be referred to as the ‘Freudian Broad’ (FB) position,
is a much less restricted view, in which the term ‘symbol’ usually refers
to any unconsciously produced defensive substitute, while nevertheless
retaining certain specifiable connections with conscious, non-defensive
productions.

The theory which is to be developed here is largely a synthesis of
these two positions, producing what was described earlier as the classical
psychoanalytic position, although it is also in harmony with some post-
Freudian formulations. The synthesis involves assimilating the accept-
able aspects of the FN into the FB position, and arguing that this can
be achieved (a) with very little loss or distortion, and (b) by appealing
to Freud’s own writings, rather than by combining externally derived
criticisms with what are unjustifiably claimed to be ‘neo’-Freudian con-
ceptions. There has been widespread agreement among psychoanalysts
that any revival of ‘classical’ Freudian theory will depend for its viability
and explanatory power on important post-Freudian developments.
However, at least in the case of symbolism, many of those supposedly
‘neo’-Freudian contributions are in fact part of Freud’s original theory,
and others are conceptually untenable, inimical to the fundamental
tenets of Freud’s theory, and so, rather than contributing to a Freudian
‘revival’, serve to place those advocating them firmly in the anti-
Freudian camp.

The post-Freudian climate

After Freud’s own work, together with Jones’s supportive (1916) paper
on “The Theory of Symbolism’, there was comparative silence on the
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topic until the 1950s. Forty years after the publication of Jones’s paper,
Rodrigué (1956) writes, with some truth, that:

Symbolism has had a strange and disappointing fate in the development of
psychoanalytical thought. At a time in which the social sciences were becoming
‘symbol-conscious’, analysts lost interest in the subject. After a promising start,
about 1909-11, when the subject was tackled by Freud and the best analytical
minds, the initial impetus faded away. After the far-reaching discovery that the
same symbolic motifs which appeared in dreams and insanity were also present
in art, religion and folklore, later work mainly consisted in finding new symbols
or in venturing alternative meanings for old ones. Practically no theoretical work
has been done since then on the nature and function of symbols. In fact, the
theory took its final shape in the surprisingly short period of less than ten years.
Little has been added since Jones wrote his comprehensive essay . . .

Why have we failed to be stimulated by a notion which, apart from being our
true legacy, has proved to be so fruitful in the social sciences? I think that the
answer lies in the limitations of our basic theoretical assumptions on symbolism
... these have remained unchallenged for so long, in spite of the revolutionary
changes taking place everywhere in psycho-analytical theory ... A revision is
needed, particularly on account of a very recent revival of interest in symbolism,
chiefly excited by the work of Melanie Klein. (p. 147)

Rodrigué’s paper was one of a number of contributions (e.g., H. Segal
1950, 1952, 1958; Milner 1952; Kubie 1953; R. Fliess 1973; Rycroft
1956; N. Segal 1961) whose authors were concerned to revive the
theory of symbolism. Several of these authors criticised the classical
Freudian theory of symbolism, and offered ‘new’ contributions of their
own. The criticisms were directed first against the narrow FN position;
but they were subsequently directed against the broader FB position as
well — for various reasons, both positions were charged with being too
narrow. Many theorists, following particularly the work of Melanie
Klein (e.g., Klein 1930), saw the classical theory as limited and undevel-
oped, and argued that the light thrown on it by post-Freudian develop-
ments would help to produce a revised and more acceptable approach
to symbolism and symbolic activity. Thus they saw their initial task as
one of pointing out those ‘limitations of our theoretical assumptions’ to
which Rodrigué refers.

But, as I suggested, these critics were, to a large extent, misguided —
at least in their overall attack, if not in all of its details. They were wrong
both about the supposed limitations of Freud’s theory and about the
novelty of many of their own contributions. On the first point, the classi-
cal Freudian theory does allow for an adequately broad conception of
symbolism, since it can be shown, using Freud’s own writings, that the
FN position, minus its conceptually untenable aspects, is simply part
of the FB position, and that when the FB position is properly under-
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stood, any charges of ‘narrowness’ can be seen to rest on confusions,
misconceptions, and misrepresentations. On the second point, many of
the critics’ ‘additions’ and ‘modifications’ are already to be found in
Freud’s own writings, even though, as pointed out earlier, it is by no
means an easy task to extract them and organise them into a coherent
whole.

These conclusions will be reached using the following steps. Firstly,
the FN position, as understood by post-Freudian psychoanalysts, will
be set out, and the criticisms and objections made by Rodrigué and
others will be presented. In order to reply to the objections, and to
illustrate the FB position as able to accommodate the acceptable parts of
the FN position, the remaining chapters of Part One contain a detailed,
chronological account and critical examination of the development of
Freud’s ideas on symbolism. In Part Two, the FB theory will be consoli-
dated via a number of revisions to the Freudian material which, as it
stands, would otherwise be faced with certain problems. Once these
problems have been cleared away, and the FB theory fully presented,
it will be time to consider what truly are the limitations of current theor-
etical work on symbolism, to identify the logical constraints and psycho-
logical requirements which, it will be argued, any theory of symbolism
must respect, and to show that, of all the approaches to symbolism,
only the FB theory meets these requirements.

Characteristics of the ‘Freudian Narrow’ (FN) position

In the literature, generally, the commonly presented standard Freudian
position is the FN one. Freud’s ideas on symbolism, it is usually
claimed, gradually converged (after some fits and starts, and despite
continued looseness here and there) onto an extremely narrow view,
which began to be stated explicitly around 1910/11, and was given a
complete formulation in a new section on symbolism inserted into the
fourth (1914a) edition of The Interpretation of Dreams (Ch. VI, section
E), and Lecture X of the (1916/1917) Introductory Lectures on Psycho-
Analysis. The FN position consists of a general claim, together with the
detailing of certain specific characteristics of symbols. According to the
general claim, the term ‘symbol’ is reserved for use in a special technical
sense, to refer to certain elements which occur in dreams (but which
also crop up in myths, fairy tales, folklore, etc.), and which are dis-
tinguished from all other unconscious, indirect, substitutive, represen-
tational material used in the service of defence. In Freud’s words, ‘rep-
resentation by a symbol is among the indirect methods of
representation, but . . . all kinds of indications warn us against lumping
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it in with other forms of indirect representation’ (1914a, p. 351). In
fact, Freud asserts that symbols are distinguished from other forms of
indirect representation by three specific characteristics, each of which
has one or more consequences.

Firstly, symbols are ‘mute’ or ‘silent’ — or, rather, the dreamer/
patient is silent or mute in the face of them, being unable to produce
any ‘associations’ to them as he or she can to all other elements. In
Freud’s words:

As a rule, the technique of interpreting according to the dreamer’s free associ-
ations leaves us in the lurch when we come to the symbolic elements in the
dream content. (1914a, p. 353)

symbolism in the language of dreams was almost the last thing to become access-
ible to me, for the dreamer’s associations help very little towards understanding
symbols. (1914c, p. 19)

it does sometimes really happen that nothing occurs to a person under analysis
in response to particular elements of his dream . . . cases in which an association
fails to emerge . .. we are tempted to interpret these ‘mute’ elements ourselves.
(1916/17, pp. 149-50)

it is strange . .. that if a symbol is a comparison it should not be brought to
light by an association. (ibid., p. 152)

It must theoretically always be possible to have an association ... Yet there is
one case in which in fact a breakdown occurs with absolute regularity. (1925d,
p. 42)

The consequence of this ‘muteness’ of the symbol is that it leads to a
sharp dichotomy in the technique of dream interpretation into (i) the
interpretation of associations, and (ii) the translation of symbols:

The . .. extremely frequent use of symbols . .. make[s] us able to some extent
to translate the content of dreams without reference to the associations of the
individual dreamer. (1913e, p. 176)

we are tempted to interpret these ‘mute’ dream elements ourselves, to set about
translating them with our own resources. (1916/17, p. 150)

[The two complementary techniques of dream interpretation are (i)] ... calling
up ideas that occur to the dreamer till you have penetrated from the substitute
to the genuine thing ... [and (@ii)] ... on the ground of your own knowledge,
replacing the symbols by what they mean. (ibid., p. 170)

This assertion that our method of interpreting dreams cannot be applied unless
we have access to the dreamer’s associative material requires supplementing:
our interpretative activity is in one instance independent of these associations —
if, namely, the dreamer has employed symbolic elements in the content of the
dream. In such cases we make use of what is, strictly speaking, a second and
auxiliary method of dream interpretation. (1925a, n. p. 241)



28 Freud, psychoanalysis, and symbolism

Secondly, symbols have constant meanings, unlike all other
elements:

we obtain constant translations for a number of dream elements — just as popu-
lar ‘dream books’ provide them for everything that appears in dreams ...
[whereas] ... when we use our associative technique, constant replacements of
dream elements never come to light . . . A constant relation of this kind between
a dream-element and its translation is described by us as a ‘symbolic’ one, and
the dream-element itself as a ‘symbol’ of the unconscious dream-thought.
(1916/17, p. 150)

We noticed at an early stage that it is always in connection with the same
elements that this [i.e., failure of associations] happens; they are not very
numerous, and repeated experience has taught us that they are to be regarded
and interpreted as symbols of something else. As contrasted with the other dream
elements, a fixed meaning may be attributed to them. (1933, p. 13)

The consequence of this characteristic is that there are no ‘individual’
symbols:

it is strange . .. that the dreamer should not be acquainted with it but should
make use of it without knowing about it. (1916/17, p. 152)

it is a question of ... unconscious pieces of knowledge, of connections of
thought, of comparisons between different objects . .. These comparisons are
not freshly made on each occasion; they lie ready to hand and are complete,
once and for all. This is implied by the fact of their agreeing in the case of
different individuals — possibly, indeed, agreeing in spite of differences of lan-
guage. (ibid., p. 165)

Thirdly, symbols are phylogenetically inherited, and this explains
their constant, universal meanings. Knowledge of symbolic connections
and of the meanings of symbols is not acquired by learning, but is part
of an unconscious, phylogenetically transmitted ‘archaic heritage’, a uni-
versal code which may be found in dreams, myths, fairy tales, folklore,
etc. In Freud’s words:

the dreamer has a symbolic mode of expression at his disposal which he does
not know in waking life and does not recognise. This is as extraordinary as if
you were to discover that your housemaid understood Sanskrit, though you
know that she was born in a Bohemian village and never learnt it ... it is a
question of unconscious pieces of knowledge. (1916/17, p. 165)

It seems to me ... that symbolic connections, which the individual has never
acquired by learning, may justly claim to be regarded as a phylogenetic heritage.
(ibid., p. 199)

analytic experience has forced on us a conviction that even particular psychical
contents, such as symbolism, have no other sources than hereditary trans-
mission. (1937, p. 240)
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According to Freud, there are three consequences of (or corollaries to)
this particular characteristic. Firstly, it leads to the inevitable acceptance
of Lamarckism, so that ‘I cannot do without this factor in biological
evolution’ (1939, p. 100). Secondly, symbolism becomes an essential
part of the ‘language of the unconscious’ — an inherited, archaic, primi-
tive, regressive mode of expression (and thus a ‘primary process’
phenomenon), in which the constancy of the relation can be traced back
to an original identity between word and thing:

We have seen that hysterical compulsion originates from a peculiar kind of Q7
motion (symbol-formation), which is probably a primary process, since it can
easily be demonstrated in dreams. (1895b, pp. 352-3)

Things that are symbolically connected today were probably united in prehis-
toric times by conceptual and linguistic identity. The symbolic relation seems
to be a relic and a mark of former identity. (1914a, pp. 352)

One gets the impression that what we are faced with here is an ancient but
extinct mode of expression, of which different pieces have survived in different
fields . . . a ‘basic language’ of which all these symbolic relations would be resi-
dues. (1916/17, p. 166)

The symbolic relation would be the residue of an ancient verbal identity. (ibid.,
p. 167)

Symbols . . . seem to be a fragment of extremely ancient inherited mental equip-
ment. The use of a common symbolism extends far beyond the use of a
common language. (1923a, p. 242)

symbolism is not a dream problem but a topic connected with our archaic think-
ing — our ‘basic language’, as it was aptly called by the paranoic Schreber.
(1925b, p. 135)

Thirdly, symbolism is not the work of the ‘censorship’, nor the construc-
tion of the ‘dream-work’, since symbols are already present in the uncon-
scious, and are merely ‘used by’ (not ‘formed by’) the censorship. Thus,
symbolisation is not only separate from the other dream-work ‘mechan-
isms’ (condensation, displacement, pictorial representation); it also con-
stitutes a fourth kind of relation between manifest and latent content
(alongside that of part-to-whole, allusion, and plastic portrayal):

there is no necessity to assume that any peculiar symbolizing activity of the
mind is operating in the dream-work, but that dreams make use of any symboliz-
ations which are already present in unconscious thinking. (1900, p. 349)

We must not suppose that dream-symbolism is a creation of the dream-work;
it is in all probability a characteristic of unconscious thinking which provides
the dream-work with the material for condensation, displacement and dramatiz-
ation. (1911b, p. 685)
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There is a fourth kind of relation between the manifest and latent elements,
which I must continue to hold back from you until we come upon its key-word
in considering technique. (1916/17, p. 122)

even if the dream censorship was out of action we should still not be in a pos-
ition to understand dreams. (ibid., p. 149)

symbolism is a second and independent factor in the distortion of dreams,
alongside of the dream-censorship. It is plausible to suppose, however, that the
dream-censorship finds it convenient to make use of symbolism. (ibid., p. 168)

Critics’ objections to the ‘Freudian Narrow’ (FN)
position

Although Rodrigué and the others do not document the FN position
as systematically and extensively as I have done here, they do identify
the three distinctive characteristics of symbols according to that narrow
view, support them with one or two illustrative quotes from Freud, and
then proceed to present a number of criticisms and objections. These
objections may be divided into general ones (in reply to the general
formulation of the position) and specific ones, directed at the specific
characteristics outlined above.

On the general claim, Freud’s convergence on the FN position
amounts to a too ‘drastic narrowing’ of the concept of symbolism, and
there is little evidence to support the three distinctive characteristics
which are supposed to separate symbols from other forms of indirect
representation (Rodrigué 1956). This narrowing is conceptually unten-
able, ‘not only intrinsically fallacious, but also irreconcilable with the
implicit requirements of psychoanalytic psychology’ (Kubie 1953, p.
73). To some extent Freud should not be blamed, since the problems
surrounding the narrowing are indicative of ‘some of the difficulties cre-
ated by the immaturity of psychoanalytical theory at the time’ (Rycroft
1956, p. 164). Rodrigué argues that Freud was (cautiously) attracted
to oneiromancy, and this explains his abandoning of the conceptually
sound earlier use of the term ‘symbol’ in connection with hysterical
symptoms, and as described in the Project. According to that description,
says Rodrigué:

the symbol takes the place of a traumatic object or event, owing to the fact that
both objects had been coupled in a past experience . .. In this conception, the
relation object-symbol has taken place in the subject’s lifetime. The meaning of
the symbol can be understood only if the original context . . . is traced. In this
use of the word, symbols are not items to be translated following a given code,
but need to be interpreted to fit each instance. I consider this earlier conception
of symbolism to be more fruitful than the later. (1956, p. 149)
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In addition, suggests Rodrigué, the narrow view was perhaps the result
of the fact that Freud discovered the importance of symbolism relatively
late, after he had already worked out the basic structure of his dream
theory, so that ‘by the time Freud discovered the significance of dream
symbolism, he had already described three main forms of dream distor-
tion and representation; symbolism then took its place side by side with
them. This did not lead to a reformulation of the dream as a symbolic
structure’ (ibid., p. 150). Finally, these objections are supported by the
observation that Freud is in any case not completely committed to his
narrow view, and warns against assigning definite limits to the concept
of a symbol. As Todorov (1982) remarks, in some passages Freud seems
‘almost aware that he was describing the forms of all symbolic processes,
not those of an unconscious symbolism’ (pp. 248-9).

There are also a number of objections made to the three supposedly
distinctive characteristics of symbols according to this narrow view.
Firstly, Rodrigué suggests that the ‘muteness’ or ‘silence’ of the symbol
was probably the ‘artificial outcome of the way dreams were interpreted
at the time. The method of splitting the dream into several parts and
of asking or even pressing the dreamer to associate to each item, very
likely stirred and altered the natural fabric in which dreams were mean-
ingfully related to their context’ (1956, p. 148). Further, the silence of
the symbol could also result from the fact that ‘the analyst’s inquisitive
attitude could easily arouse persecutory anxiety and be felt by the
patient as a dangerous intrusion into his inner world’ (ibid.). Thus
associations fail when the defence or repression is sufficiently severe.
Next, Freud’s assertion that symbols have constant meanings is objected
to on the grounds that it simply constitutes another ‘fixed-key’ code
approach of a kind which Freud himself explicitly rejected, but to which
he was cautiously attracted. After all, ‘the difference between Freud’s
symbolics and popular keys to dreams . .. does not lie in their logical
form but in the source that is tapped in the search for latent meanings’
(Todorov 1982, p. 250). Indeed, since Freud’s time, many new mean-
ings of symbols have been discovered. ‘This fact’, Rodrigué admits,
‘does not disprove the theory of their having a few fixed meanings, but
it considerably weakens it’ (1956, p. 148). He goes on to point out that
in 1916 Jones had commented that there are probably more symbols of
the male organ than all other symbols put together, and that, in the
same year, Freud in his Introductory Lectures was ‘almost apologetic
when including symbols for the breast’, but that “Today, breast symbols
are considered to play a role almost equal to the phallic ones’. There-
fore, the discovery of new symbols and new meanings undermines this
putative distinctive characteristic: ‘Each analytical discovery has brought
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about new meanings for old symbols and new objects deserving to be
“meant’ symbolically. This suggests that symbols are not fixed relics,
but extremely plastic items’ (ibid., p. 149). Of course, the argument
continues, Freud may have been misled into this view because he was
influenced by the prevailing theory of signs, which considered ‘meaning’
to be a property, thus allowing it to be intrinsic to the symbol. However,
says Rodrigué, ‘a considerable amount of work on the nature of meaning
has been done since then. As a result of it, meaning is no longer con-
sidered a quality, but a function of a term related with at least one other
term and with the subject who uses it. By virtue of their relation one
term can “mean’ another’ (1956, p. 150). Rodrigué is here appealing
to the work of Langer (1942) which, he feels, ‘provides a much-needed
logical framework for a psychoanalytical theory of symbols’. Freud’s
adherence to this characteristic, therefore, may well have been the result
of the drawbacks of an ‘obsolete logical theory [of signs] underlying our
analytical approach to symbols’ (Rodrigué 1956, p. 150). Finally, once
again, Freud’s inconsistency is noted: ‘Although Freud never officially
rescinded or corrected this narrow definition, the customary practice in
psychoanalysis (including that of Freud) has been to recognise the per-
sonal, shifting, idiosyncratic meaning of symbols, which necessitates the
complex, technical procedure of interpretation’ (Hacker 1965, pp. 78—
9). Indeed, according to Rycroft (1956), some of the examples in
Freud’s list of typical symbols are ‘only compatible with Jones’s view
that each individual re-creates his symbolism anew by perception’ (p.
144). As for the third specific characteristic of symbols, Rycroft notes
some unclarity in the statement that symbolism is inherited. If what is
meant is that the propensity to form and use symbols is inherited, then
that is true but ‘of no especial significance, since all propensities are
presumably in some sense inherited’ (p. 144). But if it means that the
mode of acquiring symbols is inherited, then the claim is untrue since
‘either (a) it implies that acquired knowledge can be inherited, i.e. it is
Lamarckian, or (b) it is self-contradictory, since the essence of a symbol
is that it acquires its significance by displacement from something else,
while the essence of an inherited idea is that its significance is intrinsic’
(ibid.). In general, the critics appear to agree that neither the notion of
the inheritance of acquired knowledge, nor that of a ‘collective uncon-
scious’ is acceptable, but that the postulation of phylogenetic inherit-
ance is in any case unnecessary to explain the constancy and universality
of some symbolic meanings, since there are many more obvious factors
which can account for the occurrence of typical, universal symbols.
Rycroft (1956) argues that ‘The so-called universality of symbols is
better explained by reference to (a) ““the uniformity of the fundamental
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and perennial interests of mankind”’, to use Jones’s phrase, (b) the uni-
formity of the affects and sensations accompanying instinctual acts . . .
and (c) the uniformity of the human mind’s capacity for forming Ges-
talts and seeing resemblances between them’ (p. 144). In a similar vein,
Rodrigué argues that:

The fact that the same symbolic motifs keep recurring in the patient’s phantasies
and dreams and that they also appear in myths, jokes, etc., can be explained
without the need to postulate a palacological tie. I think that these features can
be explained by the effect of several complementary factors. First, by the similar
nature of our phantasies and basic conflicts, which direct our interests towards
the same primary objects, organs and bodily needs. Secondly, that we deal with
at least one type of symbolic material that is the same for all of us, namely, the
parts of our body. Our symbolic possibilities are both determined and limited
by the immediate nature of our corporeal surroundings. Finally, that nature
presents many shapes and phenomena that lend themselves ideally to acquiring
quite unequivocal meanings due to their likeness with our primary objects. The
more ‘iconic’ and striking the symbol, the more widespread its use. (1956, p.
149)

Another objection made to this characterisation of symbolism is that it
suggests that symbolism is merely a useless relic — the ‘useless repetition
of an archaic tie’ (Rodrigué 1956, p. 151), whereas, in fact, since sym-
bolism has the primary function of dealing with anxiety, it plays an
important role in healthy ego development (Klein 1930; H. Segal 1950).
This particular objection to the FN view is also made against the FB
view, and will be treated in more detail later. Finally, if some of the
earlier arguments are accepted — if, for instance, the silence of the
symbol is the result of the patient’s feeling threatened — then symbolism
is nor always independent of the censorship. Rodrigué draws the follow-
ing overall conclusion: “T'o sum up: there is small evidence for consider-
ing symbols as having a “‘silent’’, constant, and archaic meaning. Conse-
quently, “true symbols” do not basically differ from other
representational forms, and more is lost than gained by trying to set
them apart’ (p. 150).

Response to Freud’s critics

It is clear that these criticisms are a very mixed bag. A number, for
example, are not criticisms of the theory at all, but speculations about
what might have led Freud to adopt a particular view — speculations
which do not, of course, invalidate that view. Some of the objections
are incomplete: of these, some are simply general assertions that the
FN position is ‘too narrow’, or ‘unfruitful’, or ‘intrinsically fallacious’,
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without any supporting arguments or evidence, while others offer
alternative explanations, without indicating why they are required, or in
what way the particular explanations offered are superior. Finally, sev-
eral objections amount to pointing out that Freud is inconsistent, in the
sense that he contradicts himself; yet, while one of two contradictory
assertions must be false if the other is true, the inconsistency itself does
not tell us which; again, independent evidence and arguments are
required to establish that.

Despite these shortcomings, the criticisms do succeed in raising a
number of questions and concerns. Did Freud indeed abandon the earl-
ier, broader conception of symbolism which was introduced in the Pro-
ject and in his discussion of hysterical symptoms? Is there really a sharp
division between those earlier formulations and the FN position? Is it
true that Freud ‘discovered symbolism’ relatively late? Was he misled
by an obsolete theory of signs? What are his views on the concepts of
‘meaning’ and ‘signification’? Does the FN position amount to a ‘fixed-
key’ code approach? What are Freud’s explicit objections to such an
approach, and does he, as accused, commit himself to a view which he
explicitly rejects? Are the suggested ‘alternatives to Freud’ actually to
be found in Freud’s own writings? Does he himself, for instance, offer
alternative explanations for universal symbols, and does he provide any
justification for those alternative explanations? Does he suggest any-
where that the symbol’s ‘muteness’ may be the result of repression?
Does he indeed neglect breast symbols? Does he recognise the symbol’s
role in dealing with anxiety? And so on. What does Freud humself say
in answer to all of these questions?

Of course, the objections to the FN position assume that it is zhe
‘classical’ Freudian position on symbolism. An important preliminary
question, therefore, must be: is that the case? Is the FN position really
the Freudian theory? Before answering that question, however, it must
first be properly understood. Since, as the critics themselves point out,
Freud is inconsistent, what exactly is meant by identifying one of two
(or more) inconsistent views as tke Freudian position? Is it the one which
Freud ‘really’ held (whatever that may mean)? Is it the one he expresses
most often, the one to which he devotes the most material, or the one
for which he provides the best evidence?

While these questions will be given some attention here, it may be
repeated that the question of which view Freud himself ‘really’ held,
while perhaps of concern to the historian, is not of central importance
for the psychologist who is concerned to extract from Freud’s writings
the worthwhile contributions to an explanation of human behaviour.
Rather, the Freudian theory of symbolism is that theory for which Freud
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provides (inconsistencies, vacillations and uncertainties not-
withstanding) the best evidence and the strongest arguments. And a
detailed examination of Freud’s developing ideas on symbolism supplies
the material from which to piece together such a theory.



3 The ‘symbol’ in Freud’s early writings
(1893-1899)

In Freud’s early writings, there are two distinct usages of the term ‘sym-
bol’. The first plays a central part in Freud’s account of conversion
symptoms in hysteria, and the second is a wider application of the term,
usually in the context of defence, but according to which symbol
formation may be either pathological or normal.

Symbolism in hysteria

The first usage may be subdivided into (i) the concept of a ‘mnemic
symbol’ in hysteria, and (ii) the process of ‘symbolization’ (spelled
with a ‘z’ here to distinguish it as a technical term) in hysteria. The
distinction between these two is that ‘symbolization’, unlike the
‘mnemic symbol’, is dependent on linguistic (particularly metaphorical)
expressions, and is, in a sense, secondary to (and dependent on) the
original formation of a mnemic symbol.

The concept of a ‘mnemic symbol’ first occurs in the Freud and
Breuer ‘Preliminary communication’ (1893), in the Studies on Hysteria
(1895a). The authors argue that, in hysteria, the affect which
accompanies a traumatic experience, instead of being ‘discharged’,
remains in a ‘strangulated’ state, and the memory of the experience to
which it is attached is cut off from consciousness. Instead of there being
an affectively-charged memory, then, the dissociated affect becomes
‘converted’ into a hysterical symptom, and this hysterical symptom may
be regarded as a ‘mnemic symbol’, since it has replaced (‘stands for’)
the repressed memory. Such a pathological process may result from one
of two conditions: either the original traumatic experience occurred
when the subject was in a peculiar ‘hypnoid’ (dissociated) state (as, for
example, was suggested to have happened in the case of Anna O.); or
the traumatic experience was regarded by part of the psyche (the ego)
as ‘psychically incompatible’, and so was ‘fended off’. While the
mnemic symbol may be a hallucination (visual image or smell), more
often it is a physical symptom, usually a pain or paralysis in some
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(psychologically delineated) part of the body, a pain which appears to
have no real organic basis, although there was originally a genuine pain.
Thus the hysteric is suffering from a memory, but without recognising
it to be one — a memory of an original pain (or some other sensory
experience), which has replaced and now stands for the traumatic
experience which occurred simultaneously with that original pain.

So, for example, in the case of Frau Emmy von N. (first treated in
the late 1880s), who suffered from, among other symptoms, a number
of mysterious pains, Freud grants that some of these pains were indeed
organically determined, but then adds:

Another set of pains were in all probability memories of pains — were mnemic
symbols of the times of agitation and sick-nursing which played such a large
part in the patient’s life. These pains, too, may well have been originally justified
on organic grounds but had since then been adapted for the purposes of the
neurosis. (1895a, pp. 90-1)

A similar simultaneity of occurrence of symbol and symbolised is
established in the somewhat unusual case of Miss Lucy R. This patient
had entirely lost her sense of smell, but at the same time was constantly
plagued by an olfactory hallucination of burnt pudding. Freud says of
her symptom:

Thus I only needed to assume that a smell of burnt pudding had actually
occurred in the experience which had operated as a trauma. It is very unusual,
no doubt, for olfactory sensations to be chosen as mnemic symbols of traumas,
but it was not difficult to account for this choice. (ibid., p. 107)

And Freud goes on to point to the hysterical conversion’s occurring as
a result of a traumatic event, which was experienced at a time when the
smell of burnt pudding happened to be in the air. Moreover, Freud is
aware that the particular selection of whatever is to become the mnemic
symbol also requires explanation: ‘It was still necessary to explain why,
out of all the sense perceptions afforded by the scene, she had chosen
this smell as a symbol’ (ibid., p. 116). The answer (which, admittedly,
goes only part of the way towards accounting for the selection) lay in
the fact that, at the time, Miss Lucy R. had been suffering from such
a bad cold that she had been unable to smell anything excepr the burnt
pudding.

Still within the context of hysteria, Freud uses the term ‘symboliza-
tion’ to refer to a process which similarly results in the ‘conversion’ of
a mental state into a physical symptom, but which now depends on a
linguistic/metaphorical connection.

For example, in the case of Frau Cicilie M., who showed ‘the best
examples of symbolization that I have seen’ (Freud 1895a, p. 176), one
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of the patient’s hysterical symptoms, a facial neuralgia, was produced
via a mechanism which Freud describes as her taking literally a verbal/
metaphorical expression — the result of an insulting remark of her hus-
band’s which she had experienced as ‘like a slap in the face’. “There
is no doubt’, Freud continues, ‘that what had happened had been a
symbolization. She had felt as though she had actually been given a slap
in the face’ (ibid., p. 178). In fact, Freud claims to have ‘examples at
my disposal which seem to prove the genesis of hysterical symptoms
through symbolization alone’ (ibid., p. 179), the best example being
Frau Cicilie’s sudden penetrating pain between the eyes when, at the
age of fifteen, she felt the ‘piercing look’ of a suspicious grandmother.
‘In this instance’, says Freud, ‘I can detect nothing other than the mech-
anism of symbolization’ (ibid., p. 180). Freud’s summary statement of
this phenomenon is given in his paper ‘On the psychical mechanism of
hysterical phenomena’:

The determination of the symptom by the psychical trauma is not so transparent
in every instance. There is very often only what may be described as a ‘symbolic’
relation between the determining cause and the hysterical symptom. This is
especially true of pains . . . Symbolizations of this kind were employed by many
patients for a whole number of so-called neuralgias and pains. It is as though
there were an intention to express the mental state by means of a physical one;
and linguistic usage affords a bridge by which this can be effected. (1893, pp.
33-4)

Freud’s comment here that symbolization is observed where the deter-
mination of the symptom by the psychical trauma is ‘not so transparent’,
hints at a relationship between mnemic symbol and symbolization which
becomes apparent upon closer inspection: symbolization is not an
alternative to the mnemic symbol; it is built onto it, reinforcing it via
an additional, linguistic, connection.

This can be seen, for example, in the case of Friulein Elisabeth von
R., who suffered from hysterical pains in her legs, and from intermittent
astasia and abasia. In struggling to trace her symptoms back to their
origins, the patient describes a series of episodes during which she found
it painful to think of the necessity to ‘stand alone’, and felt that she
could not ‘take a single step forward’. Freud duly comments here: ‘I
could not help thinking that the patient had done nothing more nor less
than look for a symbolic expression of her painful thoughts’ (1895a, p.
152) (meaning, of course, that the patient had used symbolization).
However, Friulein Elisabeth had in fact originally suffered from genuine
pains in her legs — ‘a mild rheumatic affection’ (ibid., p. 147) — and
these became the focus of a ‘functional paralysis based on psychical
associations’ (ibid., p. 153) (i.e., a hysterical symptom as mnemic
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symbol), according to which ‘the affect attaching to that [repressed
erotic] idea was used to intensify or revive a physical pain which was
present simultaneously or shortly before’ (ibid., pp. 146-7). It is this
original mnemic symbol which was subsequently reinforced by the
mechanism of symbolization described above:

This psychical mechanism of symbolization did not play a prominent part with
Friulein Elisabeth von R. It did not creare her abasia. But everything goes to
show that the abasia which was already present received considerable reinforce-
ment in this way. Accordingly, this abasia, at the stage of development at which
I came across it, was to be equated not only with a functional paralysis based
on psychical associations but also with one based on symbolization. (1895a, pp.
152-3)

A similar reinforcement of the mnemic symbol by the mechanism of
symbolization can be observed in Freud’s analysis of Fraulein Rosalia
H.’s hysterical symptoms of hand twitchings and prickling sensations in
the fingers. While these formed a mnemic symbol based on her slam-
ming down a piano lid and throwing away music at a time of traumatic
conflict, when she was rejecting her aunt’s suspicions about her
(Rosalia’s) relationship with her uncle, Freud adds: “The movement of
her fingers which I saw her make while she was reproducing this scene
was one of twitching something away, in the way in which one literally
and figuratively brushes something aside — tosses away a piece of paper
or rejects a suggestion’ (ibid., p. 173).

Even in the case of Frau Cicilie M., who was initially presented as
demonstrating the operation of the symbolization mechanism alone, it
is revealed that the apparently independent symbolizations were built
onto a mnemic symbol. Freud admits that, while it is true that ‘for
years insults, and particularly spoken ones, had, through symbolization,
brought on fresh attacks of her facial neuralgia’, nevertheless:

ultimately we were able to make our way back to her first attack . . . Here there
was no symbolization but a conversion through simultaneity. She saw a painful
sight which was accompanied by feelings of self-reproach, and this led her to
force back another set of thoughts. Thus it was a case of conflict and defence.
The generation of the neuralgia at that moment was only explicable on the
assumption that she was suffering at the time from slight toothache or pains in
the face. (1895a, pp. 178-9)

Likewise, in the same patient, a pain which was traced back to a fear
that she might not ‘find herself on a right footing’ needed real pains on
which to be based:

All that could be claimed on behalf of symbolization was that the fear which
overcame the patient, as she took her first steps, picked out from among all the
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pains that were troubling her at the time the one particular pain which was
symbolically appropriate . . . and developed it into a psychical pain and gave it
special persistence.

In these examples the mechanism of symbolization seems to be reduced to
secondary importance, as is no doubt the general rule. (ibid., p. 179)

So, despite Freud’s claim to have at his disposal ‘examples which
seem to prove the genesis of hysterical symbols by symbolization alone’,
attention should be directed at the word ‘seem’ here, for the evidence
favours Freud’s conclusion above; that, when symbolization occurs, it
is able to be traced back to an original mnemic symbol; that symboliz-
ation does not occur without there having been an original mnemic
symbol (although the latter may occur without the former); thus, that
symbolization is, in this sense, of secondary importance, an elaboration
on the original formation of the mnemic symbol, in which the associat-
ive connection can be strengthened by linguistic connections: ‘Conver-
sion on the basis of simultaneity, where there is also an associative link,
seems to make the smallest demands on a hysterical disposition; conver-
sion by symbolization, on the other hand, seems to call for the presence
of a higher degree of hysterical modification’ (ibid., p. 176).

The ‘symbol’ as general substitute produced by
displacement

In addition to the concepts of ‘mnemic symbol’ and ‘symbolization’ in
hysteria, the second of Freud’s earliest uses of the term ‘symbol’ involves
the more general notion of the symbol as a substitutive formation pro-
duced by displacement, whether that displacement occurs pathologically
or normally (although Freud reserved the term ‘displacement’ for the
pathological process). The difference between a pathological and a
normal use of symbols is not always clearly indicated, but it seems to
turn on whether the process of substitution is unconscious or conscious
(with various modifications to this rule, which will be examined later).
In the case of the pathological process, Freud’s discussion, not surpris-
ingly, draws on examples from hysteria and from obsessional neurosis.
Thus, in the Project for a Scientific Psychology, Freud asserts that the
prima facie unintelligibility of hysterical compulsion is due to ‘symbol
formation’ (which, as Freud’s editor Strachey notes, is used more
broadly here — almost synonymously with ‘displacement’ (1895b, n. p.
349)), and he presents the following general account:
For there has been an occurrence which consisted of B+A. A was an incidental

circumstance; B was appropriate for producing the lasting effect. The repro-
duction of this event in memory has now taken a form of such a kind that it is
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as though A had stepped into B’s place. A has become a substitute, a symbol
for B. Hence the incongruity: A is accompanied by consequences which it does
not seem worthy of, which do not fit in with it. (1895b, p. 349)

Freud immediately goes on to distinguish this pathological formation of
symbols from a normal one:

The formation of symbols also takes place normally. A soldier will sacrifice himself
for a many-coloured scrap of stuff on a pole, because it has become a symbol
of his fatherland, and no one thinks that neurotic.

But a hysterical symbol behaves differently. The knight who fights for his lady’s
glove knows, in the first place, that the glove owes its importance to the lady;
and secondly, he is in no way prevented by his adoration of the glove from
thinking of the lady and serving her in other respects. The Aysteric, who weeps
at A, is quite unaware that he is doing so on account of the association A-B,
and B plays no part at all in his psychical life. The symbol has in this case taken
the place of the thing entirely. The pathological process is one of displacement,
such as we have come to know in dreams — a primary process therefore. (ibid.,
pp. 349-50)

Two points here are worthy of note. Firstly, ‘no part at all in his psychi-
cal life’ is to be taken as something like ‘no part at all in his conscious
psychical life’, since the stable formation is maintained because of its
unconscious significance. Secondly, Freud is using the word ‘displace-
ment’ to denote the complete, stable, unconscious replacement of the
symbolised by the symbol (in contrast to the ‘partial’, conscious,
replacement in the case of the normal use of symbols), and this enables
him to categorise displacement as ‘pathological’, and tie it in with
dreams and the so-called ‘primary process’; later, ‘displacement’ is to
become the most important of the ‘dream-work mechanisms’, along
with ‘condensation’ and ‘pictorial representation’, and Freud is to make
much of displacement as one of the characteristics of the ‘system Ucs.’.
It might be observed that the restriction of the term ‘displacement’ to
the pathological case produces more confusion than clarity. However,
it testifies to Freud’s recognition of the fundamental division of symbols
into the conventional and non-conventional.

Freud’s distinction between the pathological and the normal forma-
tion of symbols is reinforced by his distinction between pathological and
normal ‘defence’. In the latter, we simply ‘manage to bring it about that
the incompatible [idea] B seldom emerges in our consciousness, because
we have so far as possible kept it isolated, yet we never succeed in forget-
ting B in such a way that we could not be reminded of it by a fresh
perception’ (1895b, pp. 351-2).

In pathological defence, on the other hand: ‘while ... an arousal of
this kind cannot be precluded . . . the difference consists only in the fact
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that then, instead of B, A always becomes conscious ... that is, is
cathected. Thus it is symbol formation of this stable kind which is the
function that goes beyond normal defence’ (ibid., p. 352).

In keeping with this more general usage, it is not surprising that the
terms ‘displacement’ and ‘substitution’ appear to be indispensable in
any discussion of symbol formation:

Hysterical repression evidently takes place with the help of symbol-formation, of
displacement onto other neurones. We might think, then, that the riddle resides
only in the mechanism of this displacement, that there is nothing to be explained
about repression itself. We shall hear, however, in connection with the analysis
of, for instance, obsessional neurosis, that there repression without symbol-
formation occurs, and indeed that there repression and substitution are chrono-
logically separated. Accordingly, the process of repression remains as the core
of the riddle. (ibid., p. 352)

It is clear from what Freud says elsewhere that he is not here denying
the process of symbol formation in obsessional neurosis; rather, symbol
formation (for which ‘substitution’ is used as a synonym) is chronologi-
cally separated from repression. Indeed, Freud often replaces the
sequential process of ‘repression and substitution’ with ‘repression and
symbol-formation’, thus using ‘symbol-formation’ to mean ‘substi-
tution’; and, in the case of pathology, the process is not restricted to
hysteria. In both hysteria and obsessional neurosis ‘the incompatible
idea is not admitted to association’; whereas in hysteria the content is
cut off and the affect ‘converted’ into the somatic sphere, in obsessional
neurosis the content is ‘replaced by a substitute’ (1895c, p. 212). There
is no question that in the phrase ‘replaced by a substitute’ Freud is
talking of symbol formation, for he immediately proceeds to comment
on its non-pathological use, using exactly the same examples as appear
later in The Interpretation of Dreams when he is talking explicitly about
symbolism:

The mechanism of substitution is also a normal one. When an old maid keeps
a dog or an old bachelor keeps snuff-boxes, the former is finding a substitute
for her need for a companion in marriage and the latter for his need for — a
multitude of conquests. Every collector is a substitute for a Don Juan Tenorio,
and so too is the mountaineer, the sportsman and such people. These are erotic
equivalents . . . This normally operating mechanism of substitution is abused in
obsessional ideas — once again for purposes of defence. (1895c, pp. 209-10)

The supposed discontinuity between early and later
uses of ‘symbol’

A typical observation made by Freudian scholars, usually in the form
of a passing comment, is that Freud’s early notion of the symbol rarely
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appears later and plays little part in his more developed views on sym-
bolism. In the case of the mnemic symbol and symbolization in hysteria,
the observation is usually that these were particular, restricted, technical
usages, peculiar to Freud’s early work on hysteria, and unrelated to his
later concept of the symbol. In the case of the more general notion of
the symbol as substitute produced by displacement, the observation (at
least from some of the post-Freudians) is that this broader view is more
acceptable than the later, narrower, FN position. Rodrigué, it will be
recalled, remarked that ‘I consider this earlier conception of symbolism
to be more fruitful than the later’ (1956, p. 149). In either case, how-
ever, the observations involve a judgement of discontinuity between the
early and the later views, regardless of which of the early views is being
considered. Even Freud’s editor, Strachey, makes a comment to this
effect on the use of the term ‘symbol’ in the Project:

In this discussion Freud seems for the most part to be using ‘symbolization’ in
the very general sense of ‘displacement’. In his contribution to Studies on Hys-
teria . . . he had used the term in the more restricted sense of the ‘conversion’
of mental states into physical sensations . . . These uses are only loosely connec-
ted with those found more often in Freud’s later writings, especially in connec-
tion with dreams. (n. on Freud 1895b, p. 349)

Consistent with this judgement, those who discuss Freud’s theory of
symbolism tend to pay very little attention to these early views, alluding
to them, if at all, only briefly, and quickly dismissing them as of little
interest or value.

Freud himself, on the other hand, seemed to feel that there was a
continuity between his early and his later work on symbolism (although,
characteristically, he is inconsistent on this point). In the preface to the
second (1908) edition of the Studies on Hysteria, he writes: “The attent-
ive reader will be able to detect in the present book the germs of all
that has since been added to the theory of catharsis: for instance, the
part played by psychosexual factors and infantilism, the importance of
dreams and of unconscious symbolism’ (1895a, p. xxxi). Clearly, in
1908, not long before the introduction of some of the distinctive charac-
teristics of the FN position, Freud saw these early views as germinal to
the later important work on symbolism in dreams.

As a matter of fact, Freud is correct; but Strachey and other Freudian
scholars may be forgiven for not recognising this, since the conditions
responsible for producing their misjudgement are partly created by
Freud himself; in his failure to set out explicitly the conceptual schema
into which his early work on the symbol fits, and in his failure to bring
out clearly the themes common both to the early and to the later work
on symbolism. Admittedly, there are three ways in which the early views
were indeed left behind by Freud. The first is that in later discussions
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of symbolism the mere fact of temporal contiguity is insufficient for
playing the role of the rertium comparationis (‘third [element] of
comparison’) between symbol and symbolised; the second is the rarity
with which any explicit discussion using the terms ‘mnemic symbol’ and
‘symbolization’ is to be found in Freud’s later writings; and the third is
the explicit narrowing of the term ‘symbol’ in the FN position on sym-
bolism. Closer inspection, however, reveals that each of these is some-
what misleading in its implications of discontinuity.

The question of the tertium comparationis, as will be seen, is complex,
and it is by no means true that the similarity of symbol and symbolised
is not considered in these early views. Besides, little apparent consider-
ation is given to this matter by those who dismiss Freud’s earlier views.
The burden of responsibility, therefore, falls onto the second and third
points. Now, one of the differences between the FN and the FB position
on symbolism is that the FN position can be documented easily with the
handful of specific and explicit supportive claims which may be found in
Freud’s writings. This was shown in the previous chapter. It has not
been appreciated, however, that these specific FN claims are embedded
in a much larger number of statements about symbolism which make
up the FB position. But the difficulty in documenting the FB position
is that, often, statements about symbolism which belong to this broader
position are only indirectly supportive; for example, after a direct connec-
tion has been made between, say, ‘symbol’ and ‘substitute’ (where
‘symbol formation’ is used interchangeably with ‘substitution’), this pro-
cess of ‘substitution’ is then discussed at a later stage, but without use
of the term ‘symbol’ or its cognates. Thus, only if the original connec-
tion has been noted will the later discussion be recognised to be one
concerning symbolism; and only if the initial connection has been docu-
mented will there be manifest evidence for the claim that the later dis-
cussion s about symbolism.

It is hardly surprising, then, given the difficulty of identifying and
tracing such connections, that there has been no attempt to document
what I have called the FB position on symbolism in Freud’s writings,
and a corresponding preference for presenting the more easily docu-
mented FN position as the Freudian theory of symbolism. And, in that
FN position, there is indeed no explicit reference to symbolism in hys-
teria, or to the more general notion of the symbol as substitute via
displacement.

Nevertheless, indirect supportive connections to the FB position do
appear in Freud’s early writings on the symbol, and together they con-
tribute to a number of common themes which are picked up and devel-
oped later, and which are central to the FB position. These common
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themes are more easily extracted when they are seen to emerge from a
general conceptual schema on symbolism, one which, unfortunately, is
not explicitly set out by Freud, and which is obscured by the chronologi-
cal relationship between the treatment of the symbol in hysteria and the
more general account of symbolism which appears in the Project.

The foundations of continuity: a general conceptual
schema

Freud’s early work on symbolism, therefore, can be seen to incorporate
a hierarchical schema (see Figure 1), in which the ‘mnemic symbol’ and
‘symbolization’ of hysteria are special cases of the more general process
of symbol formation as defensive substitution. Using this schema, it
becomes easier to identify certain themes which are important in the
FB position on symbolism. These six themes are listed at the foot of
Figure 1.

The first of these themes is the normal/pathological dimension.
Within the conceptual schema, the term ‘symbol’ is not restricted to
the pathological case; symbol formation may occur normally or patho-
logically, and in both cases the symbolised is displaced/replaced by the
symbol (although Freud usually uses ‘displacement’ to refer to the
pathological process). Thus Freud allows that symbol formation may
be pathological or normal, unconscious or conscious, non-conventional
or conventional. In other words, to use the jargon of the post-Freudian
critics, Freud does nor deny the continuity of the symbolic function
through primary and secondary processes. The main difference between
the normal and the pathological formation of symbols seems to turn on
the extent to which the person remains aware both of the process itself,
and of what the symbol has replaced. In the case of normal symbol
formation, the substitutive process appears to be either conscious (e.g.,
the soldier who sacrifices himself for a flag is aware of why he does so;
the knight who fights for his lady’s glove knows that the glove stands
for her), or it may be unconscious and even defensive, but nevertheless
socially acceptable and not regarded as neurotic. Freud himself does
not say this, but clearly the old maid may be unaware that her pet is a
companion substitute, and she may have reasons for not wishing to
realise this; nevertheless, Freud categorises this as normal. Such
examples suggest that the dividing line between normal and pathological
depends, at least in some cases, simply on social acceptability. This is
supported by Freud’s comment, quoted earlier, that a soldier might sac-
rifice himself for a scrap of stuff on a pole ‘because it has become a
symbol of his fatherland, and no one thinks that neuroric’ (my emphasis).
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SYMBOL = SUBSTITUTE (VIA DISPLACEMENT)

NORMAL
(i) symbol = either conscious substitute,
e.g. soldier fights for flag, knight fights for
lady’s glove, or perhaps unconscious but
socially acceptable, e.g. old maid keeps pet

as companion.

(i) ‘metaphorical’ use.

PATHOLOGICAL

symbol = unconscious substitute for
purposes of defence - CRS formula
(Conflict—Repression—Substitution) [J

stable formation: ‘the pathological
process is one of displacement such as

we have come to know in dreams —

a primary process therefore.”

(1) HYSTERIA

(2) OBSESSIONAL NEUROSIS
symbol does not involve ‘conversion’
into somatic sphere, but still, the
‘content is replaced by a substitute
for purposes of defence’ e.g. various
movements substitute for abandoned
movements of masturbation.

(a) mnemic symbol

= symptom via ‘conversion’ to
replace repressed trauma. A steps
into B’s place because A was
incidental occurrence and B
is unacceptable/defended
against/repressed — substitution
occurs at time of conflict/trauma.

= elaborates on, and reinforces,
mnemic symbol via linguistic
connections — literal experiencing
of metaphorical expression —
must be based on simultaneous

(b) symbolization

original real pains.

COMMON THEMES
(i) The normal/pathological dimension.

(ii) Centrality of CRS (Conflict—Repression—Substitution) formula: symbol as defensive

substitute.
(iii) The role of language.

@iv) The tertium comparationis and the individual/universal distinction.
(v) The ontogenesis of symbols in the individual’s past experience.
(vi) Symbols are already available in the unconscious.

Figure 1 The ‘symbol’ in Freud’s early writings
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There is, of course, much more that could be explored in such cases
(and indeed s explored later in Freud’s writings); for example, the flag
as symbol of the fatherland may be conscious and socially acceptable,
but it is worth examining whether the fatherland itself does not sym-
bolise something more intimate, and perhaps repressed. Such questions
are discussed at length by Jones in his 1916 paper on ‘The theory of
symbolism’. In addition, the FB position on symbolism includes the
categorisation by Freud as ‘normal’ not only of conventional symbols,
but also of symbols produced by the process later to be called ‘subli-
mation’, which seems to be an unconscious, defensive process. For
many reasons, then, the equation of pathological with unconscious and
of normal with conscious is inaccurate. Not surprisingly, however,
Freud devotes most of his attention to what he labels the ‘pathological’
cases. These clearly belong to the category of the ‘non-conventional’
symbols, which was identified in Chapter 1 as being the major focus of
interest and controversy in the literature on symbolism.

The second common theme may be identified as the symbol as
defensive substitute and the centrality of the CRS (Conflict-
Repression—-Substitution) ‘formula’. The function of symbol forma-
tion and use in the service of defence, via the cutting off of a memory
or idea which is unacceptable to some part of the psyche, and the substi-
tution in its place of something which is acceptable to that part of the
psyche, is without question the most important theme which emerges
from Freud’s early writings on symbolism. This central theme is encap-
sulated in what may be called the CRS (Conflict-Repression—
Substitution) ‘formula’, expressed in Freud’s statement:

The process which we see here at work — conflict, repression, substitution
involving a compromise — returns in all psychoneurotic symptoms and gives us
the key to understanding their formation. (1899, p. 308)

It will be recalled that in the Breuer and Freud ‘Preliminary communi-
cation’, the authors identified two possible conditions from which
symbol formation might arise: either from the defensive ‘fending off’
by the ego of a psychically incompatible idea, or because the subject
happened at the time to be in a peculiar ‘hypnoid’ state. Freud’s recog-
nition of, and insistence on, the centrality of defence is revealed very
early, in his preference for the first of these two accounts, and in his
eventual dispute with Breuer, who favoured the second. It is clear from
the examples discussed earlier that Freud invariably points to defence
as the motivating cause of symbol formation. Thus hysteria ‘originates
through the repression of an incompatible idea from a motive of
defence’ (1895a, p. 285), and, via the process of ‘conversion’, ‘the ego
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succeeds in freeing itself from the contradiction [with which it is con-
fronted]’ (1894, p. 49). Elisabeth von R., for instance, protected herself
from experiencing a conscious love/moral guilt conflict regarding her
brother-in-law, by loving him wunconsciously — ‘she was in the peculiar
state of knowing and at the same time not knowing — a situation, that is,
in which a psychical group was cut off’ (1895a, p. 165). Freud realises,
furthermore, that what is necessary for this defence is that whatever
becomes ‘cut off’ must, initially, have been experienced:

Consciousness, plainly, does not know in advance when an incompatible idea
is going to crop up. The incompatible idea which, together with its concomi-
tants, is later excluded and forms a separate psychical group, must originally
have been in communication with the main stream of thought. Otherwise, the
conflict which led to their exclusion could not have taken place. It is these
moments, then, that are to be decribed as ‘traumatic’: it is at these moments
that conversion takes place, of which the results are the splitting of conscious-
ness and the hysterical symptom. (1895a, p. 167)

Obsessional neurosis, similarly, involves the replacement of the content
of a psychically unacceptable idea by a substitute, thus producing the
obsessional symptom (whether idea or action). For instance, Freud
writes, in a letter to Fliess: ‘It has become clear to me that various
obsessional movements have the meaning of a substitute for the aban-
doned movements of masturbation’ (1897, p. 267). This theme of the
symbolic function of obsessional ideas and actions is taken up and devel-
oped in detail in Freud’s later writings.

Given Freud’s frequent interchanging of ‘substitution’ and ‘symbol-
formation’, the importance of the CRS formula in his theory of symbol-
ism is evident. Freud never abandoned this formula; it was firmly estab-
lished in these early views, which are unfortunately so often ignored or
dismissed, and it continued to form the core of the FB position on
symbolism.

The third common theme which emerges from the general conceptual
schema is the role of language. A number of Freudian scholars (e.g.,
Ricoeur 1970; Forrester 1980; Todorov 1982) have commented on
Freud’s penchant for philological speculation, and on the importance
which he gradually gave, in his discussions of symbolism, to the role of
language. In the later FN position, he constantly appeals to linguistic
parallels to support his interpretations of symbols, often resorting to
somewhat far-fetched, and at times bizarre, linguistic reasoning, in pref-
erence to drawing attention to more obvious connections.

However, Freud’s interest in language is not revealed only in his later
writings; and a consideration of his earlier linguistic speculations can
shed a good deal of light on the extent to which some of the later, rather



The ‘symbol’ in Freud’s early writings 49

obscure, manoeuvres in this area were the confused result of attempts
to accommodate quite sound theoretical premises.

As we have seen, the mechanism of symbolization involves a linguis-
tic, metaphorical expression, taken literally. But, despite being appar-
ently autonomous, this process can always be traced back to the exist-
ence of an original pain or physical state. In further support of this,
Freud asserts that, in general, the linguistic expression (which is now
taken metaphorically by current language-users) was originally a literal
description of an appropriate accompanying physiological state. In sum-
ming up his treatment of Frau Cicilie M., Freud assures us that the
phenomenon of symbolization is not as strange and inexplicable as it
might seem:

It is my opinion ... that when a hysteric creates a somatic expression for an
emotionally-coloured idea by symbolization ... in taking a verbal expression
literally and in feeling the ‘stab in the heart’ or the ‘slap in the face’ after some
slighting remark as a real event, the hysteric is not taking liberties with words,
but is simply reviving once more the sensations to which the verbal expression
owes its justification ... What could be more probable than that the figure of
speech ‘swallowing something’, which we use in talking of an insult to which
no rejoinder has been made, did in fact originate from the innervatory sensations
which arise in the pharynx when we refrain from speaking and prevent ourselves
from reacting to the insult? All these sensations and innervations . . . may now
for the most part have become so much weakened that the expression of them
in words seems to us only to be a figurative picture of them, whereas in all
probability the description was once meant literally; and hysteria is right in
restoring the original meaning of the words in depicting its unusually strong
innervations. Indeed, it is perhaps wrong to say that hysteria creates these sen-
sations by symbolizations. It may be that it does not take linguistic usage as its
model at all, but that both hysteria and linguistic usage alike draw their material
from a common source. (1895a, pp. 180-1)

In the case of hysteria, such connections do touch the relationship
between the mnemic symbol and what that symbol stands for, albeit
only indirectly, insofar as they touch the relationship between expression
(e.g., ‘I cannot stand alone’) and physical symptom (astasia), in a mech-
anism which is a reinforcing elaboration on the mnemic symbol. More
significantly, however, there is in these early views a foreshadowing of
two characteristic concerns with respect to language which become
more focused in Freud’s later writings on symbolism.

Firstly, the observation that symbolization involves a metaphorical
expression which, once again, as it was originally, is taken literally, is a
precursor of Freud’s later connection between universal symbols and
the origins of language. As Forrester (1980) has maintained, Freud’s
gradually increasing attention to linguistic speculations, his drawing of



50 Freud, psychoanalysis, and symbolism

linguistic parallels, and his appealing to the origins of language, were
all made in an effort to undercut a possible charge of arbitrariness in
his interpretations of symbols. While the appreciation of the unac-
ceptability of such arbitrariness, and the effort to find something which
would undercut it, were both sound, the particular means by which
Freud attempted to do this were less sound. These culminated in his
attempt to justify the constant meanings of universal symbols by tracing
the linguistic term for the symbol back to an original identity between
word and thing — a manoeuvre which, it will be argued, was confused
and unnecessary.

Secondly, Freud’s explanation of symbolization in terms of the revival
of the literal meaning of a metaphorical expression is an example of a
theoretically sound lifelong commitment to linguistic realism. His con-
stant attempts to ground the linguistic in the prior, non-linguistic, testify
to his appreciation that language, ultimately, being a referential system,
must have something to which it refers. This commitment is seen in his
later rejection of the idealist and constructivist tendencies in the
approach to language of his opponents (particularly Jung), which inevi-
tably marred their theories of symbolism.

An additional usage, which is not unconnected with the mechanism
of symbolization, is that of the term ‘symbol’ in a more loose sense to
mean ‘metaphor’. Scattered examples of this usage crop up in all periods
of Freud’s writings. An early instance comes in Freud’s discussion of
an analysis of a particular ‘screen memory’ of a friend (whom Strachey,
following Jones (1953, p. 28), identifies as Freud himself). Freud says,
of the ‘friend’s’ reported memory of the sweet taste of bread:

It seems clear that this idea, which amounted almost to a hallucination, corre-
sponded to your phantasy of the comfortable life you would have led if you had
stayed at home and married this girl — or in symbolic language, of how sweet
the bread would have tasted for which you had to struggle so hard in your later
years. (1899, p. 315)

The parallel between this kind of loose metaphorical interpretation, and
the linguistic connection which is the basis of symbolization, is obvious,
although it is less obvious where it should appear in the conceptual
schema. Freud does not mark off this use as ‘pathological’, and for this
reason it has been categorised with the normal use of symbols, although
often the examples are to be found in the context of a discussion of
pathological phenomena.

The fourth common theme is the ‘tertium comparationis’ and the
individual/universal distinction. Later in his writings on symbolism
Freud (following others) adopts the phrase zertium comparationis to refer
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to the ‘third [term] of comparison’, i.e., that element shared by symbol
and symbolised which accounts for the symbol’s standing for, or substi-
tuting for, the symbolised. Most often, the terzium comparationis is ident-
ified as ‘iconicity’ (similarity of shape or form); less often it is identified
as similarity of function. Furthermore, the similarities which are ident-
ified are typical, universally occurring ones (upright poles, sticks, knives
as phallic symbols; cupboards, rooms, containers as female sexual sym-
bols, etc.).

In Freud’s later discussion of symbols, hardly ever is mere temporal/
spatial contiguity sufficient to act as the connecting link; yet it does
seem to be sufficient in the early accounts of the mnemic symbol. The
smell of burnt pudding, the toothache, the rheumatic pains in the legs —
these, according to Freud, became mnemic symbols simply because they
occurred simultaneously with the traumatic event. There is no similarity
of form or function between the smell of burnt pudding and the
repressed erotic impulses of Miss Lucy R. Nor is there anything either
typical or universal about the smell of burnt pudding, or its occurrence
simultaneously with a traumatic event. So too with the relationship
between toothache and the repressed erotic ideas of which Frau Cécil-
ie’s grandmother might have been suspicious. The ‘symbol’ becomes a
symbol simply because it is an incidental, simultaneous occurrence.

It is not surprising that this early position is seen as irrelevant to the
later one, for, although one might take James Mill’s view of contiguity
as a legitimate (in fact the only) law of association, or appeal to the
associator as the crucial connecting link, or speculate about some further
connecting link, not apparent to the observer, in the mind of the hys-
teric, there is a clear difference between an object’s substituting for
something else because it resembles it, and an object’s standing for
something else simply because it was present at the time. The two differ-
ent kinds of connecting link are significant for the later development of
the CRS formula. In the case of the mnemic symbol, the zertium compar-
ationis of temporal contiguity coincides with the fact that, while the
symbol does stand as a substitute, it does not provide substitute satisfac-
tion, whereas for those symbols in which the connecting link is some
kind of similarity, the notion of substitute sazsfaction is (especially later
in Freud’s writings) important.

Yet there are two respects in which the concept of similarity between
symbol and symbolised is already part of Freud’s early views. The first
has been hinted at above — in the similarity between the metaphorical
expression and the physical state depicted literally by that expression in
the phenomenon of symbolization — the similarity, in other words, which
lies at the heart of metaphor and is made use of in one kind of symbol
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formation. The metaphorical expressions ‘piercing glance’, ‘unable to
stand alone’, ‘cannot swallow’, and so on, are to be taken literally in
uncovering this kind of symbolism. Where this particular similarity
comes into play, so too, significantly, do typicality and universality (as
contrasted, for example, with the mnemic symbol of the burnt pudding).
In tracing the metaphorical expressions back to their original literal
meanings, Freud is pointing to a connection which goes beyond the
individual, in the sense that the experiencing of a ‘lump in the throat’,
the inability to swallow, when one has been insulted and refrains from
replying, is presented as a common, typical physiological reaction, not
peculiar to certain individuals only. There is no question that the con-
vergence of these concerns (i.e., linguistic parallels, similarity, typicality,
and universality) plays an important role in Freud’s writings; he returns
to them again and again, and in the later FN position on symbolism
they become central, where they are combined with the notion of the
‘muteness’ of symbols. At this early stage, admittedly, free association
is necessary for the interpretation of symbolic phenomena, for only this
method reveals ‘an uninte